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This report examines 80 textbooks from the national 

school curriculum of the Tunisian Republic. The text-

books span Grades 1 to 13 and include the subjects of Ar-

abic Language (Texts and Grammar), Literature, French 

Language, Islamic Education, Islamic Thought, Social 

Subjects, Geography, History and Civics. This report eval-

uates Tunisian textbooks through a structured methodol-

ogy grounded in internationally recognized standards for 

peace and tolerance education, drawing on UNESCO and 

UN recommendations as well as UNESCO’s own guide-

lines for textbook development. The analysis assesses the 

degree to which the curriculum is in line with these ped-

agogical principles.  

Tunisian textbooks largely reflect moderation, empha-

sizing tolerance and democratic values, gender equality, 

and national pride.  However, challenges remain, partic-

ularly in addressing antisemitism, and fostering discus-

sions on human rights. Thus, there is room for further 

alignment with UNESCO-derived standards of tolerance 

and inclusivity in education.

•	 Tunisian identity is portrayed as rooted in openness, 

tolerance, and innovation, with Ancient Carthage de-

picted as a historical meeting place of civilizations. 

However, modern history narratives largely omit dis-

cussions of domestic oppression under past leaders 

such as Bourguiba and Ben Ali, and the Arab Spring 

receives minimal treatment.

•	 French colonialism is addressed in a negative yet nu-

anced manner. Colonialism is condemned as oppres-

sive and explained through Marxist theories of class 

struggle, but Tunisian agency in facilitating colonial 

rule is acknowledged. Solidarity is expressed toward 

other Arab and Maghreb nations who experienced 

European colonialism. Contemporary France is pre-

sented as an advanced and friendly nation, and stu-

dents are encouraged to befriend French people. The 

European Union is mentioned as an influential power 

in the world, as is China. The United States is portrayed 

ambivalently—both as a diverse democracy and as an 

imperialist power linked to capitalism.

•	 The textbooks commend interfaith tolerance, draw-

ing on Islamic traditions to emphasize respect for 

Christian and Jewish communities. The Jewish heri-

tage of Tunisia is acknowledged. However, not much 

information about Jewish beliefs or history is provid-

ed, and problematic content persists, including ste-

reotypes linking Jews with immorality, undue wealth 

and political influence. The Holocaust is only indirectly 

referenced as “Nazi crimes against the Jews” and no 

further details are provided, despite Tunisia’s direct 

experience of Nazi occupation. However, European 

antisemitism is discussed in the context of Zionist his-

tory. 

•	 Tunisia’s progressive stance on women’s rights is re-

flected in the textbooks, with frequent emphasis on 

women’s contributions to society and portrayals of 

women in modern roles and attire. However, some 

traditional stereotypes persist. There is no acknowl-

edgment of sexual or gender minorities.

•	 Islamic education textbooks advocate for tolerance 

and denounce religious-inspired radicalism. Yet, there 

is a lack of meaningful analysis of other faiths and oc-

casional unsympathetic portrayals of non-Muslims, 

mostly through quotations of Scripture. Non-Islamic 

faiths other than Judaism, such as Christianity, are 

rarely discussed.

•	 The Arab-Israeli conflict is discussed at length in three 

history textbooks and alluded to in multiple Arabic 

Language texts. The attitude toward Israel is over-

whelmingly negative, with violence against Israelis, 

such as the 1972 Munich Olympic massacre, cele-

brated in some instances. Israel is only mentioned in 

textbooks within the context of conflict, contributing 

to a one-dimensional and hostile perspective. Jewish 

self-determination is not recognized, and Zionism is 

dismissed as an imperialist conspiracy. At the same 

time, some Tunisian textbooks acknowledge Israel by 

name and indirectly on maps within the context of 

the conflict, and expose students to primary sources 

such as Israel’s Declaration of Independence. 

Executive Summary 
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A country smaller in size and population than its Maghreb 

neighbors, Tunisia was historically recognized as mod-

erate, Western-oriented, and stable. Indeed, stability is 

habitually the defining feature of discussions about Tu-

nisia, which often highlight it in an idealized manner. The 

country has experienced far less political and economic 

turbulence than many of its neighbors or more distant 

Arabic-speaking and Islamic countries. As a result, Tuni-

sia historically attracted less international interest and 

remained largely unknown beyond the small number 

of scholars who studied it. However, this shifted in 2011, 

when Tunisia’s revolution became the first in the region 

to successfully overthrow an authoritarian regime; its 

subsequent transformation into a democracy further ce-

mented its image as a “success story.” The revolution also 

increased international interest in Tunisian politics and 

society.

This report presents the study’s findings in six sections, 

based on central themes, trends, and issues identified in 

Tunisian textbooks. These are representations of Tunisia’s 

identity; elements of peace and tolerance in the curricu-

lum; a discussion of Tunisia’s global outlook; women and 

gender issues; the portrayal of Jewish people and be-

liefs in the textbooks; and the Arab-Israeli conflict. Each 

section explores a specific theme using concrete exam-

ples taken from the textbooks, each of which includes a 

screenshot of the original Arabic text and its translation 

into English. Report conclusions reiterate the main take-

aways from these central themes, and provide an overall 

assessment of the curriculum’s adherence to internation-

al education standards. 

Tunisia: Brief Overview

Tunisia’s colonial experience, which began in 1881 with 

the invasion of the French army and the imposition of a 

protectorate, was far less harsh than that in neighboring 

Algeria. Some even saw the imposition of French rule as 

a beneficial development that would help advance the 

country further into the modern era. Tunisia’s struggle for 

independence was relatively benign, as France withdrew 

in 1956 to focus on retaining Algeria, while seeking to 

maintain ties with a pro-Western Tunisia under the lead-

ership of Habib Bourguiba. Under Bourguiba, Tunisia em-

braced moderate positions in regional and international 

affairs, and promoted internal causes that were unusual 

in the region, such as improving the status of women. 

Tunisia’s textbooks reflect these efforts, and highlight the 

government’s vision of the country’s identity. These pub-

lications are often the main conduit for conveying this 

vision to Tunisian citizens and mobilize students to par-

ticipate in efforts to confront national challenges. State 

education reflects the country’s present situation, the 

ways in which it views its past, and its plans for the future.

Pre-Colonial Tunisia:

Tunisia was conquered by Arab-Muslim forces in the late 

seventh and early eighth centuries, as part of a wider 

campaign of the Umayyad dynasty to take control of the 

entire Maghreb [west] region. Although Tunisia’s popula-

tion was largely Sunni-Muslim and homogeneous (with 

the exception of a small Jewish community that num-

bered around 120,000 at its twentieth-century peak), it 

consisted of various tribes that had historically resisted 

external control. 

In the eighteenth century, a local dynasty established 

by Ottoman military officers took control of the territory; 

they maintained formal relations with the Ottoman Em-

pire but otherwise managed their own affairs, which in-

cluded fostering diplomatic ties with European countries. 

Tunisia’s rulers consolidated control over the country, 

with the capital port city of Tunis emerging as the cen-

tral hub. They established a strong bureaucratic tradition, 

enabling the central government to effectively impose 

its authority across the population, mainly through col-

lecting taxes and registering property. Although the state 

could not yet be categorized as “modern,” throughout 

the nineteenth century Tunisia adopted initiatives that 

set it on the path toward modernization.  

The Colonial Era and the Struggle for Independence

In a manner similar to the Ottoman Empire’s experience 

in the nineteenth century, Tunisia faced growing foreign 

diplomatic and economic pressures from European na-

tions. In particular, after France’s occupation of Algeria in 

1830, it had clear ambitions to extend its control in the 

region. Tunisia’s rulers sought to resist foreign domina-

tion by establishing educational institutions to train local 

professionals and creating modern military units capable 

of confronting external threats. 

Introduction 
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In 1860, Tunisia was the first Arab country to frame a 

constitution, which reflected the notion of separating 

branches of government. Although never implemented, 

the constitution draft indicates Tunisia’s advanced sta-

tus, yet these endeavors required large financial invest-

ments. The Tunisian government was forced to secure 

loans from European banks and governments, creating a 

vicious dependency cycle that ultimately led to Tunisia’s 

demise. Foreign powers gained control of its finances in 

1869, and Tunisia’s sovereignty was further eroded after 

foreign nationals were exempted from Tunisian juris-

diction, granting them a free hand to conduct business 

transactions that gave them an advantage over their local 

partners. The French invasion in 1881 was the final blow to 

Tunisia when the country was declared a French protec-

torate. Tunisia remained nominally sovereign, but its mil-

itary and diplomatic affairs were handed over to France, 

which, over time, assumed control over most realms of 

Tunisian public life. It is important to note that some of 

the reforms instituted by France were initially seen by 

Tunisians as another step in the country’s modernization 

process, and did not generate widespread opposition. 

Over time, more Tunisians resented French rule, and 

began to press for reforms within the protectorate sys-

tem. The Destour (constitution) party, established in 

1920, sought to revive the 1860 constitution, but re-

frained from demanding independence. The party 

divided in 1934, when a group of younger Tunisians,  

mainly from peripheral regions, established the Neo-

Destour party. The party was led by Habib Bourguiba,  

who would emerge as the independent Tunisia’s found-

ing father, the “supreme combatant” who championed 

the country’s struggle for independence. The Neo-

Destour became Tunisia’s central political force, with tens 

of thousands of members and numerous branches. 

In the mid twentieth century, World War II weakened 

France’s position in Tunisia, and the nationalist strug-

gle intensified. In 1954, France recognized Tunisia’s right 

to self-determination, and began negotiations with the 

Neo-Destour leadership. Tunisia independence was final-

ized in 1955.

Post Independence Tunisia 

Post-independence Tunisia was led by Habib Bourguiba. 

In July 1957, the country was declared a republic, and the 

monarchy, which had been significantly weakened and 

sidelined during the colonial era, was abolished. Although 

many Tunisians had hoped for a pluralist political system, 

the reality of public life was a far cry from that. Bourguiba 

presided over an authoritarian regime, in which the lines 

between the ruling (and only) party and state institutions 

were blurred. The parliament was merely a rubber stamp 

for approving presidential decisions, the judiciary was 

weak, and the media was controlled by the government. 

In the 1960s, Bourguiba promoted a socialist-oriented, 

state-managed economy. Tunisian citizens benefited 

from generous government food subsidies and a wide 

social network intended to cover their needs. Economic 

difficulties in the 1970s forced Tunisia to change its course 

and embrace a market economy. As Tunisia lacked natu-

ral resources, it was forced to find other ways to gener-

ate prosperity and attract foreign investments. In order 

to achieve those goals, Tunisia’s social and cultural ori-

entation under Bourguiba remained staunchly Western. 

Although Arabic was Tunisia’s official language, French 

remained the language of the business and science 

communities. Bourguiba distanced himself from Islamic 

religious tenets, contending that they were obstacles to 

progress. He went as far as calling on Tunisian Muslims to 

refrain from fasting throughout the holy month of Rama-

dan in 1961, arguing that the fast distracted from Tunisia’s 

efforts to advance its economy. Bourguiba was particu-

larly forceful in promoting the status of women, granting 

women full legal equality; a measure at odds with Mus-

lim law. Personal status laws concerning women were 

unusual in Arab-Muslim countries. However, in Tunisia, 

polygamy was forbidden, women were given the right to 

divorce, and the legal age of marriage for women was set 

at 18. Tunisia was one of the first Arab countries to pro-

mote birth control and family planning programs, which 

further advanced the status of women. Women were al-

lowed to study at secondary schools and universities; the 

number of girls attending Tunisian schools recorded ex-

ponential growth after independence, rising from 70,000 

in 1956 to 200,000 in 1961. Most Tunisians supported Bour-

guiba, convinced that his approach would help Tunisia 

become a modern, developed country.

At independence, Tunisia’s education system was small, 

and previously catered to European children during the 

protectorate era. Tunisia’s educational priorities after in-

dependence were expansion, Arabization, and the train-

ing of skilled professionals to replace former Europeans, 

which remains so today. The education system was based 

on the French model: basic (six years), middle (three 

years), and upper school (four years) leading up to the 

Baccalaureate exam, which dictates entrance to univer-

sity. Education was and remains compulsory from ages 

6-16, and was mostly in Arabic, except for some science 

upper school classes. French was the second main lan-

Introduction
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guage, but English is gaining importance. Tunisia’s first 

university was established in 1960, and the country now 

has 13 universities, along with over 185 other higher edu-

cation institutions. 

The Ben Ali Era 

By the mid-1980s Habib Bourguiba appeared to be suf-

fering from various health and age-related issues, which 

compromised his ability to govern. He increasingly made 

hasty and erratic decisions, which he often arbitrarily 

revoked. Mounting pressure from Islamist groups who 

opposed Bourguiba’s Western orientation compounded 

the growing uncertainty, since Bourguiba had never des-

ignated an heir and had exclusive control of the political 

system. On November 7, 1987, Bourguiba was removed 

from office by a constitutional coup, after seven physi-

cians declared him unfit to rule. He was moved out of the 

presidential palace and effectively placed under house 

arrest in his hometown of Monastir, where he died in April 

2000 at the age of 98. Bourguiba was replaced by his 

prime minister, Zayn al-’Abidin Ben Ali, a former military 

officer who also directed the country’s security services.

Ben Ali’s takeover was initially welcomed by most Tu-

nisians, who were relieved that Bourguiba had been 

replaced in a non-violent manner. Ben Ali vowed to 

maintain Bourguiba’s policies but also implied that he 

was interested in expanding democracy and promot-

ing greater political pluralism. However, over time, these 

promises rang hollow, and Ben Ali’s regime proved to be 

ever more authoritarian, with no tolerance for any form of 

dissent. Although Ben Ali was supported by most West-

ern powers, who valued his pro-Western approach and 

uncompromising position toward radical Islam, the real-

ity for Tunisians at home was quite different. They were 

exposed to harsh repression and human rights violations. 

Despite some economic gains and political stability se-

cured by Ben Ali, many Tunisians were disappointed 

and disenchanted with the regime. Growing corruption 

among the president’s family and close associates fur-

ther soured the public’s mood.

The 2011 Revolution and its Aftermath 

While the Ben Ali regime’s popularity deteriorated, there 

was little to suggest that its days were numbered. It did 

not face any significant political opponents, who could  

serve as a viable alternative. Moreover, Tunisia did not 

have a history of revolutionary politics that could serve 

as a precedent for removing the regime from power. But 

much to the shock of many Tunisians, the country expe-

rienced a revolution in early 2011, which led to the demise 

of the Ben Ali regime and the transformation to a demo-

cratic order. This uprising, the first of its kind in the Mid-

dle East and North Africa, established the precedent of 

removing an authoritarian ruler from power, and became 

a model emulated by other countries, in what became 

known as the “Arab Spring.”

The Tunisian revolution resulted from the impact of the 

desperate act of one young citizen named Mohamed 

Bouazizi, who set himself on fire protesting against the 

police harassment he experienced, compounding his 

dire economic situation. Bouazizi, who later succumbed 

to his wounds, became a symbol for Tunisians who took 

to the streets protesting against the regime. These pro-

tests gained traction and reached the point where Pres-

ident Ben Ali fled the country on January 14, 2011, and 

received political asylum in Saudi Arabia. Ben Ali’s depar-

ture quickly unraveled his regime, which was replaced by 

a transitional government. Tunisia held democratic elec-

tions for a National Constituent Assembly in October 2011, 

and began its transition process to a new political order.

Since the revolution, Tunisia has been widely recognized 

as the success story among countries considered part 

of the “Arab Spring.” It held several rounds of free and 

uncontested elections, the results of which were recog-

nized by competing political forces, established a con-

stitution in 2014 and promotes the need for consensus 

in politics. Despite this success, many Tunisians remain 

deeply disappointed with the revolution’s outcome, par-

ticularly in the economic realm. These sentiments may 

reflect unrealistic expectations, but paved the way for 

the victory of Kais Saied, who was elected president in 

2019. A former law professor and political outsider, Saied 

vowed to rid the country of the corruption and ineptitude 

that overshadowed public life. His decision in 2021 to 

suspend parliament and rule by decree has raised fears 

that Tunisia may be on the road back to authoritarian 

rule. Further measures, such as a constitutional reform 

which strengthened the president’s executive powers 

at the parliament’s expense, or charges against lead-

ers of political parties, have added to growing concerns 

about Tunisian democracy. In October 2024, Kais Saied 

was elected to a second presidential term, without facing  

Introduction
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significant competition. Voter turnout was less than 30%, 

reflecting growing public disenchantment. Tunisia’s eco-

nomic situation is also problematic, with rising unem-

ployment and inflation. All of these factors cast a shadow 

over the country’s future. 

Tunisian Education System 

Although Tunisia’s education system has a good reputa-

tion, reflecting heavy government investments since in-

dependence, critics have highlighted many issues. These 

include antiquated teaching methods, ineffective super-

vision, and a lack of attention to the evolving job market. 

Tunisian students have scored poorly in international 

PISA assessments, with the majority of participating stu-

dents scoring below the proficiency level in 2015. Tunisia 

ranked 66th out of 70 participating countries, raising fur-

ther doubts about the proficiency of its educational sys-

tem.1

The Tunisian education system has undergone a series 

of significant reforms since independence. In 1958, the 

government sought to unify and nationalize the sector, 

structuring it into three cycles—primary, secondary, and 

higher education—while making schooling both com-

pulsory and free for all children. By the late 1960s, the cur-

riculum for primary education was Arabized, establishing 

Arabic as the language of instruction across all subjects. 

However, French retained a central role as a second lan-

guage, serving as the medium for  communication and 

access to scientific and technical knowledge. Around this 

period, the Arabization of technical and scientific educa-

tion was also introduced, becoming a defining feature of 

education policy.2

1    Donia Smaali Bouhlila, “Education in Tunisia: Past progress, present decline and future challenges,” Arab Barometer, 25 March, 2021.

      https://www.arabbarometer.org/2021/03/education-in-tunisia-past-progress-present-decline-and-future-challenges/

2    Ibid,

3    “Loi no 91-65 du 29 juillet 1991, relative au système éducatif,” Journal officiel de la République tunisienne, no. 55 (Aug 6, 1991): 1398-1400.

4    Bouhlila, “Education in Tunisia.” See also Faiza Himri and Sadok Chennouf, “The LMD reform in Maghreb Countries: A comparative analysis of its  

      implementation in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia,” International Journal of Economic Perspectives Vol. 18, no. 12 (2024): 2891-2905.

      https://ijeponline.lingcure.org/index.php/journal/article/view/819/779.

5    “Tunisia’s wide-ranging reforms in health and education boost education outcomes,” Oxford Business Group.

      https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/reports/tunisia/2018-report/economy/wide-ranging-reforms-aim-to-boost-educational-outcomes-lesson- 

      plans.

6    Jackie Cilliers and Stellah Kwasi, “The Rebirth: Tunisia’s potential development pathways to 2040,” ISS African Futures, May 12, 2023.

      https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/reports/tunisia/2018-report/economy/wide-ranging-reforms-aim-to-boost-educational-outcomes-lesson-plans

      https://futures.issafrica.org/special-reports/country/tunisia/

7    “Tunisia’s wide-ranging reforms in health and education boost education outcomes,” Oxford Business Group.

      https://oxfordbusinessgroup.com/reports/tunisia/2018-report/economy/wide-ranging-reforms-aim-to-boost-educational-outcomes-lesson- 

      plans

8    “Tunisia: Annual Country Report 2018,” World Good Program (WFP).

       https://docs.wfp.org/api/documents/WFP-0000104234/download/

       Cf. Tiziana della Ragione, “Education Reform in Post-Revolutionary Tunisia: Between Covid-19 and a Divided Civil Society,” Tel Aviv Notes Vol. 14, no.  

       8 (Nov. 2020).

       https://dayan.org/content/education-reform-post-revolutionary-tunisia-between-covid-19-and-divided-civil-society

A new wave of reform began in 1989, aimed at raising ed-

ucational standards and aligning training more closely 

with labor market needs. This was formalized in Law No. 

91-65, which reinforced the principle of free education at 

every level and restructured basic education into two cy-

cles: six years for the first stage and three for the second. 

Under this reform, all subjects—whether artistic, scien-

tific, or technical—were to be taught in Arabic through-

out basic education.3 Higher education experienced a 

major transformation with the introduction of the LMD 

(Licence–Master–Doctorat) system, inspired by the Bolo-

gna Declaration of 1999. This reform sought to integrate 

Tunisia into the European Higher Education Area by stan-

dardizing degree structures, promoting student and fac-

ulty mobility, ensuring quality, and facilitating both diplo-

ma recognition and youth employment.4

After the 2010–11 revolution, several improvements were 

introduced to the educational system, with increased 

budgets and different political initiatives, the first of 

which was “the National Dialogue on Education Reform” 

in 2015.5 Later, in 2016, Tunisia adopted the Strategic Plan 

for the Education Sector 2016-2020 —a five-year plan 

which seeks to improve teacher training, the curriculum, 

education infrastructure, and promote private partner-

ships, to better align the education system with the re-

quirements of the job market.6 Accordingly, in 2016, the 

Ministry of Education also published a “White Paper,” 

overhauling national education and implementing re-

forms to various elements in the system.7 The goals set by 

the “White Paper” were further promoted in the Country 

Strategic Plan (CSP) 2018-2022.8 

Introduction
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According to official figures published by the Ministry of 

Education for the 2024–2025 school year, around 2.1 mil-

lion students were enrolled in primary education, and 

1.26 million in secondary education.9 Education in Tunisia 

is divided into distinct phases. Since 2016, a transitional 

pre-primary preparatory year has been introduced. The 

primary level, known as “École de Base – Premier Cycle,” 

lasts six years and is followed by a three-year lower sec-

ondary cycle, culminating in the award of the national 

completion diploma. After this, students can pursue ei-

ther the four-year academic upper secondary track, cul-

minating in the national Baccalauréat examination, or a 

vocational path that awards various professional certifi-

cates. For those opting for higher education, Tunisia has 

adopted a system resembling France’s, granting univer-

sity degrees at the Licence, Master, and Doctorate levels.10

IMPACT-se previously explored the school curriculum of 

Tunisia in a 2009 report, which examined 64 textbooks. 

The study found that Tunisian textbooks emphasize the 

importance of tolerance, peace and dialogue with the 

“Other,” equality between all groups, openness toward 

the West, use of Islamic teaching for universal rapproche-

ment, and restriction of the ideals of militant jihad and 

martyrdom to historical events. 

The study concluded that Tunisian schoolbooks can serve 

as a model for other Arab countries in certain respects. At 

the same time, much remained to be addressed in the 

treatment of the Arab-Israeli conflict, which was present-

ed in a purely one-sided Arab-Palestinian narrative, offer-

ing little meaningful or informative context.11 

This updated report aims to offer a fresh and deep-

er look into the state school curriculum of Tunisia to 

uncover its major themes and trends and to evaluate 

its adherence to international education standards.

As before, the study featured in this report employs the 

IMPACT-se standard method of textbook content analy-

sis, with textbooks analyzed individually on the basis of 

international education standards and scanned for over-

arching themes and issues (see methodology on p. 10). 

A total of 80 textbooks have been studied in full (see list  

9    “Returning to School 2024-25 by the numbers,” Ultra Tunisia, September 16, 2024.

      https://ultratunisia.ultrasawt.com/العودة-المدرسية-2025-2024-في-أرقام/الترا-تونس/مجتمع/أخبار#:~:text=%20ويتوزع20%التلاميذ20%إلى20%201%مليون,عليها20%من20%وزارة20%التربية
      التونسية

10  “Education System in Tunisia,” Scholaro Database.

      https://www.scholaro.com/db/countries/Tunisia/Education-System.

      Kathleen Trayte Freeman, “Tunisia,” AACRAO Electronic Database for Global Education (EDGE).

      https://www.aacrao.org/edge/country/tunisia.

11    Arnon Groiss, Peace and the “Other” in Tunisian Schoolbooks (IMPACT-se, November 2009).

      https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Tunisia_Final2009.pdf

of analyzed textbooks on p.68 ) from Grades 1 to 13. Text-

books were selected primarily from humanities subjects, 

i.e., Social Studies, History, Geography, Islamic education, 

Arabic, English and French languages. 

Introduction

http://://ultratunisia.ultrasawt.com/العودة-المدرسية-2024-2025-في-أرقام/الترا-تونس/مجتمع/أخبار#:~:text=ويتوزع%20التلاميذ%20إلى%201%20مليون,عليها%20من%20وزارة%20التربية%20التونسية.
http://://ultratunisia.ultrasawt.com/العودة-المدرسية-2024-2025-في-أرقام/الترا-تونس/مجتمع/أخبار#:~:text=ويتوزع%20التلاميذ%20إلى%201%20مليون,عليها%20من%20وزارة%20التربية%20التونسية.
https://www.scholaro.com/db/countries/Tunisia/Education-System
https://www.aacrao.org/edge/country/tunisia
https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Tunisia_Final2009.pdf
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Overall, this report demonstrates that Tunisia continues 

to follow the same trendlines identified by IMPACT-se’s 

previous report, 15 years ago. Tunisia remains a regional 

leader in its progressive outlook toward women’s rights 

and gender equality, its avoidance of religious extremism 

and violence, and its somewhat conciliatory approach 

toward its former colonial ruler France and the Western 

world. Tunisian textbooks encourage intercultural dia-

logue, critical thinking and self-reflection in ways not 

commonly seen in the Arabic-speaking world. At the 

same time, they maintain some antisemitic tropes and 

stereotypes in their portrayals of Jewish people, and ad-

here to a strictly one-sided narrative of the Arab-Israeli 

conflict, hampering Tunisian students’ understanding 

of the conflict and their ability to contribute to its peace-

ful resolution. These two issues remain the curriculum’s 

greatest challenges. 

Tunisian History and Identity 

Tunisian textbooks portray national Tunisian identity in 

clear and confident terms, drawing from a long-standing 

self-awareness that predates colonialism. The dominant 

trend is a celebration of Tunisia’s Islamic and Arab her-

itage, paired with the values of openness, moderation, 

and innovation—qualities anchored in the ancient Car-

thaginian civilization. The colonial era is presented with 

nuance but from a distinctly anti-colonial perspective, 

while still acknowledging elements of Tunisian complic-

ity. However, significant gaps remain: the authoritari-

an periods under Presidents Bourguiba and Ben Ali are 

almost entirely omitted, as is the 2011 revolution and its 

democratic aftermath – likely due to current political sen-

sitivities under President Kais Saied. This omission stands 

out as a major exception to the otherwise self-assured 

national narrative.”

Peace and Tolerance 

Tunisian textbooks promote peace, diversity, and tol-

erance as foundational values from the earliest grades. 

These are conveyed through illustrations of diverse 

friendships, discussions of racism, and intercultural dia-

logue, supported by both secular law and Islamic teach-

ings. There is a sustained emphasis on peaceful conflict 

resolution, democracy, and universal human rights. Stu-

dents are exposed to practical moral examples such as 

Gandhi and encouraged to apply these values in their ev-

eryday lives. However, discussions of tolerance and reject-

ing racism often fail to critique domestic bigotry, while 

peaceful conflict resolution is not applied to the Arab-Is-

raeli conflict, showing that the values of peace and toler-

ance are not consistently implemented.

International Relations and Global Perspectives

Tunisian textbooks portray a generally moderate and 

pragmatic view toward global politics. Regional solidarity 

with Maghreb nations is advocated, and to a similar but 

lesser extent with the wider Arabic-speaking and Islamic 

world. France is depicted in two somewhat contradicto-

ry ways: negatively as a colonial oppressor, but positively 

as a cultural ally and model of development. Generally, 

European colonialism is heavily condemned, often in 

Marxist terms, while individual Europeans are often hu-

manized. The United States receives mixed treatment – 

celebrated for diversity and innovation in some texts but 

often criticized as an imperialist power. Emerging powers 

like China are noted but underexplored. The overall tone 

supports global cooperation and intercultural dialogue, 

but Western powers are viewed with suspicion in refer-

ence to economic dominance, sometimes bordering on 

conspiratorial. Recent geopolitical nuances and conflicts 

are largely avoided, with the exception of the Arab-Israeli 

conflict.

Main Findings 
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Women and Gender Equality

Tunisia’s curriculum strongly reflects the country’s legacy 

of promoting gender equality, particularly under Habib 

Bourguiba. Textbooks celebrate legal reforms banning 

polygamy, ensuring equal divorce rights, and promoting 

education for girls. Women are often depicted in mod-

ern roles and attire, sometimes even in bikinis. Female 

empowerment is consistently praised, and students are 

taught that women’s rights are central to Tunisia’s devel-

opment. However, remnants of traditional gender ste-

reotypes persist, especially in domestic roles, and there 

is no mention of sexual or gender minorities. The gener-

al trend is one of progressive reform and national pride, 

but the lack of inclusivity for LGBTQ+ individuals and the 

presence of some critiques of Western feminism suggest 

that progress remains incomplete.

Jews and Judaism

Of the non-Islamic groups represented in the curriculum, 

Jews receive special attention and are presented in a 

dual approach. On the one hand, Jews are individually re-

spected through Islamic principles of tolerance, and his-

torical Jewish presence in Tunisia is generally acknowl-

edged. There are sporadic references to interreligious 

coexistence in Kairouan and Jewish heritage in Djerba, 

although there is insufficient factual information on Jew-

ish beliefs and history. Christians, though mentioned less 

frequently, are treated in a similar way and are at times 

grouped together with Jews. By contrast, when Jews 

are depicted, it is often through antisemitic tropes—por-

trayed as greedy, manipulating the economy and media, 

or the conspirators behind imperialism. Zionism is vilified 

as a colonialist scheme, and the Holocaust is addressed 

in vague and indirect terms, despite Tunisia’s direct ex-

perience with Nazi occupation. Hitler is sometimes de-

scribed in favorable terms, and Holocaust denial is indi-

rectly legitimized through uncritical citations of figures 

like Roger Garaudy. The lack of accurate Holocaust ed-

ucation and continued inclusion of antisemitic content 

stands in stark contrast to the otherwise moderate and 

inclusive curriculum.

Israel, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict

The curriculum devotes significant attention to the Ar-

ab-Israeli conflict and the history of the Palestinian issue, 

without discussing Tunisia’s role in the conflict. Zionism is 

framed as an imperialist project devoid of any legitimacy, 

either historical or religious. The curriculum presents Is-

rael almost exclusively in negative terms; Israel rarely ap-

pears on maps and is often referred to as “the Zionist En-

tity,” its internationally-recognized territory is described 

as “Occupied Palestine,” and its existence regularly chal-

lenged. However, in few instances, Israel is acknowledged 

by name in texts and map legends. Palestinian nation-

alist violence against Israelis is often glorified as heroic, 

and historic instances of this violence, such as the 1972 

Munich Olympic massacre, are celebrated. Israeli actions 

are consistently framed as savage or oppressive, with no 

mention of equivalent misconduct by Palestinians. Some 

textbooks include official Israeli documents (e.g., the 

Declaration of Independence), but these are presented 

without context. A few minor corrections or factual men-

tions aside, the curriculum overwhelmingly delegitimizes 

Israel. Unlike other chapters, where peace and tolerance 

are central, those values are largely abandoned in this 

context, and historic instances of the Arab-Israeli peace 

process are presented unfavorably.

Main Findings
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IMPACT-se’s goal is to provide an assessment of a given 

nation’s curriculum, by analyzing as many textbooks as 

possible, and ascertaining whether the material con-

forms to international educational standards in the 

fields of education for tolerance and peace, whether the 

“Other” is recognized and accepted or stereotyped and 

demonized, and, if a conflict exists, whether peaceful 

conflict resolution is advocated. This is done using strict 

academic research criteria based on UNESCO and UN 

declarations, as well as other recommendations and doc-

uments on peace and tolerance education. The findings 

of IMPACT-se research are published and used to bring 

about change in curricula through policy makers, inter-

national organizations, civil society and public opinion.

IMPACT-se undertakes a rigorous verification process 

to ensure that the report accurately analyzes textbooks 

from the Tunisian Republic’s official curriculum, and 

that the latest available edition of each textbook was 

analyzed. This ensures that all cited examples of edu-

cational content found in this report are current and 

actively used in classrooms in Tunisia. Textbooks were 

acquired from the official website of the National Ped-

agogical Center (Centre National Pédagogique, hence-

forth CNP; in Arabic: al-markaz al-waṭanī al-bīdāḡū-

jī),12 a public body legally entrusted under the Tunisian 

Ministry of Education to publish and disseminate school 

textbooks and educational content.13 For the 2025–2026 

school year, CNP claimed to have undertaken the print-

ing and dissemination of 206 textbook titles for students 

in over 15 million copies, alongside additional textbooks 

for teachers and for members of the Tunisian diaspo-

ra14  CNP registers approved textbooks in an official list15  

12    .Centre National Pédagogique. Accessed 11 August 2025 ”,(main page) الصفحة الرئيسية“

      https://www.cnp.com.tn/arabic/index.htm 

13    “Qui sommes nous ? (who are we?),” Centre National Pédagogique. Accessed 11 August 2025.

      https://www.cnp.com.tn/french/presentationCNP.htm  

14    .Centre National Pédagogique. Accessed 11 August 2025 ”,(back to school 2025–2026) العودة المدرسية 2025–2026“

      https://www.cnp.com.tn/arabic/manuels-scolaires/25-26/25-26.htm  

15    .Centre National Pédagogique. Accessed 11 August 2025 ”,(school textbook list) قائمة الكتب المدرسية“

      https://www.cnp.com.tn/arabic/annee-actuelle/listeOfficielle.htm 

16     .Centre National Pédagogique. Accessed 11 August 2025 ”,(download textbooks and pedagogical documents) تحميل الكتب و الوثائق البيداغوجية“

      https://www.cnp.com.tn/CNP1/web/arabic/biblio/man-eleves.jsp 

17    See for example: History (Sciences Track), Grade 12, p. 269, which is featured both in this report and our 2009 report (Groiss, Peace and the “Other”,  

      p. 17);

      https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Tunisia_Final2009.pdf

      at the time the textbook was dated 2007, and seemingly has seen no changes as of 2024–2025. 

and maintains digital editions of those textbooks on its 

website, freely available for download.16

While the digital editions of textbooks provided by CNP 

all bear the Tunisian Ministry of Education and CNP’s sig-

nature on their cover page – affirming their authenticity 

and official status – they lack a year of printing or any in-

dication of the school year their use is approved for. This 

creates some ambiguity as to how current those editions 

are, and makes it especially difficult to monitor changes 

made to them over time. To reflect this ambiguity, text-

book citations throughout this report do not specify year 

of printing, and other bibliographical information is pro-

vided instead in the List of Analyzed Textbooks. Howev-

er, the textbooks cited in this report have been acquired 

throughout the 2024–2025 school year and thus are as-

sumed to be up to date as of that year. Moreover, a com-

parison with textbooks cited in IMPACT-se’s 2009 report 

reveals that many of CNP’s currently available textbooks 

have seen little or no change since that time.17 It can 

therefore be assessed that the analyzed textbooks are 

currently used in Tunisian schools, and that they will like-

ly not see major modifications in the 2025–2026 school 

year. 

Methodology 

https://www.cnp.com.tn/arabic/index.htm
https://www.cnp.com.tn/french/presentationCNP.htm
https://www.cnp.com.tn/arabic/manuels-scolaires/25-26/25-26.htm
https://www.cnp.com.tn/arabic/annee-actuelle/listeOfficielle.htm
https://www.impact-se.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Tunisia_Final2009.pdf
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IMPACT-se’s research goal is to provide an accurate and 

comprehensive assessment of a national system’s school 

curriculum, by analyzing a large quantity of textbooks us-

ing international standards based on UNESCO and UN 

declarations as well as other international recommenda-

tions and documents on education for peace and toler-

ance. During research, the textbooks are read thoroughly 

and individual examples are selected on the basis of rel-

evance to research and criteria. The examples are then 

analyzed as is, without interpretation or paraphrasis, by 

trained experts and linguists, in terms of both their con-

tent and their didactic significance. Finally, the examples 

are generalized to establish the examples’ significance in 

the overall narrative, determining the curriculum’s adher-

ence (or lack thereof) to international standards of peace 

and tolerance education. 

Textbook research is a highly effective means to under-

stand how the “Self” and the “Other” in a given society 

are conceptualized through educational materials. Two 

established approaches to qualitative textbook analysis 

are generally employed: content analysis, which exam-

ines the text itself, i.e. what it says in plain terms; and dis-

course analysis, which examines the language, narrative 

and context of the text, while paying close attention to 

omissions, contradictions and assumptions embedded in 

the text. This latter method provides insight into coded 

or implicit messaging. Elements of historical, political and 

religious background are also considered when they are 

deemed to provide further context. IMPACT-se research 

uses both methods simultaneously and in a complemen-

tary manner, thus allowing to reliably uncover the signifi-

cance of the text and how it may be perceived by the in-

tended reader, i.e. the student, and minimize the observer 

bias on the part of the researcher.

The diverse nature of textual analysis necessitates 

clearly defined scope and parameters. As such, the 

methods of textual analysis mentioned above are 

employed with a focus on pre-defined topics and 

themes. To assess compliance with international 

educational standards, textbooks are approached with 

attention to the conceptualization of the “Self” and the 

“Other” in environments of conflict, and messages in 

18    Arnon Groiss, “Researching Schoolbooks of Societies in Conflict: Suggested Study Questions,” 2013.

      https://www.impact-se.org/research-questions-2/; 

      also see suggested frameworks for the application of research questions in identifying violence and intolerance in textbook research: 

      Georg Eckert Institute, “Inception Report for a Study on Palestinian Textbooks,” 12 April 2019, pp. 20–21, deposited in UK Parliament Libraries  

      16 June 2020, ref. no. DEP2020-0322.  https://depositedpapers.parliament.uk/depositedpaper/2282265/files

19    European Parliament, Resolution with Observations Forming an Integral Part of the Decisions on Discharge in Respect of the Implementation  

      of the General Budget of the European Union for the Financial Year 2022, Section III – Commission and Executive Agencies (2023/2129(DEC)), 

       11 April 2024, item no. 198.  https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2024-0228_EN.pdf

volving violence and incitement to violence; hate and 

intolerance; and peace and peaceful conflict resolution. 

These issues may be identified with the help of research 

questions, which serve as suggested leads and prompts 

for the researcher in exploring the context, aspects, signif-

icance and potential ramifications of a specific content 

example.18 Also explored are issues that arise from the 

source material itself, such as culture- or nation-specif-

ic issues. For example, the identity of the “Other” differs 

from one society to another, and in many cases there are 

multiple groups of people labeled as such; the “Other” 

may be ethnic, religious, racial, national, socio-economic, 

gender, sexual, or any combination of the above. As such, 

each corpus of textbooks requires a unique set of criteria 

for identifying and collating content examples.

To ensure accuracy, research is conducted while taking 

into account known limitations and constraints. Since the 

contents of school curricula are created by multiple indi-

viduals and inconsistencies may occur even within a sin-

gle textbook, the sample of textbooks to be researched is 

generally aimed to be as large as possible, encompassing 

multiple school grades and subjects. Favoring large sam-

ples also allows for a more accurate analysis of discourse 

and narrative that can only be perceived on a macro level, 

to pinpoint gaps and oversights, reach meaningful con-

clusions and facilitate actionable recommendations. Text-

books are selected for research after a preliminary study, 

on the basis of their verified use within the national edu-

cation system and their assessed potential for relevance 

to pre-defined research topics. 

In its assessment of educational materials, IMPACT-se 

employs UNESCO and other UN declarations, as well as 

international recommendations and documents on edu-

cation for peace and tolerance. The use of international-

ly-recognized standards allows for an objective, empirical 

and fair analysis of a wide range of educational materials 

from diverse societies, mitigating political, national or reli-

gious biases on the part of the researcher and preventing 

prejudice towards any particular group of people. The use 

of these standards for evaluating educational content has 

been endorsed by bodies of the European Union, among 

others.19 These standards are as follows:

Methodology
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1.	 RESPECT: The curriculum should promote tolerance, 

understanding and respect toward the “Other,” his 

or her culture, achievements, values and way of life.20 

2.	 INDIVIDUAL OTHER: The curriculum should foster 

personal attachment toward the “Other” as an indi-

vidual, his or her desire to be familiar, loved and ap-

preciated.21 

3.	NO HATE: The curriculum should be free of wording, 

imagery and ideologies likely to create prejudices, 

misconceptions, stereotypes, misunderstandings, 

mistrust, racial hatred, religious bigotry and national 

hatred, as well as any other form of hatred or con-

tempt for other groups or peoples.22 

4.	NO INCITEMENT: The curriculum should be free of 

language, content, and imagery that disseminate 

ideas or theories which justify or promote acts and 

expressions of violence, incitement to violence, hos-

tility, harm and hatred toward other national, ethnic, 

racial or religious groups.23 

5.	PEACEMAKING: The curriculum should develop ca-

pabilities for non-violent conflict resolution and pro-

mote peace.24 

20    As defined in the Declaration of Principles on Tolerance Proclaimed and signed by Member States of UNESCO on November 16, 1995,  

      Articles 1, 4.2. See also the UN Declaration on the Promotion among Youth of the Ideals of Peace, Mutual Respect and Understanding  

      Between Peoples (1965), Principles I, III. Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948): Education shall be directed to the full development of  

      human personality and to the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall promote understanding,  

      tolerance and friendship among all nations, racial and religious groups and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the  

      maintenance of peace.

21    The goal of education for peace is the development of universally recognized values in an individual, regardless of different socio-cultural  

      contexts. See Ibid., Article 6. See also, on exchanges between youth, the UN Declaration on the Promotion among Youth of the Ideals of  

      Peace, Mutual Respect and Understanding between Peoples (1965), Principles IV, V.

22    Based on Ibid., Articles III.6, IV.7 and VII.39; and on the Integrated Framework for Action on Education for Peace, Human Rights and  

      Democracy, approved by the General Conference of UNESCO at its twenty-eighth session, Paris, November 1995, Article 18.2.

23    As defined in Article 4 of the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (ICERD), adopted by the United  

      Nations General Assembly Resolution 2106 (XX) on December 21, 1965. See also Article 20 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political  

      Rights (ICCPR), adopted by the United Nations General Assembly Resolution 2200A (XXI) on December 16, 1966. 

24    Based on the Integrated Framework for Action on Education for Peace, Human Rights and Democracy, approved by the General Conference  

      of UNESCO at its twenty-eighth session, Paris, November 1995, Article 9; and on the Declaration of Principles on Tolerance proclaimed and  

      signed by member states of UNESCO on November 16, 1995, Article 5.

25    Based on UNESCO recommendation concerning education for international understanding, cooperation and peace and education relating  

      to human rights and fundamental freedoms, adopted by the General Conference at its eighteenth session, Paris, November 19, 1974, Article V.14. 

26    The preamble to the Declaration of Principles on Tolerance proclaimed and signed by member states of UNESCO on November 16,  

      1995, notes the Convention on the Elimination of Any Form of Discrimination against Women and emphasizes respect for human rights and  

      fundamental freedoms for all, without distinction as to gender.

27    Based on Resolutions 32/2 (adopted June 30, 2016) and 17/19 (adopted July 14, 2011) of the UN Human Rights Council, and numerous UN  

      General Assembly resolutions expressing concern and condemnation of laws and practices around the world which target individuals  

      based on their gender identity and/or sexual orientation for discrimination, violence, and even extrajudicial, summary or arbitrary  

      executions—all of which contradict the most basic principles of the UN and have no place in education. 

28    Based on UNESCO recommendation concerning education for international understanding, cooperation and peace and education  

      relating to human rights and fundamental freedoms, adopted by the General Conference at its eighteenth session, Paris, November 19,  

      1974, Articles III.6, and IV.7. On the imperative for developing “systematic and rational tolerance teaching methods that will address the 

      cultural, social, economic, political and religious sources of intolerance,” see the Declaration of Principles on Tolerance proclaimed and  

      signed by member states of UNESCO on November 16, 1995, Article 4.2. On education for international cooperation, see also the UN  

      Declaration on the Promotion among Youth of the Ideals of Peace, Mutual Respect and Understanding between Peoples (1965), Principle II.

6.	UNBIASED INFORMATION: Educational materials 

(textbooks, workbooks, teachers’ guides, maps, illus-

trations, aids) should be up-to-date, accurate, com-

plete, balanced and unprejudiced, and use equal 

standards to promote mutual knowledge and un-

derstanding between different peoples.25 

7.	 GENDER IDENTITY AND REPRESENTATION: The 

curriculum should foster equality, mutual respect, 

and should aim for equal representation between 

individuals regardless of their gender identity. It 

should also refrain from language, content, and im-

agery that depicts limiting and/or exclusionary gen-

der roles.26 

8.	SEXUAL ORIENTATION: The curriculum should be 

free of language, content, and imagery that promul-

gates violence or discrimination on the basis of sex-

ual orientation.27 

9.	SOUND PROSPERITY and COOPERATION: The cur-

riculum should educate for sound and sustainable 

economic conduct and preservation of the environ-

ment for future generations. It should encourage re-

gional and local cooperation to that effect.28 

Methodology
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The abovementioned standards are applied by the re-

searcher in conjunction with specific guidelines for text-

book development promoted by UNESCO itself. These 

include the following:

1.	 Treating textbooks as a tool for facilitating teaching 

and learning processes that foster peace, equality 

and mutual understanding;29  

2.	The integration of human rights principles and ped-

agogical processes that teach peaceful conflict res-

olution, non-discrimination and other practices and 

attitudes for “learning to live together”;30  

3.	 Incorporation of content that is free from harmful 

gender, religious and other stereotypes,31 or general-

izations that may oversimplify the representation of 

other groups or set one group against the other.32 

4.	Adherence to factual information on other groups in 

a manner that facilitates understanding, providing 

neutral information about controversies33 and reject-

ing denial or distortion of proven historical facts;34 

29    Textbooks and Learning Resources: Guidelines for Developers and Users (Paris: UNESCO, 2014), p. 12.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000226135_eng  

30    A Comprehensive Strategy for Textbooks and Learning Materials (Paris: UNESCO, 2005), p. 11.

      https://inee.org/sites/default/files/resources/UNESCO-Comprehensive_Strategy_for_Textbooks_2005.pdf 

31    Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education for Peace and Sustainable Development, Textbooks for Sustainable Development: A Guide to  

      Embedding (New Delhi: UNESCO, 2017), p. 29.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932 

32    Making Textbook Content Inclusive: A Focus on Religion, Gender, and Culture (Paris: UNESCO, 2017), p. 13.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247337  

33    Making Textbook Content Inclusive: A Focus on Religion, Gender, and Culture (Paris: UNESCO, 2017), pp. 15–16.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247337  

34    Recommendation on Education for Peace and Human Rights, International Understanding, Cooperation, Fundamental Freedoms, Global  

      Citizenship and Sustainable Development (UNESCO: Paris, 2023), p. 9.

      https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation- 

      fundamental?hub=87862

35    Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education for Peace and Sustainable Development, Textbooks for Sustainable Development: A Guide to  

      Embedding (New Delhi: UNESCO, 2017), p. 166.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932  

36    Textbooks and Learning Resources: A Framework for Policy Development (Paris: UNESCO, 2014), p. 21.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232222 

37    Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education for Peace and Sustainable Development, Textbooks for Sustainable Development: A Guide to  

      Embedding (New Delhi: UNESCO, 2017), p. 175.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932 

38    Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education for Peace and Sustainable Development, Textbooks for Sustainable Development: A Guide to  

      Embedding (New Delhi: UNESCO, 2017), pp. 37–42, 67–100.

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932 

39    Recommendation on Education for Peace and Human Rights, International Understanding, Cooperation, Fundamental Freedoms, Global  

      Citizenship and Sustainable Development (UNESCO: Paris, 2023), p. 9. 

      https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation- 

      fundamental?hub=87862 

5.	The promotion of peace, with attention to the emo-

tive level of words, attitudes to different groups of 

people and nations, identifying and countering hate 

speech, and managing conflict through dialogue;35 

6.	The promotion of peace-building, that is, a broader 

concept of “positive peace” that is an expression of 

the fundamental dignity of and respect for life;36 

7.	 The use of tools such as literature to foster tolerance 

and empathy, helping students to see the world from 

the perspective of other people and to experience 

how others feel;37 

8.	The incorporation of real-life examples in science 

and mathematics to promote sustainable develop-

ment, discarding impertinent political, violent, or 

conflict-oriented messaging,38 and employing STEM 

subjects to build bridges between communities and 

transcend frontiers;39 

Methodology

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000226135_eng
https://inee.org/sites/default/files/resources/UNESCO-Comprehensive_Strategy_for_Textbooks_2005.pdf
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247337.locale=en
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000247337.locale=en
https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation-fundamental?hub=87862
https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation-fundamental?hub=87862
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000232222
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000259932
https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation-fundamental?hub=87862
https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation-fundamental?hub=87862


14

2025 Tunisian Curriculum: Between Progress and Prejudice  					       	  December 2025

9.	 Combating sexism and unequal gender representa-

tion in textbooks;40 

10.	 Appropriateness to age and the mental 

wellbeing of students.41 

In addition, IMPACT-se takes the following two criteria 

into consideration when assessing educational materials’ 

compliance with international standards:

1.	 Educational material should respect international 

law, relevant resolutions, previous agreements and 

obligations. This may include, for example, the prin-

ciple of a negotiated two-state solution to the Israe-

li-Palestinian conflict.

2.	Educational material should be void of antisemit-

ic content, which is to be evaluated on the basis of 

the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance 

(IHRA) working definition of antisemitism.42   

40    Carole Brugeilles and Sylvie Cromer, Promoting Gender Equality through Textbooks: A Methodological Guide (Paris: UNESCO, 2009).

      https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000158897_eng  

41    Recommendation on Education for Peace and Human Rights, International Understanding, Cooperation, Fundamental Freedoms, Global  

      Citizenship and Sustainable Development (UNESCO: Paris, 2023), pp. 8, 10.

      https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation- 

      fundamental?hub=87862  

42    International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), Non-Legally Binding Working Definition of Antisemitism. 

      https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism

      Endorsed by the European Commission, Council, and Parliament as a “useful tool, in particular for education and training purposes for  

      teachers, NGOs, state authorities and the media”

      European Commission, “Definition of antisemitism”, 2021;

      https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/racism-and- 

      xenophobia/combating-antisemitism/definition-antisemitism_en 

      European Parliament, Resolution on combating anti-Semitism (2017/2692(RSP)), 1 June 2017;

      https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0243_EN.html 

      Council of the European Union, “Fight against antisemitism: Council declaration,” 6 December 2018.

      https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/12/06/fight-against-antisemitism-council-declaration/ 

Methodology

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000158897_eng
https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation-fundamental?hub=87862
https://www.unesco.org/en/legal-affairs/recommendation-education-peace-and-human-rights-international-understanding-cooperation-fundamental?hub=87862
https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/racism-and-xenophobia/combating-antisemitism/definition-antisemitism_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/racism-and-xenophobia/combating-antisemitism/definition-antisemitism_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0243_EN.html
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/12/06/fight-against-antisemitism-council-declaration/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2018/12/06/fight-against-antisemitism-council-declaration/
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The discussion of modern Tunisian history and national 

identity in the surveyed textbooks is clear and straight-

forward, reflecting the country’s assured self-perception. 

Unlike other countries in the Middle East and North Afri-

ca, Tunisia’s identity developed naturally over time, evolv-

ing into a cohesive society before the advent of French 

colonial rule in 1881. 

The economic deterioration that preceded the French 

invasion is clearly presented, along with the Tunisian re-

form efforts intended to stabilize the country and ward 

off the growing colonial threat. While the colonial era is 

discussed in the surveyed textbooks, the presentation 

could be expanded to cover more areas in which Tunisia 

developed and changed under French rule. 

The anti-colonial struggle for independence is also out-

lined, albeit in a rather circumspect manner, without 

providing a more comprehensive overview and nu-

anced analysis. Tunisia’s post-independence era is pre-

sented to students, with mixed reviews of the country’s 

first president, Habib Bourguiba’s rule and legacy, while 

the authoritarian regime of Bourguiba’s successor, Zayn 

al-Abidine Ben Ali, is completely absent from the texts. 

More than ten years after the revolution that removed 

Ben Ali from power and overthrew his regime, one would 

assume it possible to incorporate that era into Tunisian 

schools’ curriculum. However, given the current political 

situation in Tunisia, following President Kais Saied’s 2021 

measures to strengthen the presidency at the expense 

of other branches of government, clamp down on oppo-

sition politicians, and curb civil liberties. It is unlikely that 

the government or society is in a position to critically re-

visit that period and its aftermath.

Tunisian Cosmopolitan Identity

It was Ernest Gellner who noted that Tunisians “feel quite 

at home in their own cultural skin,”43 which is evident in 

the confident discussion of Tunisian identity in school 

textbooks. A Grade 9 Social Subjects textbook introduc-

es students to the several main components of Tunisian 

identity, which include Islamic tradition, Arab culture, and 

having an openness to the other. Students are further 

presented with features of those components, which un-

derpin public life, including tolerance, moderation, and 

embracing innovation.

43    Ernest Gellner, Muslim Society, Paperback Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), p. 95.

Emphasizing national values, the lesson explains that 

the components that constitute Tunisian identity derive 

from “the location of our country in a region that was the 

cradle of major human civilizations.” There are no evident 

qualms with these components of Tunisian identity, or 

suggested alternatives, which presents a comfortability 

with embracing core tenets of Islamic culture, as well as a 

tolerance of societal differences.

Social Subjects: History, Geography, Civics, Grade 9. p. 245

* Within the framework of national identity, there are several 

a�iliations and characteristics, most notably:

- Islamic Religion (beliefs, rituals, places of worship, Islamic 

jurisprudence, Islamic values, religious holidays, and traditions...)

- Arab Culture (Arabic as the o�icial language, the language of 

communication, literary and poetic creativity, the language of 

media and arts...)

- Social Customs (clothing styles, food preparation, greetings 

and manner of speaking, folk arts...)

- National Values: The location of our country in a region that was 

the cradle of major human civilizations has qualified our people 

to be:

- Open to others and interactive with them (openness to world 

languages and interaction with other cultures).

- Innovative and diligent (e.g., the reform movement in the 19th 

century, the Personal Status Code...).

- Tolerant and moderate (rejecting violence, embracing national 

unity, and fostering solidarity).

* Identity is not static or closed; rather, it is a dynamic and 

evolving human construct shaped by the changing needs and 

demands of society.

* A cohesive, sustainable, productive, and democratic society 

preserves its identity while ensuring its growth and progress.

Tunisian History and Identity
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Tunisia is presented as “a bridge between Eastern and 

Mediterranean” cultures, and geographically between 

Europe and Africa. This portrayal of Tunisia further asserts 

that the country is open to a multiplicity of cultures and 

the differences contained within them, and has retained 

this openness for generations. This implies that modera-

tion and acceptance of otherness is not a new concept in 

Tunisia, and instead is an entrenched ideal, contributing 

to Tunisia’s cosmopolitanism. 

History, Grade 10, p. 6

Since ancient times, Tunisia has served as a bridge between 

Eastern and Mediterranean civilizations, as well as between 

Europe and Africa across the Sahara. This significant role is 

derived from its strategic geographic location, with its openness 

to the Mediterranean Sea from two fronts, its extension into 

the African continent, and its connection to the rest of the 

Maghreb. This explains the emergence of all forms of prehistoric 

civilizations in the region before it entered the historical period 

with the arrival of the Phoenicians from the East at the end of the 

second millennium BCE (founding of Utica).

Ancient Carthaginian Civilization as

an Exemplar

The ancient Carthaginian civilization is one of the most 

emblematic features of Tunisia’s ancient history, a fact 

which is emphasized in Tunisian textbooks.44  

Textbooks present Carthage in a way that one may per-

ceive it as a prefiguration of Tunisia. When teaching 

about the Punic-Roman wars, the land and territory is 

presented as “Tunisian”.45 The grade 7 Arabic Language 

textbook presents to students a historic outlook to their 

Phoenician Carthaginian heritage, describing the vibrant 

city life that one imagines visiting the ruins of the city, 

situated “twenty kilometers from the capital Tunis”.

44    Social subjects - History, Geography and Civics, Grade 5, pp. 30-32.

45    Social Subjects, Grade 7, pp. 53-68

 
Arabic Language (Al-Anis), Grade 7, p. 120

On the ruins of Carthage, situated twenty kilometers from the 

capital Tunis, we stood to revisit the distant past and contemplate 

the image of the great city, which a�er its victories was named 

alongside its vicinities “the Empire of Africa”.

The throwback to textbook discussion of Carthagin-

ian identity acknowledges the native Berber identity. 

For example, a reading comprehension textbook for 

Grade 6 students portrays the arrival of the Phoeni-

cian Queen Dido to Tunisia and warm welcome she 

received by its native Berbers. The Berber representa-

tive, signifying native Tunisian identity, thus embrac-

es the Phoenician newcomer, which culminates in the 

new Tunisian Carthaginian civilization. This welcom-

ing of newcomers and alternative cultures emphasizes  

acceptance of the other, and the historical continuity of 

this tradition from ancient times to modernity. In anoth-

er example from the same textbook, students are taught 

about the Carthaginian the general and statesman Han-

nibal, who is presented as both a brave warrior and a man 

of excellent morals.

Tunisian History and Identity
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The World of Reading: Reader, Grade 6, p. 105

The Land of the Berbers and its inhabitants happily welcome 

your arrival, O Princess

I thank you, esteemed governor, for your grace and warm 

welcome. It gladdens me that you allow us to create bonds of 

friendship to be proud of [...]

 

The World of Reading: Reader, Grade 6, p. 178-179

Hannibal was not only a skilled and brave warrior, and the 

feelings of Carthaginian soldiers were not limited to adoring his 

bravery and fame, but they also adored his gentleness, and kind 

treatment. Away from times of war he was relaxed and happy, 

and flexible when training the youth. He would attend to the 

wounded himself and assist them even if they were his enemies.

Duality toward French Colonialism

While narratives of acceptance are expressed in text-

books discussing Tunisia’s cosmopolitanism, there is a 

duality with which its relationship with France is pre-

sented, criticizing colonial policies while avoiding direct 

accusations against France as a nation. A History text-

book teaches about the pre-colonial economic crisis 

during the 1860s, in which Tunisia was forced to take 

more loans from European countries, which it was un-

able to repay, resulting in increased taxes on Tunisians. 

The textbook claims that the ensuing economic crisis 

weakened Tunisia’s sovereignty and set the stage for 

increasing European intervention and “domination of 

the state’s finances,” culminating in the establishment 

of the French protectorate in 1881. This textbook pres-

ents French domination of Tunisia in a relatively objec-

tive manner, framing it as a causal chain of events that 

led European powers to dominate the Tunisian financial 

system. While it claims these loans ‘brought no benefit’ 

to Tunisia, casting the action itself in a somewhat nega-

tive light, it avoids presenting France or the French peo-

ple in a hostile way.

History (Scientific Track), Grade 12, pp. 89-90.

The Financial Crisis: State Bankruptcy and Foreign Financial 

Domination

Faced with a worsening imbalance in the state budget due 

to declining external resources, the Bey resorted to raising 

tax rates and introducing new taxes. Additionally, the value 

of the national currency, the rial, was devalued. However, as 

this imbalance became more severe, the state adopted a 

borrowing policy, both covert (indirect) and direct.

The covert borrowing was represented by the borrowing 

system, which involved the pre-sale of olive oil to merchants 

before production. Direct borrowing began in 1862 from 

European merchants and moneylenders residing in Tunisia, as 

well as from European banks such as the French Erlanger Bank.

These loans brought no benefit to the country and instead 

paved the way for European powers to dominate the state’s 

finances. This was formalized through the establishment of the 

International Financial Commission (Commission Financière), 

which took control of the Tunisian treasury to secure the 

interests of European creditors. This domination was made 

possible a�er these powers confirmed the country’s bankruptcy 

and inability to repay its debts.

Tunisian History and Identity
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In another example, the Grade 12 History textbook high-

lights efforts to ward off the growing foreign encroach-

ment in the nineteenth century. These include social 

and legal reforms which “did not succeed” in “saving” 

the country from colonialism, but according to one text-

book did help to shape national identity and later gen-

erated resistance to colonialism. On this subject, an ex-

ample presents a quotation from Khayr al-Din, who led 

the Tunisian government in the late nineteenth century 

and championed the reform efforts. He is quoted as sup-

porting scientific progress, and highlighting the achieve-

ments of the people of Europe in their systems of political 

justice. Overall, resistance to colonialism is championed, 

and the presentation of it as something the country re-

quired “saving” from, is a conclusively negative portrayal 

of the concept. However, the curriculum does not impli-

cate French people, either historically or in the modern 

day for perpetuating this concept, and instead highlights 

European successes, implying them to be worthy of rep-

lication. 

History (Literature, Economy and Management Tracks),

Grade 12, 2023, p. 316.

 

Conclusion 

The reform movement extended intermittently over about 

40 years of the nineteenth century. Its path was plagued by 

repeated setbacks, the last of which was the failure of Khair Al-

Din’s experiment, and its positive impact on most of the fields it 

covered became null and void. It did not succeed in saving the 

country from colonialism, the specter of which began to loom 

over the Eyalet as days passed by. Despite these drawbacks, 

the reform and modernization movement were the basis for 

other movements that were appearing since the late nineteenth 

century and had a prominent role in shaping national awareness 

and resistance to colonialism.

History and Geography, Grade 6, p. 37.

3. “One should not assume that the people of [Europe] achieved 

what they have due to greater fertility or moderation in their 

regions... Rather, they reached those heights and advancements 

in sciences and industries through systems founded on political 

justice.”

 — Khayr al-Din Pasha, The Surest Path to Understanding the 

Conditions of Nations, edited by Mansif al-Shannufi, Bayt al-

Hikma, 2000 CE, pp. 104-150.

4. “So what prevents us today from acquiring some of the 

knowledge that we find ourselves in utmost need of?”

 — Khayr al-Din Pasha, The Surest Path to Understanding the 

Conditions of Nations, p. 100.

The imposition of colonial rule and the establishment 

of the French protectorate is presented as inevitable. 

Most of the texts discussing Tunisian efforts to ward off 

colonial encroachment implicitly blame Tunisian rulers 

for weakness or incompetence, or as well-meaning but 

failed attempts at retaining independence. The exam-

ple below corroborates this theme, and claims that the 

emergence of the protectorate was a product of internal 

failures to resolve crises.

Social Subjects, Grade 8, p. 78.

Although Tunisia experienced periods of political stability 

and economic and social prosperity during certain phases of 

its history—such as the rule of Othman Dey (1782-1814) and 

Hammouda Pasha al-Husseini (1782-1814)—it also endured 

long periods of instability. These were marked by internal 

conflicts, economic and social decline, and foreign intervention, 

such as during the crisis of the Muradid dynasty in the late 17th 

century and the crisis of the Husainid dynasty between 1728 and 

1756.

The various reform attempts undertaken in Tunisia during the 

first half of the 19th century did not prevent the worsening of 

the crisis and the intensification of competition among colonial 

powers, ultimately leading to the establishment of French 

protectorate rule in Tunisia on May 12, 1881.

Tunisian History and Identity
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Textbooks generally lack detailed discussion of the pro-

tectorate, and have contrasting approaches to address-

ing French colonial rule. While many textbooks present 

the issue with a more neutral tone, an anonymous poem 

in a Grade 8 textbook takes a harsher and more violent 

approach. The textbook blames the Tunisian monarch 

(the Bey) for “selling the homeland,” describes the French 

as “children of the Romans,” and implicitly calls for a holy 

war (jihad), against them. It is worth noting that jihad is 

otherwise rarely mentioned in Tunisian textbooks, even 

in those dedicated to teaching Islamic education. 

Social Subjects, Grade 8, p. 111.

 

Document No. 8: Verses from a Poem by an Unknown Poet

The Bey sold the homeland, a cursed sale,

Sending against us while making accusations

 He said, “Rejoice in the amḥāl46 of the Children of the Romans”

The Bey sold the homeland with the Reform,

which le� nothing good,

And whoever eyes jihad, screams.

This more negative tone is corroborated by further dis-

cussion of the colonial rule in multiple textbooks. One So-

cial Subjects text describes how colonial economic policy 

hurt Tunisians and impoverished them.47

It is noted in a History textbook that during the 1930s, 

France enacted labor laws that were applicable only to 

French workers, and colonial educational policies led to 

limited educational opportunities for Tunisians and high 

illiteracy amongst them at the time of the country’s indepen-

dence.48 This presentation of colonialism highlights how 

French imposition has negatively impacted the country, 

driven by discriminatory policies during their rule.

46    Plural of maḥala, referring to military units assigned to collect taxes.

47    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p.17 

48    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p, 124, 128; History for Science Classes, Grade 12, p. 244

In another example of anti-colonial tone, there is dis-

cussion of public Christian ceremonies such as the 1930 

Eucharistic Conference. The Conference coincided with 

the centennial celebrations of the French invasion of Al-

geria, which was held in colonial Tunisia, disrespecting 

Tunisian Muslims. This is evident from a photograph of 

the ceremonies appearing in a Grade 13 textbook where 

Christian children are paraded dressed up as Crusad-

ers wearing white cloaks with large crosses and bear-

ing sword-shaped rods. This conveys how this event was 

etched in the country’s collective psyche, as a religious 

based affront that spurred further Tunisian anti-colo-

nial sentiments. In the same lesson, one reads an article 

excerpt in which the author criticizes the church’s insis-

tence on holding the ceremony on Islamic soil and under 

the “high patronage of an Islamic leader.” 

History (Literature, Economy and Management Tracks),

Grade 13, p. 119.

A presentation of Christian youth during the Eucharistic congress 

held in Carthage – May 1930.
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History (Literature, Economy and Management Tracks),

Grade 13, p. 121. 

Eucharistic Congress

In Tunisia, events of great severity are unfolding, carrying 

significance and impact on the feelings of two million people. 

The papacy, which could never have dreamed of convening a 

Eucharistic Congress on Islamic soil even during its period of 

strength, has succeeded in achieving this in the year of grace, 

1930. Tunisia was chosen as the venue.

Given that the Church seeks to fully exploit this success, it wished 

to have the congress organized under the high patronage of an 

Islamic leader... And it succeeded in this endeavor.

(From an article by Mohamed Bourguiba in the newspaper Voice 

of the Tunisian, 1930) 

Extremist colonialists, as a Grade 12 History textbook as-

serts, believed in racial superiority and supported segre-

gation in Tunisia. This is evident in a newspaper opinion 

piece penned by one such colonialist, who criticized the 

French government for enacting integrationist and egal-

itarian policies in colonial Tunisia, which contradicted his 

racist world view. This marks a presentation of the neg-

ative consequences of colonialism, without attributing 

certain values and ideas to France or the French people 

collectively, which bars against negative stereotyping. 

While the general contours of the Tunisian experiences 

under colonial rule are outlined in many textbooks, there 

is room for a more nuanced study of that period and its 

aftermath.

49    Kenneth Perkins, A History of Modern Tunisia, Second Edition, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 79–109.

History (Literature, Economy and Management Tracks),

Grade 12, 2023, p. 338

Colonial Racism

“There was and will remain a self-existing duality of races in North 

Africa, and Europeans and Arabs will live side by side without 

mixing or blending ... Our rules were drawn in the direction of the 

prevailing trend in France, and they made three mistakes when 

they wanted to integrate the people through education, subject 

them to our laws and declare equality between us and them … The 

administration must be the first to confirm their (the colonialists) 

superiority instead of belittling their status in the name of the 

principle of equality which is not valid in Tunisia.”

Victor de Carnières, Tunisian French newspaper, September 30, 

1899.

Victor de Carnières belonged to the senior colonialists and is 

considered as one of the extremists of colonialism. He headed 

the Agricultural Chamber of the North and was a member of the 

advisory symposium. He was distinguished by his racist positions 

and his opposition to every national aspiration.

Discussion of the nationalist struggle against colonial rule 

could also be improved. The emergence of Tunisia’s Liberal 

Constitutional Party in 1920 is discussed, along with the par-

ty’s demand for democratic separation of powers, greater 

equality and participation in the framework of the French 

protectorate. It is stressed that the party did not raise de-

mands for independence, and that party activity dimin-

ished because of French repression. However, there is no 

mention of internal fissures within party ranks, and the rise 

of a new party elite that originated in the Sahel region that 

challenged the Constitutional party’s Tunis-based elite.49 

This division led to an internal party schism in 1934, and the 

establishment of the Neo-Destour party in 1934, which is 

absent in the study of Tunisian nationalism in these text-

books; the omission of this aspect of French colonial history 

in Tunisia is important to highlight since colonial and an-

ti-colonial attitudes were not homogenous. 

Tunisian History and Identity
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History and Geography, Grade 6, pp. 52–53 . 

Demands of the Tunisian Liberal Constitutional Party:

1.	 A joint parliamentary (negotiation) council between Tunisians 

and the French.

2.	 A government accountable to this council.

3.	 Separation of legislative, judicial, and executive powers.

4.	 Acceptance of Tunisians in all job positions.

5.	 Absolute equality in salaries between Tunisians and the 

French.

6.	 Free elections for municipal councils.

7.	 Freedom of the press, assembly, and associations.

8.	 General compulsory education.

9.	 Allowing Tunisians to purchase lands allocated to settlers.

Source: Ahmed Tawfik al-Madani, Life of Struggle, Vol. 1, pp. 

186–187.

Seeking to impart a patriotic commitment to protect-

ing Tunisia, a Grade 9 textbook contains a lesson titled 

“duty to defend the homeland,” which emphasizes the 

civil duty to defend the homeland and fight colonialism, 

as Tunisians did in the past during the battle of Bizerte 

(1961). The battle is seen as a major milestone in coun-

try’s history, stating that it was “a liberation war against 

the French occupation” in which soldiers and volunteers 

“demonstrated a high sense of patriotism.” This example 

promotes liberation wars to end colonialism as a form of 

patriotism, which could endorse violent narratives with-

in this specific historical context.

50    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, pp. 252–271.

Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 300 

 

The Battle of Bizerte was a liberation war against the French 

occupation of the city of Bizerte. The battle broke out on July 19, 

1961, involving units of the Tunisian army and a large number of 

volunteers who demonstrated a high sense of patriotism.

While key figures of Tunisia’s anti-colonial struggle are in-

troduced to Tunisian students, including Ferhat Hachad, 

Salah Ben Yusuf, and Habib Bourguiba, it is Bourguiba 

who receives the most attention,50 leaving little room for 

understanding alternative political figures and move-

ments that appeared during that period. 
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Post-Independence History and 

Leadership

Content about Tunisia’s post-independence history fea-

tures discussions concerning abolishing the monarchy 

and the establishment of a republic, along with framing 

its new constitution. 

History and Geography, Grade 6, pp. 64-65 

The evacuation of French forces from Bizerte on October 15, 1963.

From the law of May 12, 1964: Starting from the issuance of this 

law, individuals who do not hold Tunisian nationality cannot own 

arable land [...]

There are mixed reviews of Bourguiba’s rule as Tunisia’s 

first president, reflecting the ambivalent sentiments 

about him harbored by many Tunisians. Topics such as 

his one-party rule, his appointment as “president for life,” 

and the internal disputes between his close associates 

over succeeding him continue to overshadow his legacy. 

One textbook acknowledges that there were good times 

and bad times under his rule, and that despite his short-

comings, Tunisia recorded exceptional economic and 

social development during that era. Attention is given to 

Bourguiba’s efforts to advance the status of women, pro-

mote progressive social legislation, and ban polygamy.51  

However, textbooks do not provide a varied account of his 

legacy and opposition to him. 

51     History (Sciences Track), Grade 12, pp. 240-242; 257-273; 278-279

52    History and Geography, Grade 6, 2007, pp. 245-259

More than a decade after the Tunisian revolution, which 

overthrew the long-presiding Zayn al-Abidine Ben Ali, 

the absence of extensive treatment of the quarter centu-

ry- long Ben Ali era in Tunisian textbooks is noteworthy; 

the surveyed textbooks provide few mentions of his re-

gime. This absence is particularly notable given that ear-

lier editions of the same Grade 6 History and Geography 

textbook currently in use contained a dedicated chapter52 

devoted to the era of Ben Ali’s presidency. The chapter 

presented him as the guarantor of national indepen-

dence and stability, explicitly justified the concentration 

of power in his hands—especially in his role as the sole 

commander-in-chief of the armed forces—and guided 

students through exercises framing presidential authori-

ty as serving the supreme national interest. Visual materi-

als portrayed Ben Ali as socially engaged and benevolent, 

highlighting his support for children’s rights, disadvan-

taged communities, scientific research, youth, sports, and 

technological modernization in education, while excerpts 

from official speeches emphasized his leadership in for-

eign policy, humanitarian military engagement, and Tu-

nisia’s integration into regional and global partnerships. 

The removal of this chapter from later editions of the 

same textbook therefore represents a deliberate curricu-

lar revision in which a once-central narrative of presiden-

tial legitimacy and authority has been excised from the 

material presented to students. The 2023 edition of Grade 

6 History and Geography does not contain the previous 

reference from the 2007 edition to Ben Ali’s takeover in 

November 1987. The absence of any discussion of the Ben 

Ali regime reflects an ongoing reluctance in Tunisia to 

revisit that era and study the regime’s development and 

shortcomings, indicating that the subject may be too re-

cent and controversial to be properly addressed. The rev-

olution that overthrew the regime in 2011 is rarely found 

in Tunisian textbooks. One example discusses Mohamed 

Bouazizi’s self-immolation in December 2010, which led 

to massive protests against the ruling regime. Students 

are asked to discuss types of heroism after reading about 

Bouazizi, claiming that “heroism has two forms.” Further 

coverage of the revolution, its background, outbreak, and 

evolution, were not observed in the survey, and so text-

books overall lack context for the event, as well as its im-

pact on Tunisian society. 

(See the continuation of the example on the following page)
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Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 11, 2023, p. 91 

Heroism has two forms

[caption 1:] AlBou’zizi in 17/12/2010

[caption 2:] the power of the Tunisian people in the 14/01/2011

Subjects of interest:

In both pictures there is anger and fire that ranges between 

discovery and concealment, between truth and metaphor. Explain 

it.

Looking at those pictures we can notice that Muhammad AlBu’zizi 

burned himself and set fire at the same time. Explain the di�erence 

between the two forms: being on fire and setting fire. Detail 

whether this view is correct or not.

Explain the connection between the two pictures, while classifying 

the type of heroism of each.

Which type of heroism do you prefer – social or individual heroism? 

Why?

What added the sense of heroism and leadership to the Tunisian 

revolution in the Arab world?

Further coverage of the revolution, its background, out-

break, and evolution, were not observed in the survey, 

and so textbooks overall lack contextualization of the 

event, as well as its impact on Tunisian society. 

Tunisian History and Identity
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School curricula often serve to establish an overarching 

set of normative values which would be expected to be 

prioritized over others. Tolerance and peacemaking are 

values that can be taught from a young age and take 

many forms, and over time yield profound national and 

regional consequences. Given that these values are up-

held by international educational standards, it is useful to 

examine how Tunisian textbooks implement them. 

Tolerance as a general virtue is taught in the Tunisian 

curriculum from Grade 1. A textbook teaching the Arabic 

alphabet contains many colorful illustrations showing 

children with diverse physical appearances interacting 

with each other in positive ways, through playing and 

learning. The children are understood to be all Tunisian – 

bearing Muslim Arab names, sharing studying and living 

spaces – in spite of their visible (perhaps even exaggerat-

ed) differences, conveying the message that Tunisia is a 

fundamentally diverse nation and signaling to students 

that they should expect their peers at school to be sim-

ilarly diverse. For example, to teach the Arabic letter Sīn 

 an illustration shows a dark-skinned child shaking the ,(س)

hand of a light-skinned child. The text accompanying the 

illustration portrays the two as friends who peacefully 

share a computer. These examples are illustrative of the 

fact that peace, and tolerance amongst diverse peoples 

in society is promoted in Tunisian textbooks.

My Friend: Reader, Grade 1, p. 18

[The letter] Sгn

Murad sat by the computer. He heard Ahmad and hurried to greet 

him: “Welcome! The computer is waiting for you.”

The equivalent textbook for Grade 2 continues along the 

same theme. In the example below, an idealized school 

scene shows five friends enjoying their time together in 

the yard. Compared to the previous example, the phys-

ical differences between the students are more muted 

and realistic, but they remain visibly diverse. Pointedly, 

the group includes both female and male members, one 

of which uses a wheelchair, promoting both the coexis-

tence of genders as well inclusion of those with disabili-

ties. Above the children, the schoolhouse flies a Tunisian 

flag – subtly reminding students of their belonging to a 

national identity which encompasses and unites their dif-

ferences. 

My Pathways: Reader, Grade 2, p. 6

Lesson 2: A Trip on the Web

Tasnim is a cheerful, beloved girl who loves to discover things. Her 

friends got used to her […]

Peace and Tolerance



25

2025 Tunisian Curriculum: Between Progress and Prejudice  					       	  December 2025

The promotion of diversity is not limited to a Tunisian na-

tional context. In more advanced grades, students are ex-

posed to discussions of global human diversity, of phys-

ical features as well as cultures and norms. One Grade 

10 Civics textbook contains an illustration showing how 

people from different countries wear clothing and con-

sume food differently.53 One Arabic textbook provides the 

example of a Tunisian diplomat who recounts his experi-

ence traveling overseas and meeting people of different 

origins, emphasizing their shared humanity, which ac-

cords with international peace, and tolerance ideals.54 

Similarly, textbooks for higher grades directly discuss ra-

cial bigotry, stereotyping and hatred. A Grade 12 Arabic 

text criticizes racism against Muslims and (black) Afri-

cans in European sports, calling it “a detestable illness” 

that contradicts the teachings of Abrahamic faiths and 

attributing it to colonialist heritage. While taking a clear 

moral stance against racism, the text seems to imply that 

racial bigotry is an exclusively European phenomenon, 

although the textbook later asks students to consider 

whether this phenomenon exists in Tunisian sports as 

well.55 This reflects a desire to foster critical thinking by 

encouraging reflection on bigotry within Tunisia. Simi-

larly, a Grade 13 Philosophy textbook introduces students 

to a dialogue from the 1973 French film The Mad Adven-

tures of Rabbi Jacob, which depicts a French man mak-

ing generalizing statements about different ethnic and 

racial groups he encounters, concluding with his cry of 

indignation: “Me, racist?!” The textbook uses this example 

to discuss the notion that people who hold racist beliefs 

may be unaware of their offensive nature.56 However, the 

Jewish identity of the film’s director, Gérard Oury, is not 

mentioned in the lesson, and the Jewish character with-

in the film, Solomon, is given an Islamic-sounding name 

“Salman.” The film’s deconstruction of antisemitism is 

not discussed, thus missing an opportunity to combat 

this particular form of bigotry (see Chapter on antisem-

itism below).

53    Civics, Grade 10, p. 74.

54    Ru’a – Texts (Science Track), Grade 13, pp. 178–179.

55    Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 12, pp. 147–148.

56    Philosophy (Science Track), Grade 13, p. 119.

A more inclusive understanding of combatting racism is 

seen in the example below. Here, an Arabic reader pres-

ents a text entitled “Why is the need for intercultural di-

alogue so great now?” asserting that without such dia-

logue disagreements between cultural groups escalate 

to conflict and violence. To enable dialogue, the text sug-

gests bringing to light the commonalities between cul-

tures, and to combat “rejection of the other” and what 

it calls “siege mentality.” This text is followed by a series 

of illustrations, including the text “no to racism” in Arabic 

and French, a picture of diversely-colored hands holding 

the globe, and a 1999 photo of Pope John Paul II kissing 

a copy of the Qur’an. The takeaway of this presentation 

seems to be that intercultural dialogue is the antithesis of 

racism, and is a normative value students should pursue.

Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 13, pp. 66, 68

Peace and Tolerance
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Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 13, pp. 66, 68

…Why is the need for intercultural dialogue so great now?

[…] There is a fear that the continued existence of “stereotypical” 

images of each culture among others would sustain di�erent 

kinds of collective hate, especially in societies where ignorance, 

tribalism and superstitions are common. Thus, disagreement 

becomes conflict. And if there is conflict, it could turn into 

violence, if there is no dialogue and “culture of dialogue”, that 

arises from the value of tolerance, respects the principle of 

human dignity and freedom of choice, and accepts the principles 

of cultural diversity and pluralism in place of imposing “example” 

and hegemony.

[… Intercultural dialogue] is predicated on faith in one human 

origin and in the principle of intercultural knowledge and 

tolerance, in the face of racism and rejection of the other. This is 

to be accomplished by emphasizing the positive commonalities 

between civilizations, a�irming that there are no “fake 

civilizations”, and erasing the siege mentality of some cultures.

[…]

Yusuf Al-Hasan, Al-Arabi, no. 49, 2002 

[…]

Activity 2: Reading a picture

Document:

[Top le� photo reads: “No to racism”, and below: “You are all 

children of Adam, and Adam was made of earth”]

[Bottom le�:] 

* Comment on the pictures in terms of type / context / content / 

message

 * Choose which of the following values suits each picture: 

coexistence / collaboration / equality / dialogue / diversity / 

tolerance / integration / recognition

57    History (Science and Technology track), Grade 11, p. 65.

58    Islamic Education, Grade 9, p. 12.

59    Islamic Education, Grade 9, p. 17.

To promote tolerance, Islamic religious teachings are fre-

quently referenced. This has the double effect of estab-

lishing tolerance as a divinely-ordained virtue on the one 

hand, and promoting a tolerant understanding of Islam 

on the other, allowing students to take pride in their Is-

lamic identity as one tied to values of coexistence. A high 

school History textbook, teaching about the emergence 

of Islam, establishes tolerance as one of three core “Islam-

ic values” (qiyam ’islāmīyah), alongside seeking knowl-

edge and fairness.57 A Philosophy textbook reiterates this 

idea, defining tolerance as “not oppressing those who 

believe differently from us, so long as they treat us the 

same way,” and presenting this value as a feature of ear-

ly Islamic civilization, as manifested for example in the 

Qur’anic verse “there is no compulsion in religion” (2:256). 

Furthermore, students are taught in a Grade 9 Islamic 

Education textbook that learning about other religions 

is essential to understanding their own, with a cartoon 

stating “he who does not know other religions – knows 

no religion.”58 The same textbook later asserts that Islam 

should play a role in bringing about peaceful coexistence 

between Muslims, Christians and Jews, which accords 

with international principles of interfaith tolerance and 

coexistence.59

The manner in which Islamic sources are used to sup-

port the principle of tolerance can be seen below. The 

textbook presents to students several quotes from the 

Qur’an and the hadith – oral traditions attributed to 

the Prophet Muhammad – of which five examples are 

presented here. The textbook authors refrain from ex-

plaining the quotes in their own words, and instead cite 

short passages of interpretation from well-established 

and revered classical Islamic exegetes such as Al-Tabari 

(839–923 AD) or Ibn Kathir (14th century AD), leaving stu-

dents to understand that these interpretations are well-

sourced and authoritative. Some of the texts are easily 

interpreted as promoting peace and tolerance, such as 

a hadith attributed to Muhammad proclaiming that no 

nation or race is superior to another, or the verse “[God] 

created [mankind] from one soul” (4:1), both of which 

are presented as a rejection of racism and a call for hu-

man unity. Another example is a verse interpreted by 

Ibn Al-Arabi (1165–1240) to suggest that all non-Muslims 

should be treated justly, even if they had fought Muslims. 

However, the textbook also quotes some of the more 

combative verses from the Qur’an – such as “fight in 

the way of Allah” (2:190) – and offers interpretations that 
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moderate or minimize their inflammatory potential; in 

this case, the text includes citations from an exegete who 

imposes strict limitations as to the fighting sanctioned 

in this verse and who it is targeted at. Examples such 

as these allow Tunisian educators to promote a tolerant 

understanding of religion based on religious teachings 

without hiding ‘undesirable’ information from students. 

Activity 2: Some Starting Points

Document 1

 The Almighty said: “O mankind, fear your Lord, who created you 

from one soul and created from it its mate and dispersed from 

both of them many men and women. And fear Allah, through 

whom you ask one another, and the wombs. […]” (4:1)

“O mankind, indeed We have created you from male and female 

and made you peoples and tribes that you may know one 

another. […]” (49:13)

Ibn Kathir commented: “The Almighty says this to inform people 

that He made them from one soul, making it a couple: Adam and 

Eve, and created nations out of them […] Thus, all people are 

dignified in equally having the earthly lineage of Adam and Eve, 

peace be upon them. Therefore the Almighty, having forbidden 

people from slandering and looking down on one another, and 

informing them that they were made equal in their humanity, 

says to them […] to get them to know each other.”

 - Ibn Kathir, Exegesis of the Holy Qur’an, 4/277

[…]

Document 4

Jabir bin Abdallah narrated: “The Messenger of God, peace be 

upon him, gave us the Farewell Sermon in the midst of the days 

of Tashriq, saying: ‘Your Lord is one, and your father is one. Is it 

not that there is no preference to the Arab over the Persian, or the 

Persian over the Arab, the Red over the Black or the Black over 

the Red, except in their fear of God? […]’”

- Al-Bayhaqi, People of Faith, 4/289

[…]

2. Use the four documents to explain the key points of the Islamic 

authoritative sources regarding sensitivity toward the Other. […]

 

Activity 3: Principles

[…]

Document 3

“Allah does not forbid you from those who do not fight you 

because of religion and do not expel you from your homes – from 

being righteous toward them and acting justly toward them. 

Indeed, Allah loves those who act justly.” (60:8)

Ibn Al-Arabi commented: “The Almighty says ‘acting justly toward 

them’ [tuqsiṭū ’ilayhim], meaning give them some share [qisṭ] of 

your property as gi�. He does not mean just treatment [‘adl], as 

just treatment is [equally] obligatory when treating those who 

fought [you] and those who did not.”

- Ibn Al-Arabi, Rulings of the Qur’an, 7/303 

Document 4

“Fight in the way of Allah those who fight against you but do not 

transgress. Indeed, Allah does not like transgressors.” (2:189) [sic; 

i.e. 2:190]

Al-Tabari commented about this [verse], quoting Ibn Abbas: 

“Do not kill women, the young, the venerable old, or those who 

present peace and pull back their hands. If you did so – you have 

transgressed.”

Al-Tabari’s Exegesis, Collection of the Clear in Explaining the 

Qur’an, 2/195

[…]

Peace and Tolerance
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Document 5

Human beings, in the eyes of Islam, are human, wherever they 

are, because they share one human origin: “O mankind, fear your 

Lord, who created you from one soul […]” (4:1). Regarding the 

commandment to be fearful of God, the prohibition on severing 

human bonds of kinship arising from that single source through 

brutal wars, instigated by unjust racism, material ambitions, 

or love of taking possession for oneself on Earth […] – to that I 

say, here there is ample proof that [God] detests and prohibits 

racism, and instills the principle of human unity in its place. 

This is one of the most noble components of world peace and 

security, without a doubt.

- Dr. Fathi Al-Durayni, Characteristics of Islamic Shariah 

Jurisprudence in Politics and Statecra�, 52  

Secular law is also invoked in Tunisian textbooks to sup-

port tolerance. In this case, the goal is less to warn stu-

dents of the legal consequences of intolerance (which 

are rarely substantial), and more about instilling respect 

for the Other, pluralism and equality as normative and 

universally applicable values, in a similar manner to how 

Islamic teaching is used, as noted above. Moreover, if 

teaching tolerance in Islamic contexts can have the ben-

efit of portraying Islam as a source of good and worthy of 

pride, it stands to reason that teaching tolerance in the 

context of Tunisian secular law can likewise present Tuni-

sia as a tolerant, benevolent state that students are able 

to take pride in. For example, one Arabic textbook opens 

a chapter on freedom of expression with an excerpt from 

Tunisia’s 1993 Press Law, which is presented as guaran-

teeing that freedom. The citation from Tunisian law is 

juxtaposed with a relevant text from the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, which likewise discusses 

the universal freedom of expression.60 The same textbook 

later cites another article of the Tunisian Law of the Press 

which imposes jail time on persons who “spread ideas 

predicated on racial discrimination or religious extrem-

ism,”61 clarifying that these are to be regarded beyond the 

pale of legitimate discourse. The Tunisian Constitution is 

frequently cited; for example, one Civics textbook cites 

an article which guarantees freedom of religious beliefs 

and rituals.62 These examples show how secular law re-

inforces the value of tolerance in textbooks, offering stu-

dents a civic justification that complements the religious 

basis provided by Islamic teaching.

In the example below, Grade 7 students are taught 

about equality. After a definition of the concept from 

the Tunisian government’s Center for Research, Studies, 

60    Arabic – Signs (Science Track), Grade 12, p. 248.

61    Arabic – Signs (Science Track), Grade 12, p. 255.

62    Civics, Grade 10, p. 75.

Documentation and Information on Women (CRED-

IF), the textbook cites Article 1 of the Universal Decla-

ration of Human Rights, which ostensibly codifies the 

value of equality, followed by Article 6 of the (now de-

funct) 1959 Tunisian Constitution, which applies it to 

Tunisian law. This sequence of texts allows students 

to follow the concept of equality to both its universal 

and national sources, establishing it as an indisput-

able, normative value. Furthermore, the juxtaposition 

of Tunisian law and UN declarations creates the im-

pression that Tunisia respects and follows the interna-

tional model. However, the fact that an obsolete version 

of the Constitution is cited is worthy of attention, and 

may indicate that the textbook has yet to be updated.  

Social Subjects, Grade 7, p. 226

5. Equality: meaning no discrimination, and that all people are 

treated the same way, regardless of their sex, color, language 

or views…

Source: CREDIF, Rights of Women and Children, p. 4

 

6. All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. 

They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act 

toward one another in a spirit of brotherhood.

Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 10 

December 1948

All citizens are equal in rights and obligations, and are equal 

before the law.

Article 6 of the 1959 Constitution of the Tunisian Republic 

Peace and Tolerance
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Peace is taught as a virtue in all major age groups, and 

is usually rationalized based on universal humanity and 

human fraternity. For example, one Grade 3 text discuss-

es a drawing competition, where children from different 

countries express the uniform ideal of “peace and man’s 

coexistence with his human brother” in paintings – an 

idea said to transcend (skin) color, sex, country and re-

ligion.63 A Grade 7 text rationalizes peace by explaining 

that it is necessary for prosperity, knowledge and justice, 

proclaiming that “men’s bravery” is determined by their 

“recognition of the sanctity of human life” regardless of 

“sex, color or religion.”64 For Grade 9 students, UNESCO’s 

1995 Declarations of Principles of Tolerance are quoted 

mentioning “the human family” and asserting that “with-

out peace there can be no development or democracy.”65 

Other rationalizations for peace are also offered; for in-

stance, a Grade 11 Civics textbook suggests that adher-

ing to a peaceful foreign policy can save humanity the 

resources it spends on armaments,66 and a Grade 3 story 

titled “the River of Peace” uses the allegory of two horses 

who cannot meet due to a minefield separating them, to 

convey the woes that wars inflict on regular people.67 

The importance of peace as reflected in the textbooks is 

illustrated in the example below. Students as young as 

Grade 2 are taught a poem by Tunisian writer Al-Habib 

Dirbal titled “the Hymn of Peace,” which advocates for 

peace as the key to happiness. The poet directs his ad-

vocacy to the entirety of humanity, especially to world 

leaders, and urges them to consider “the dreams of a 

child who loves his country.” The poem concludes with 

an imperative “come to peace!” (ḥayyū ‘alā s-silmi), a play 

on the standard adhan, or Islamic call to prayer: “come to 

pray!” (ḥayya ‘alā ṣ-ṣalāh), implicitly comparing peace to 

a religious obligation. 

63    Arabic, Grade 3, p. 107–108.

64    Arabic Grammar, Grade 7, p. 161.

65    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 320.

66    Civics, Grade 11, p. 14.

67    Arabic, Grade 3, pp. 114–115.

My Pathways: Reader, Grade 2, p. 95

The Hymn of Peace

To peace I call all human beings

So that I may live happy… in dignity and freedom

I love peace, as a slogan and as a habit

As a light that shines the path to happiness

As dreams of a child who loves his country

I call to peace nations and leaders

Love remains, as full as the eyes

As full as hearts, as a sturdy book

As a firm bridge we pass on 

So come to peace, at all times!

	 -Al-Habib Dirbal, Book for the Best of Times, in the series  

	 Reading Advances My Language 

Textbooks for older grades provide examples of practical 

peacemaking, showing how it can be implemented and 

potentially connecting the value of peace to the everyday 

lives of students. Textbooks claim that “non-violence is a 

human principle shared by everyone,” contributing to the 

universality of the concept. At least two Arabic textbooks 

for Tunisian high school students in the sports track 

discuss sports diplomacy, and how international athlet-

ic tournaments contribute to understanding between  
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hostile countries and inspire youth to pursue their 

dreams.68 For science track students, one of the Arabic 

textbooks focuses on dialogue as a means of achieving 

peaceful coexistence.69 In the text below, Indian leader 

Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948) is presented as an exam-

ple of a thinker calling for non-violent conflict resolution. 

The textbook follows a text about the life of Gandhi – 

told from his perspective – with questions that focus on 

Gandhi’s values of non-violence and tolerance. In one of 

the questions, students are asked to imagine themselves 

resolving a dispute between two of their friends to pre-

vent them from engaging in violent acts. 

The Joy of Reading, Grade 8, pp. 179, 181

68    Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 11, pp. 81, 84; Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 13, pp. 56, 58, 62.

69    Arabic – Ru’a (Science Track), Grade 13, p. 156.

The Joy of Reading, Grade 8, pp. 179, 181

[…]

From now on, I can enter the battles yet to come based on my 

strategy, which relies on the theory of “non-violence”. That means 

that peacefulness, in my view, is far more sublime and esteemed 

than violence. […] “Non-violence” is a human principle shared by 

everyone. Every man has the right to adhere to it and follow in its 

path. It is the law of those like us, who seek justice and equality, 

just as violence is the law of the oppressors and tyrants. […]

Abd al-Wahid Ibrahim, Gandhi Narrates His Life Story, Alam al-

Kitab, 2005, pp. 42–46

[…]

I Understand

[…] 

5. I will extract the values Gandhi preached and called for, and 

explain their role in the service of the individual, the nation and 

humanity.

6. I will highlight the arguments Gandhi brought up to persuade 

of the necessity of non-violence, and on that basis I will deduce 

what shows the nobility and greatness of that figure [Gandhi].

 

I will Discuss with My Friends

I will discuss with my friends how I will benefit from the values 

Gandhi called for in order to build strong relationships inside the 

school.

 

I will Draw Conclusions

I was following a conversation between two of my classmates, 

and felt it would turn into a quarrel. I addressed the two of 

them to calm them down and remind them of the importance of 

tolerance and non-violence. I will copy my address and include 

appropriate expressions from the text [above].

[…]

Fruits of the Lesson

“Anger is a wind that blows the lamp of the mind.”

Peace and Tolerance
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It can be surmised that Tunisian textbooks generally im-

bue the values of peace and tolerance in students from 

young ages until high school. These topics are mostly dis-

cussed in Arabic reading comprehension texts and Civics 

textbooks. Racism, religious and ethnic bigotry, and war 

are acknowledged as negative phenomena to be avoid-

ed as a matter of principle. In some cases, textbooks also 

provide – or at least hint at – specific and practical exam-

ples of tolerance and peacemaking. Yet, these values are 

not used to criticize Tunisia’s own history or national nar-

rative, and as other chapters show, are not always applied 

when it comes to certain topics, not the least of which is 

the Arab-Israeli conflict.  
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The Tunisian curriculum is defined by an overall tolerant and 

moderate approach toward Jews as individuals and Judaism 

as a religion, anchored in Muslim tradition, though inter-

spersed with conspicuous instances of antisemitic content. 

Many texts assert the duty to respect Jews (and Christians) 

according to principles laid out in the early Islamic period. 

This obligation stems from Muslim universal goals and a 

quest for world peace, as promoted in some of these text-

books.70 In some historical accounts, emphasis is placed on 

cooperation and dialogue between Muslims and non-Mus-

lims that existed in various settings, generating intellectual 

and material achievements. The Jewish historical presence 

in Tunisia is also highlighted, along with the fact that Jews 

lived in harmony with Arabs across North Africa. While the 

call for tolerance in the textbooks is very clear, there is hard-

ly any discussion about the tenets of non-Muslim religions 

(including Judaism), that could help students become bet-

ter intellectually acquainted with them. There are also neg-

ative examples and depictions of Jews as greedy individuals 

keen on cheating others, or in control of trade. There are also 

disturbing outright antisemitic examples, such as Jews con-

trolling world capital.

The presentation of events leading up to World War II and 

the Holocaust is problematic. Adolf Hitler is often present-

ed positively, as one who successfully turned Germany into 

an economic and military power. General ideas of German 

Nazi “thinkers” and their supporters are presented in Phi-

losophy textbooks without any reference to their support 

of the regime and its ideology. There is no discussion of the 

Holocaust per se, and Nazi actions and atrocities that are 

mentioned (such as the burning of books in 1933 or concen-

tration camps) are presented in a very generic manner, with-

out reference to Jews as the main victims. Attention is also 

given to opinions of Roger Garaudy, who was convicted for 

Holocaust denial and claiming that the murder of six million 

Jews was a myth – a fact the textbooks fail to mention. The 

near complete avoidance of any discussion of the Holocaust 

is even more surprising in Tunisia, given its own World War II 

history. Tunisia was the only Arab country formally occupied 

by Nazi Germany (from November 1942 to May 1943). The 

Germans enacted anti-Jewish measures in occupied Tunisia, 

and some Jews were deported to Death Camps in Europe. 

70    Islamic Education, Grade 9, p. 17.

71    History (Science and Technology), Grade 11, pp. 13–15.

72    Islamic Education, Grade 8, p. 8

73    Islamic Education, Grade 7, p. 14

74    Kenneth Perkins, A History of Modern Tunisia, Second Edition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), p. 149.

Tunisia’s war-time experiences, and their impact, are entirely 

absent from the surveyed textbooks. 

However, any sympathy for Jews as individuals, which is a 

feature in many textbooks, disappears when the concept of 

Jewish peoplehood is discussed. The general approach in 

this regard is dismissive and negative, with unsubtle doubts 

about the legitimacy of Jews to be identified as a people 

with ties to an ancient homeland. Ancient Jewish presence 

in historic Palestine is recognized in a lesson on the history 

of ancient civilizations referencing the Hebrew kingdoms, 

King Solomon building a temple in Jerusalem, King David 

making Jerusalem (spelled ‘Urshalim’) the capital of Judeah, 

Jewish migrations led by Abraham, Joseph, and Moses, and 

even the Ten Commandments. However, this history is pre-

sented briefly and framed as coercive or oppressive toward 

other inhabitants of the region rather than as a legitimate 

indigenous connection.71 The general attitude toward Jew-

ish nationalism requires more nuanced and sophisticated 

treatment, as the current presentation to Tunisian students 

remains superficial and requires greater attention. 

Non-Islamic faiths other than Judaism are rarely mentioned 

in textbooks. Christianity is often associated with colonial 

and European history, (see previous chapter and Chapter 5: 

“International Relations and Global Perspectives”) although 

occasionally, some Islamic Education textbooks quote Scrip-

ture that refers to “Infidels” (kuffār) or “pagans” (mušrikūn), 

without giving further commentary.72 One text presents a Tu-

nisian student trying to convince his “foreign neighbor” that 

God exists, dispelling her “confusion.”73 However, these ex-

amples are few and far between compared to content about 

Jews and Judaism.

Although religious freedom and coexistence have not al-

ways been a reality in many Muslim countries—and Tunisia 

itself saw demonstrations after the 1967 Arab-Israeli war that 

in some cases led to attacks on Jews and synagogues—the 

way these values are presented in Tunisian textbooks is 

nonetheless commendable.74 An Islamic Education text-

book, developing the theme of “Respecting Fellow Man” 

presents a text on the prophet Muhammad observing a 

Jewish funeral, calling on those around him to stand up in 

respect of the dead. 
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Islamic Education, Grade 9, p. 63

Sahl bin Hunayf and Qais bin Sa‘d were sitting at Al-Qadisiya when 

a bier was brought past them. They stood up, and when they were 

told that it was one of the people of the land, i.e. of the dhimmis 

[Christians and Jews], they replied that a bier came past God’s 

messenger and he stood up. On being told that it contained a Jew 

he said, “Is it not a soul?”

(Bukhari)

Islamic Education, Grade 9, p. 63

Do you base your positions and views on others always on respecting 

human souls?

A lesson on Islamic Thought for Grade 13 explains that 

Jews, Christians, and non-Muslims should be treated well, 

referring to them as the “neighbor farther away.” This sets 

the tone for further positive descriptions of respecting 

other religions, especially Christians and Jews. 

Islamic Thought (Literature Track), Grade 13, p. 70

75    Islamic Thought (Literature Track), Grade 13, p. 60.

76    Arabic – Paths of Writing, Grade 5, p. 46.

Document 3:

God Almighty said: “to parents do good, and to relatives, orphans, 

the needy, the near neighbor, the neighbor farther away, the 

companion at your side” (4:36)

Nawf Al-Shami explained: “the near neighbor” is the Muslim, and 

“the neighbor farther away” is the Jews and Christians. [...]

Document 4: 

The Muslims do not violate their agreements with the people of 

the Covenant [...]

Students studying Islamic Thought are taught that Mus-

lims and “People of the Book” share a belief in one God 

and his revealed books that preceded the Quran’s ap-

pearance. Muslims are urged not to argue with “People 

of the Book,” except with those who act wrongfully.75 A 

textbook for younger students notes that the Qur’an, 

Torah, and Gospels are divine books.76 An Islamic Educa-

tion exercise for Grade 6 notes that freedom of religion 

exists in Muslim countries, which have mosques, church-

es, and synagogues standing side by side. The texts on 

Islam’s position toward “People of the Book” highlights 

the monotheistic faiths, with an exercise suggesting that 

Muslims, Christians, and Jewish citizens all live under the 

same banner and share the same rights and duties

My Islamic Education, Grade 6, pp. 123-125

4- In most Arab countries, Muslim, Christian and Jewish citizens 

live one banner, enjoying the same rights and duties to their 

countries. What do you infer from this?

5- When you enter a city in a Islamic country and see mosques, 

churches and synagogues located adjacently, where every 

person observes his rites in absolute [religious] freedom. What do 

you infer from this?
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Students are also introduced to historic examples of di-

alogue and co-existence between Muslims, Jews, Chris-

tians, and Zoroastrians in tenth century Baghdad, the 

cooperation of which “yielded a new fabric in a radiant” 

Arab Islamic culture. In such cases, the Abbasid caliph-

ate era is described in another book as one where Jews, 

Christians, and Muslims exchanged ideas and thoughts.77 

Two texts on the tenth century Muslim intellectual Abu 

Hayyan al-Tawhidi describe his era in Baghdad as one 

marked by tolerance, lively dialogue, and intellectual ex-

change among Muslims, Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians 

and Sabians. One textbook claims that “among the fea-

tures of scholastic openness and intellectual enlighten-

ment of that century is the tolerance of Muslims to other 

religions” which presents tolerance as an enduring con-

cept. 

Reader: Part 1 (Literature Track), Grade 13, p. 253

1- Acculturation in the Time of al-Tawhidi

[...] Culture in Baghdad became of a cosmopolitan nature, with 

intertwining elements composed of various strains of ethnicities, 

peoples and philosophies. The scholar or scribe, in addition to 

the Philosopher, is bound to draw from the wisdom of other 

nations [...]

In such [scholastic] gatherings Muslims met with Jews, Christians, 

Zoroastrians and Sabians; even Christians would sometimes 

lead a gathering, like Yahya ibn ‘Adi who led a gathering; Muslims 

would learn from Christians, and Christians from Muslims and 

others. The cooperation of all these cultures yielded a new fabric 

in a radiant cultural world – the Arab Islamic culture.

2- Features of Scholastic Openness

77    See also Anwar – Literary Texts, Grade 9, p. 258.

78    History (Humanities, Economics and Services Branch), Grade 11, p. 140.

79    Social Subjects, Grade 5, p. 55; Social Subjects, Grade 7, p. 92; Islamic Thought (Humanities Track), Grade 12, p. 34.

80    History (Humanities, Economy and Services Track), Grade 11, p. 113.

81    History (Science and Technology Track), Grade 11, p. 15.

Among the features of scholastic openness and intellectual 

enlightenment of that century is the tolerance of Muslims to 

other religions, at a time when the idea of religious tolerance 

was almost foreign in other parts of the world. An example for 

such tolerance is the learning circles in Baghdad and elsewhere 

in the cities of the Islamic East, which incorporated Muslims and 

non-Muslims such as atheists, Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians. 

Adam Metz has noted that that instance of Muslim tolerance to 

Jews and Christians was a tolerance like non-other in the Middle 

Ages.

Other History chapters on early Islamic state and society 

focus on the great amount of religious tolerance demon-

strated toward Christians and Jews who did not convert 

to Islam.78 The Treaty of Medina, wherein the Prophet 

Muhammad guaranteed the rights of the Jewish inhab-

itants of the settlement after his arrival there with his 

Muslim followers in 622 AD, is highlighted in several text-

books.79 While one textbook notes the negative example 

of Dhu Nuwas, a sixth century Jewish Arabian ruler who 

attempted to force the inhabitants of Yemen to convert 

to Judaism, the textbook does not call attention to his 

Jewish identity nor describe his misdeeds as being the 

responsibility of Jewish people collectively.80  

More local examples of such inter-religious and intercul-

tural connections between Muslims, Jews, and Christians 

are also present across textbooks. To demonstrate the 

spread of Abrahamic religions in the ancient era, a Torah 

scroll from the Tunisian island of Djerba and a Church 

mosaic from the Bardo Museum near Tunis are featured, 

suggesting that all three major monotheistic faiths are to 

be found among Tunisian heritage.81 An example of reli-

gious coexistence during the Middle Ages, in what is now 

Tunisia, was in the city of Kairouan. A History textbook for 

Grade 10 describes how the city’s commerce allowed for 

clear “cultural cross-pollination” between many people, 

including Andalusian Arabs, Jews and Christians. 
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History, Grade 10, p. 98. 

Kairouan: the Importance of Commerce

[...]

Commerce allowed for clear cultural cross-pollination between 

many peoples (merchants from various areas operated in 

Kairouan: Andalusian Arabs, Jews, Christians).

Along with these examples of a tolerant approach to 

Jews, one also finds conspicuous negative depictions, 

some of which may have a profound impact on how 

students perceive Jewish people. Drawing on antisemit-

ic tropes of domination over media and the economy, 

textbooks attribute deception to Jews and Judaism, as 

well as schemes to expand control and power. A Grade 

11 Arabic Language textbook contains a short story by an 

Egyptian author linking Jews to exploitation and con-

trol of the economy. The story presents a greedy Jewish 

merchant who tries to buy a sheep from a Muslim farmer 

at an unfair price. The story’s introduction explains that 

Jewish people were generally known traders, associated 

with exploitation. A Muslim merchant advises the farmer 

not to be angry, since “the Jews are always like this.” The 

farmer notes that although the British have left Egypt, 

his people still feel as though a “giant” (mārid ḍaḵ�m) is 

playing with its fate, likening the Jewish community to 

a mythical monster. The story ends with the accusation 

that the Jews’ “new plan” is to control the economy as 

a reimagined form of colonialism, thereby evoking an-

tisemitic tropes of Jewish control over capital as well as 

identifying Jewish people as responsible for the traumat-

ic experience of European colonialism in Arab countries. 

The text presents Jews as an enemy, contradicting other 

examples of Jews and Muslims living side by side. 

Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 11, 2023, pp. 250-253

Introduction:

In trade, as well as other fields of earning money, many times 

there are types of behavior in which noble values disappear 

due to the greed to earn [money], and the charm of money. It is 

well known that the Jews were known as traders, and they were 

associated with exploitation. Some people believe that the belief 

that Allah is the only one who provides sustenance can eliminate 

the endless pursuit of wealth.

Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 11, 2023, pp. 250-253

(See the continuation of the example on the following page)
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[…] 

He o�ered me a low price… and I immediately refused… I le� his 

table angry… The first trader who guided me to go to him leaned 

toward me saying: 

- Don’t get angry.

- It is a strange matter.

- The Jews are always like this.

- Is he Jewish? 

- Yes. An experienced Israelite. And the owner of the biggest 

company for trading meat.  

[…]

I walk in my land as a hunted stranger. This is the feeling I felt 

during the English occupation. The leaving of the enemy didn’t 

change much, and I find my people in the hands of a giant 

playing with its fate in a strange manner. Manipulation is the 

new plan, and the control over the gates of the economy, money, 

and trade constitutes a danger, and a new [form of] colonialism. 

The strange thing is that in the following day, I managed to sell 

all my sheep within a few hours… and the price was double the 

price o�ered by the Jew. 

Another example from a Grade 12 History textbook draws 

on similar tropes of Jewish control of the economy, at-

tempting to demonstrate the alleged phenomenon of 

“Jewish control on Algerian trade” through a letter ex-

cerpt (sent by the French consul in Algeria in 1798) that 

accuses them of secretly scheming to “subjugate Tunisia 

to Algeria, establishing a new regime that will devastate 

France.”82 

Tunisian textbooks also contain typically Western antise-

mitic libels associating Jews with control over the econ-

omy and the media. One libelous example is an explana-

tion of a literary text by Fyodor Dostoevsky mentioning 

the Rothschild family, describing them as controlling 

world capital, which fuels antisemitic tropes.

Philosophy (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 22.

Rothschild: one of the Jewish philanthropists of the 18th century, 

a name which came therefore and until today to denote the 

Rothschild family which controls world capital in various fields, 

and its existence in Europe spreads from France to Germany, 

Russia, and elsewhere.

82    History (Literature and Economy and Administration Tracks), Grade 12, 2023, p. 178.

Additionally, in the context of Jewish influence in the di-

aspora, a Grade 12 Arabic textbook presents a text about 

defending the freedom of speech, describing how the 

influence of the Jewish diaspora in New York implicitly 

enabled academic backlash against the American Pal-

estinian academic and activist Edward Said at Columbia 

University, who was photographed during his visit to the 

Palestinian territories throwing a rock toward Israel from 

the border, doing so “in solidarity with the Intifada.” The 

text describes “Jewish students” at the university taking 

an active part in harassing Said, taking down his photo 

and calling for punitive steps against him. The text not 

only legitimizes rock-throwing and Intifada violence, but 

also frames the incident within a broader narrative of the 

powerful and organized “Jewish diaspora.” It portrays the 

academic backlash—led by two professors and students 

who “bigotedly supported Israel”—as disingenuous, cast-

ing their criticism as part of a calculated scheme.

Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12 pp. 243-245

5- Defending the Freedom of Speech 

Introduction:

Edward Said is a Palestinian who lived in the United States, 

known for his many works concerning the Palestinian Cause and 

his animus to the Israeli hegemony on the lives of Palestinians. 

This instigated against him a great deal of antagonism from his 

work environment in Columbia University in the city of New York, 

where the Jewish diaspora is large, strong, organized and active 

[...]

1. The issue concerns Edward Said when he visited the Palestinian 

territories last summer. He threw a rock from a post bordering 

Israel toward the Israeli territories in solidarity with the Intifada. 

Soon enough, the photograph of Edward Said throwing the rock 

reached the city of New York. Some Jewish students in Columbia 

University snatched the photograph, and organized protests 

and lectures against that professor at the University, which were 

led by two professors and many students bigotedly supporting 

Israel. They demanded to arrest Edward Said and ban him from 

the University.
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Nevertheless, some Tunisian textbooks openly discuss an-

tisemitism and the persecution of Jews. In one such case, 

this occurs in the context of discussions around the ori-

gins of the Zionist movement in nineteenth century Eu-

rope, describing its nascence as tied to “colonialism and 

antisemitism.” The textbook argues that France and Brit-

ain “tempted” Jews to settle in Palestine, in order to fulfill 

their colonialist aspirations in a section titled “colonialist 

greedy ambitions.” However, the text also acknowledges 

the objective role of antisemitism in encouraging Jews to 

emigrate from Europe. The text focuses on its portrayal of 

Zionism as a cynical exploitation of antisemitic persecu-

tion to colonize Palestine for imperialist interests.

History (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 269 

1. Colonialist Greedy Ambitions: (2-1)

Colonial greedy ambitions regarding Palestine are tied to the 

importance of is location: it is part of the Arab Mashreq which 

occupies a strategic location, situated in the midst of crossroads 

between the old continents (Asia, Africa, Europe), and rich with 

energy resources.

Since the 18th century, European colonial powers (France and 

Britain in particular) have sought to exploit the importance of 

Palestine’s location to expand their influence in the Arab Orient 

and seize control of it, as in doing so they would prevent the rise 

of Arab unity.

Colonialist circles used the Jews of Europe, by tempting them to 

establish a homeland of their own in Palestine and encourage 

them to congregate there, with the aim of exploiting them as a 

means of realizing colonial ambitions. As such, the emergence 

of Zionist ideology took place in the context of a colonialist, 

expansionist policy.

2. The Zionist Movement (2)

A. Its establishment:

The Zionist movement was formed in Europe in the second half 

of the 19th century. It is a movement that calls for the creation of 

a Jewish state in Palestine. Its birth is tied to two fundamental 

factors: colonialism and antisemitism. It was French and British 

colonialist circles in particular who encouraged the emergence 

of Zionist ideology in service of their interests, but the immediate 

factor that supported it was the emergence of the antisemitic 

movement, which was hostile to the Jews in European societies, 

leading to their persecution in eastern Europe at first, and 

subsequently in western Europe.

83    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 76

In another case, the rise of antisemitism is presented as 

a leading factor in the rise of Zionism. Some attention is 

given to early Zionist leaders, and the impact of key exam-

ples of antisemitism, such as the late nineteenth century 

Dreyfus trial in France, on the movement’s emergence. 

The text also mentions that Zionism benefited from the 

“racist anti-Jewish” Nazi policies, both in the sense that 

the exacerbated persecution of Jews in Europe pushed 

more of them to emigrate to Palestine, and that the post-

war revelation of “Nazi crimes against the Jews” shaped 

public opinion in Western countries in the Zionists’ favor. 

This trend is reflected in another textbook, with the alle-

gation that the Zionist movement used Nazi policies di-

rected against the Jews in order to gain Western support 

. This may create the impression that the Zionists sup-

ported or consented to antisemitic policies, and furthers 

the portrayal of Jews as fundamentally cynical and op-

portunistic.83 At the same time, the textbook authors crit-

icize the Zionist movement for “deftly conflating” Nazism 

and antisemitism with (Arab) Palestinian anti-Zionist ac-

tivity, which may prevent Tunisian students from consid-

ering whether or not Palestinian nationalism genuinely 

has exclusionary or antisemitic elements. At any rate, this 

text is notable for plainly conceding that the Jews faced 

“crimes” at the hands of the Nazis, and the Arab Pales-

tinian leadership’s decision to side with Nazi Germany is 

stated and left open for criticism. 

History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks),

Grade 13, pp. 246–247
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B. The Zionist Movement

At the same time [as the rise of European imperialism] the 

Zionist Movement emerged in Europe, in response to the growth 

of the Jew-hating trend of antisemitism, which considers them 

to be a race that cannot be assimilated. [...] The Russian Jew 

Leon Pinsker published his book, Auto-Emancipation, where 

he argued for the necessity of establishing a Jewish national 

home in Palestine in response to the antisemitic policy of Tsar 

Alexander III. Austro-Hungarian Jewish journalist Theodor Herzl 

was influenced by the case of French Jewish o�icer Dreyfus, who 

was falsely accused in December 1894 of spying for Germany. In 

his book published in 1896, The Jewish State, Herzl argued for the 

need to establish a Jewish state that would gather the Jewish 

diaspora around the world and protect them from persecution. 

[...] The Zionist Movement also benefited from the racist, anti-

Jewish Nazi policy in the 30s, and thus Jewish immigration to 

Palestine from central Europe, and particularly from Poland and 

Germany, intensified [...]

1. The Partition Plan [for Palestine] and the 1947–1948 First Arab-

Israeli War

As much as the situation resulting from WWII benefited the Zionist 

project, it was unsuitable for the Palestinian national movement. 

The Zionist movement enjoyed the support and sympathy of the 

Western public opinion a�er the discovery of Nazi crimes against 

the Jews, creating a “guilt complex” among [the Westerners] 

and a desire to compensate the Jews in the Middle East at the 

expense of the Palestinian people. The Zionists de�ly conflated 

antisemitism with resistance to Zionism – a racist movement 

with a national liberation movement – in order to highlight the 

Palestinian national struggle in the form of a racist, antisemitic 

movement that constitutes an extension to Nazism. […] The 

Zionist movement supported the Allies in WWII, and consequently 

found itself among the winners at the end of the war, unlike 

the Palestinian national movement led by Amin Al-Husayni, 

Germany’s ally. […]

Regarding events leading up to World War II and the 

Holocaust, analysis of these textbooks reveal particularly 

negative results. While textbooks include references to 

the 1933 Nazi book burning, concentration camps for op-

positionists,84 the millions of casualties of the war,85 and 

the bombing of Hiroshima, the deliberate Nazi targeting 

and persecution of Jews is absent from most discussions 

of that era, and none of the surveyed books include any 

discussion on the Holocaust. One Grade 13 History text-

book illustrates how the war’s impact on Jews is ignored, 

as it presents an image of a massacre perpetrated by the 

Nazis in Crimea in 1942 without any reference to the fact 

that the victims shown were Jewish.86

84    History (Humanities and Economy & Management Branches), Grade 13, p. 61.

85    History (Humanities and Economy & Management Branches), Grade 13, pp. 76, 86, 93.

86    The featured photograph is entitled “Grief”, taken by Dmitri Baltermants, and depicts the 1942 Nazi massacre of Jews in the Crimean city of Kerch.  

       “Dmitri Baltermants – Grief, 1942,” Museum of Modern Art (MOMA). https://www.moma.org/collection/works/135035

87    Philosophy (Literature Tracks), Grade 13, Vol. 1, p. 302; Philosophy (Literature Tracks), Grade 13, Vol. 2, p. 150

88    Note that another Philosophy textbook which mentions Arendt also omits the fact that she was Jewish, stating she emigrated due to “Nazi  

      oppression”: Philosophy for Literature Branch, Vol. 2, Grade 13, p. 150.

History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks),

Grade 13, p. 77

Massacres and Human tragedies...

Crimea, Soviet Union, 1942

Textbooks also state that the oppressive policies of the 

Nazi regime forced famous historical figures, such as Al-

bert Einstein, to leave Germany for fear of persecution, 

but fail to mention that they are Jewish.87 The only exam-

ple referencing the targeting of Jews is a short text about 

Jewish philosopher Hanna Arendt, which states that she 

fled Germany because of the “Nazi campaign against the 

Jews.”88 While this acknowledges Jewish victimhood, it 

does not specify the scale nor significance of this target-

ing. 

Philosophy (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 36

Author: Hannah Arendt

Hannah Arendt (1906–1975) is a German thinker [...] She fled to 

France fearing the Nazi campaign against the Jews, a�er which 

she immigrated to America [...].

Jews and Judaism

https://www.moma.org/collection/works/135035


39

2025 Tunisian Curriculum: Between Progress and Prejudice  					       	  December 2025

While some descriptions do mention Nazi extremism and 

crimes, they too fail to reference their impact on Jews. For 

instance, a Grade 12 Philosophy textbook criticizes Hitler’s 

racist ideologies, presenting excerpts gleaned from his Mein 

Kampf, such as the supremacy of the Aryan race, and the 

use of the goniometer device (used to measure nose and 

face contours). To critique Nazi ideas, students are encour-

aged to consider race from a strictly scientific perspective, 

and Grade 12 students are instructed to prepare a document 

demonstrating how science disproves the existence of a su-

perior race.89 

However, despite mentioning the fact that death camps 

were built under his rule, Hitler is still referenced somewhat 

favorably, insinuating that his accomplishments overshad-

ow his faults.90 A Grade 11 Literature textbook presents a short 

passage about Hitler, which describes him in an almost posi-

tive tone, describing him as “one of the most important fig-

ures in the fields of politics and warfare in the 20th century” 

who “turned [Germany] within a short period of time into 

a great economic and military power.” The passage entire-

ly ignores the Holocaust, or any other atrocities committed 

by Hitler, merely stating that his invasion of Poland ignited 

World War II. This passage is presented following a story by 

the Egyptian author Naguib Mahfouz, which takes place in 

Egypt during World War II, in which some of the characters 

mention Hitler, viewing him as an ally of Muslim countries 

against British colonialism.91  

Even more puzzling is the absence of textbook presentation 

of Tunisia’s own war-time history. Hardly any of the surveyed 

books referenced the fact that the country was under direct 

German occupation between November 1942 and May 1943. 

During that period, anti-Jewish measures were implement-

ed against Tunisian Jews, as part of the initial stages of the 

Nazi plan to annihilate Jews. The only references to this era 

were found in a Grade 13 textbook, which maintains that 

Tunisia remained neutral during the war and later veered 

toward supporting the Allies.92 This is an important part of 

Tunisia’s history which is entirely omitted from textbooks.   

89     Philosophy (Literature Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 99–100.

90    Philosophy (Literature Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 99-100; History for Science Classes, Grade 12, pp. 126-127,133.

91    Springs of Literature, Part 2, Grade 11, 2023, pp. 166-168

92    See History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p. 213. It should be noted that the existence of this content could not  

       be corroborated in the textbook available on the official MoE site, because the bulk of many pages which cover the chapter is missing from the  

       latter.

93    Philosophy (Literature Branch), Grade 13, Vol. 2, p. 181; Philosophy (Sciences Track), Grade 13, p. 213

94    “Writer fined for Holocaust writings,” BBC News, February. 27, 1998. http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/60742.stm

Beyond History texts, Philosophy textbooks cite texts written 

by German philosophers who had been Nazi party mem-

bers, such as Carl Schmitt and Martin Heidegger, without 

drawing attention to their racist beliefs or involvement in 

the party.93 This further reinforces the need for a complete 

overhaul of textbooks pertaining to this era, as when the 

Holocaust is not present in textbooks, Holocaust denial is 

allowed to creep in. Grade 13 students are introduced to 

French philosopher Roger Garaudy, who rejected colonial-

ism and who textbooks claim was put on trial for alleged-

ly “embarrassingly” exposing the “false claims [of] Zionist 

thought” without elaborating further. In reality, Garaudy was 

convicted of Holocaust denial and for claiming that the mur-

der of six million Jews was a myth.94 This example reinforces 

the need to completely revisit topics concerning World War 

II and the Holocaust as they are omitted or presented in Tu-

nisian textbooks.

Philosophy – Part 1 (Literature Track), Grade 13, p. 128

Author: Roger Garaudy [...]

His renown spread widely among thinkers in Europe and the Arab 

world, which brought him esteem due to his strong rejection of 

colonialism and oppression of peoples [...] He was tried for his views 

that embarrassingly expose Zionist thought and its false claims.

Jews and Judaism

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/60742.stm
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Jews and Judaism

Aside from Holocaust denial, Tunisian textbooks display nar-

ratives that also deny or criticize key beliefs in Judaism, such 

as the belief that Jews constitute “God’s chosen people,” and 

question the very existence of a Jewish people. Grade 12 stu-

dents learn in a Philosophy textbook chapter on logical fal-

lacies that the statements “the Jewish minorities, scattered 

around the world before the foundation of the State of Israel, 

constitute a people” and “these [Jewish] minorities do not 

belong to [other] peoples” are examples of fallacies, strongly 

urging Tunisian students to view Jewish peoplehood as fun-

damentally false.95  

Textbooks even liken Jewish religious beliefs to Nazi race 

theory, as the same Philosophy textbook teaches that both 

the belief in the Jews as ”God’s chosen people” and the Nazi 

theory of the supremacy of the German race are two key ex-

amples of ”prejudice,” in a chapter teaching about prejudice 

as a philosophical concept. The textbook does not attempt 

to objectively explain the significance of chosen peoplehood 

in Judaism, nor the fact that no mainstream Jewish denom-

ination accepts the interpretation that it should be under-

stood in racial terms.96 These notions thus imply that Jews 

exaggerate their victimhood and abuse their religious be-

liefs, which some textbooks claims is to fuel Zionist agenda 

and policies, an idea corroborated by a Grade 12 Arabic text 

which accuses mass media of spreading “the myth of the 

oppressed Jew” and “the terrorist Arab.”97  

Philosophy (Literature Tracks), Grade 12, p. 71

B - I will identify the fields in which prejudices exist.

Among these fields:

- the ideological field, such as:

* The Nazis’ belief that the German race is superior and more 

deserving to exist to other human races

* The Jews’ belief that they are “God’s chosen people”.

95     Philosophy (Arts Track) Grade 12, p. 83

96    “Chosen People,” The Jewish Encyclopedia, (New York: Funk & Wagnalis, 1906), pp. 45-46.

       https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/4355-chosen-people

97    Signs - Arabic (Sciences track), Grade 12, p. 239.  See Emma C. Murphy, “The Foreign Policy of Tunisia,” The Foreign Policy of Middle

https://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/4355-chosen-people
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Tunisia’s foreign policy is characterized by a modest, prag-

matic, and moderate approach to managing foreign re-

lations, the values of which radiate throughout textbooks 

addressing those topics, catering mostly to older stu-

dents.98 Tunisia’s pro-Western orientation, and its focus on 

the economy rather than politics as the driving force of 

its foreign policy, results in a generally positive discussion 

of international relations and global perspectives in sur-

veyed textbooks. 

While France’s colonial past is treated negatively, the 

overall approach to France reflects the “special” relation-

ship between the two countries. French political ideals, 

embodied in the French revolution, along with French 

culture and art, are favorably presented in various texts. 

Attention is also given to the European Union’s influence, 

without depicting it as a superpower. The Tunisian view 

of the United States, as featured in the textbooks, is more 

complex. The US is recognized as a dominant power, but 

is not always commended for its role as such, and there 

is some discussion of new emerging global powers, such 

as China. Further fluctuations in international affairs may 

require expanding the coverage given to such countries 

in textbooks. 

Tunisia’s immediate North African neighbors are featured 

in textbooks, with an emphasis on their national move-

ments that fought for independence. Their more recent 

history, that has been central to regional North African 

politics in recent decades, is absent, such as Algeria’s in-

ternal strife between the regime and Islamist groups in 

the 1990s, or the conflict over control of the Western Sa-

hara region.99 Tunisia’s preference to refrain from these 

topics is understandable, given that some conflicts have 

not yet been resolved. However, in the long term, this may 

be a missed opportunity to provide students with import-

ant background and a better understanding of festering 

regional issues. Overall, regardless of these smaller issues, 

the presentation of international relations is generally 

comprehensive. 

98    See Emma C. Murphy, “The Foreign Policiy of Tunisia” The Forgein Policy of Middle East States (eds. Raymond Hinnebusch and Anoushirvan  

       Ehteshami), (Boulder: Lynne Rienner), 2022, pp. 235–256. 

99    Michael J. Willis, Algeria: Politics and Society From the Dark Decade to the Hirak, (London: Hurst, 2022); Stephen Zunes and Jacob Mundy, Western  

       Sahara: War, Nationalism, and Conflict Resolution, (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2010).

100    Islamic Education, Grade 6, pp. 119, 122.

The Arab Maghreb countries – defined as Algeria, Libya, 

Mauritania and Morocco, alongside Tunisia itself – are 

portrayed as sister nations and a point of reference for 

understanding Tunisia’s place in the world. One Islamic 

Education textbook mentions Tunisia’s relations with oth-

er Arab Maghreb countries in the context of human fra-

ternity, asking students to consider a union of Maghreb 

countries.100 The Grade 9 Geography textbook devotes its 

entire first half to the geography of the Maghreb, with the 

five constituent states treated as a single unit and their 

shared natural and economic characteristics explored; 

only the second half focuses on Tunisia alone. This ap-

proach affirms that students should view Tunisia’s region-

al context as vital for understanding their country and key 

to facing regional challenges. This attitude is illustrated by 

multiple maps of the Maghreb region, two of which are 

seen in examples below, that showcase the various com-

monalities between nations, such as mineral wealth and 

exposure to earthquakes, and the Maghreb’s place in the 

world. Note that the maps depict the entirety of the dis-

puted Western Sahara region as part of Morocco, without 

calling attention to the conflict surrounding the territory.

International Relations and 
Global Perspectives
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Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 134

Activity 1: I will discover the advantages and pressures of the 

geographical location of the Arab Maghreb

Document 1: geographical location of the Arab Maghreb

[Map legend:] trade flows – ports – petroleum [shipping] route 

[…] earthquake zone – earthquake[-prone] cities

Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 148

Document 8: Map of mineral resources in the Arab Maghreb

[Map legend:] copper – iron – phosphate – lead and zinc – 

manganese – fluorite – key cities 

The shared regional history of the Maghreb region, partic-

ularly in reference to the colonial period, is also explored in 

the Tunisian curriculum. Students are given a sympathet-

ic view of nationalist movements and the anti-colonial 

struggle in neighboring countries (see below). However, 

recent regional contentions are absent from the surveyed 

textbooks, including the Western Sahara conflict. Here, 

there is room to introduce new themes related to the 

study of the current North African region.

Meanwhile, the depiction of Europe, or Western civiliza-

tion, is ambivalent. Western inspired innovation is viewed 

as a force to be embraced, countering intellectual and cul-

tural stagnation. When teaching about Western and Eu-

ropean enlightenment, the French Revolution is present-

ed as a seminal event in the history of mankind. Learning 

about France, and by extension Europe and Western 

countries, is understood to be crucial for understanding 

the modern world. 

History (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p.32

Conclusion

The French Revolution marked a decisive break with the “Old 

Regime” and represented a critical turning point not only in the 

history of France but also in the history of humanity. It established 

new political and social structures based on the principles of 

Enlightenment thought, which had a profound impact across 

various parts of the world.

As part of the discussion on the French Revolution, His-

tory students are taught that the French religious estab-

lishment created a “stagnation” to the progress of en-

lightenment, resisting any form of renewal and positive 

transformation. In a religious society like Tunisia, this may 

guide students toward a critical discussion on the role of 

religious institutions in the facilitation of social progress. 

However, this discussion can also be interpreted as a sin-

gular accusation against Christianity and its role in socie-

tal development that does not apply to Islam.  

International Relations and Global Perspectives
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History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), 

Grade 12, 2023, p. 165. 

Intellectual and cultural stagnation: resulted from the opposition 

of a significant number of religious scholars who controlled 

the educational and judicial systems and resisted any form of 

renewal. They considered everything borrowed from the Western 

world as heresy and atheism, ignoring the transformations taking 

place globally, particularly in neighboring Europe. It is enough 

to note that they opposed the movement of translation from 

European languages into Turkish, as well as the establishment of 

modern printing presses and schools.

Some textbooks raise awareness of the need for intercul-

tural dialogue. Students are introduced to Tayeb Salih’s 

seminal 1966 novel Season of Migration to the North, the 

story of an Arab Sudanese student who visits the West and 

adopts the values of British society; he is then faced with 

the challenge of introducing these values to his home so-

ciety when he returns to his homeland. One such exam-

ple is introduced to the students when the character urg-

es his prejudiced family that Europeans are “exactly like 

them” and are generally good people. The example may 

prompt Tunisian students to consider the human com-

monalities that transcend cultural and religious bound-

aries, specifically between Arab Muslims and Europeans. 

 Ruʼa – Reader (Scientific Tracks), Grade 13, pp. 186–187.

101    Social Subjects, Grade 6, p. 173.

102  Lire et écrire en français, Grade 8, p. 13.

I do not know what exactly aroused my curiosity but I remembered 

that the day of my arrival was silent. Everyone put questions to 

me and I to them. They asked me about Europe. Were the people 

there like us or were they di�erent? Was life expensive or cheap? 

What did people do in winter? They say that the women are 

unveiled and dance openly with men. “Is it true,” Wad Rayyes 

asked me, “that they don’t marry but that a man lives with a 

woman in sin?” 

There were many questions, and I answered them to the best 

of my knowledge. They were surprised when I told them that 

Europeans were, with minor di�erences, exactly like them, 

marrying and bringing up their children in accordance with 

principles and traditions, that they had good morals and were in 

general good people. […] 

I preferred not to say the rest that had come to my mind: that just 

like us they are born and die, and in the journey from the cradle 

to the grave they dream dreams some of which come true and 

some of which are frustrated; that they fear the unknown, search 

for love and seek contentment in wife and child; that some are 

strong and some are weak […] I did not say this to Mahjoub, 

though I wish I had done so, for he was intelligent; in my conceit I 

was afraid he would not understand. […]

Individual French people are also portrayed favorably as 

people worthy of befriending, exchanging information 

with and to host as guests. One Grade 6 Arabic Language 

textbook introduces a scenario where a Tunisian school 

is in correspondence with an equivalent institution in 

France, and suggests that students write a letter to their 

“French friends” describing Tunisia and its tourist indus-

try.101 Depictions of interactions of this nature are routine 

in French language textbooks, where one example fea-

tures a dialogue between a French person and an Alge-

rian, suggesting a high degree of affinity and identifica-

tion between Tunisians and Algerians.102 Another exercise 

from History and Geography textbook, seen below, tasks 

students with composing a letter to “your French friend 

Michel.” These examples normalize personal friendships 

between individual Tunisians and French.

History and Geography, Grade 6, p. 73.

Read the following text and respond:

Your French friend Michel, whom you recently met online, sent you 

a message informing you that he is watching a short television 

program about the states of the Arab Maghreb countries. Can 

you provide him with more information?

International Relations and Global Perspectives
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As a country, France is depicted to students as a model of 

a free and advanced country, perhaps one Tunisia should 

aspire to resemble. Paris is presented as an example of a 

modern, developed city.103 One Tunisian writer is quoted 

praising another French city, Marseilles, as a place where 

men and women can associate freely and dress howev-

er they please.104 The same textbook features the famous 

1830 French romantic painting Liberty Leading the Peo-

ple by Eugène Delacroix, exemplifying both the artistic 

achievements of French culture as well as French society’s 

value for liberty. 

Arabic (Scientific Tracks) Grade 12, p.79.

The painting Liberty Leading the People by Delacroix was painted 

in 1830 and is now preserved in the Louvre Museum in Paris.

103    Social Subjects: History, Geography, Civics, Grade 5, pp. 139-141.

104    Signs: Arabic (Science Track), Grade 12, p. 289.

While European enlightenment is presented in a largely 

positive tone, the discussion of European colonialism and 

imperialism—particularly relevant to Tunisia’s own experi-

ence—is framed in starkly negative terms. As seen in the 

chapter on Tunisian history and identity, French coloniza-

tion from 1881 to 1956 is perceived to have had profound 

negative consequences for Tunisia. As such, French and 

European colonialism in other countries is represented 

negatively as well, strongly contrasting to other presen-

tations of France as a positive influence worthy of emu-

lation. The Grade 9 Social Studies textbook dedicates a 

chapter to the anti-colonial struggles of Tunisia’s neigh-

bors in the Maghreb region – Algeria, Libya and Morocco. 

The chapter presents European colonialism in a uniformly 

negative fashion, focusing on the various ways in which 

colonial powers oppressed the native population. One 

page presents a collection of images representing the 

French mistreatment of the Algerians during the colonial 

period, including images of prisoners, explosions and hu-

man corpses.

Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 107

Document 16: some of the manifestations of French oppression of 

the Algerian national resistance 
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The strongly anti-colonial attitude is not limited to the con-

text of the Maghreb or Arab countries. Other non-Europe-

an countries’ experience of European colonialism is also 

conveyed to Tunisian students, with the idea that it was 

deeply oppressive and that students should identify with 

those who were colonized. On occasion, this anti-colonial 

solidarity slips into over-generalization, fostering hate and 

resentment toward European, Western or Christian coun-

tries as a whole. A Grade 12 History textbook includes a 

poem by nineteenth century Hausa poet Al-Hajj Umaru 

Krachi (1858–1934), used to illustrate the global impact of 

European colonialism. The poem describes colonialists as 

a “Christian catastrophe” (al-nakbah al-masīḥīyah) and 

the “sun of disaster (kāriṯah)rising from the West,” accus-

ing them of deceiving non-European peoples with prom-

ises of ideals and prosperity only to subjugate them. The 

poem presents the woes of colonialism as an unnatural 

and unique development in history, one intrinsically relat-

ed to the Christian faith.

History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), 

Grade 12, 2023, p. 262. 

Document 20: A poem written by the Ghanaian poet Al-Hajj 

Umaru in 1875:

“The Sun of disaster has risen from the West,

 Embracing both people and inhabited lands.

 The Christian catastrophe struck us like a cloud of dust.

 At first, they arrived

 Peacefully, with sweet and charming words.

 ‘We have come for trade,’ they say,

 ‘To reform the beliefs of the population,

 To eliminate oppression and the� in this world,

 To defeat corruption and eradicate it.’

 And we did not fully understand their intentions.

 Now, here we are, their followers.

105    History (Sciences Track), Grade 12, pp. 66, 74.

They lured us with small gi�s.

They fed us with good things,

But then they changed their tone.”

Cited in Le XIXe siècle et ses racines by Jacques Bouillon et al., 

Histoire 2, Bordas, Paris, 1981, p. 347.

Additional Information:

The Indian National Congress was established in 1885 and led 

the national struggle against British colonialism in India.

The motivations of European colonialism are usually pre-

sented as cynical and inhumane. Colonialism as a his-

toric phenomenon is defined in explicitly Marxist terms, 

where European colonial expansion is primarily driven by 

the capitalist class’s pursuit of increasing wealth, and this 

wealth is achieved by promoting a predatory exploita-

tion of weaker nations by European powers.105 European 

Colonialism is thus understood to be unprecedented in 

history, not just in scale but also in immorality. Colonial 

voyages supported by Western European countries are 

likewise presented by a Grade 12 History textbook as be-

ing primarily intended to “subject vast areas of the world 

to their hegemony” and dominate the world economy, 

rather than more relatable causes such as a genuine spirit 

of exploration and curiosity.

History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), 

Grade 12, 2023, p. 19

3 – What supported the power of Western Europe and its global 

position

The great voyages achieved many goals, and flowed wealth 

into Western Europe that contributed stimulating the economic 

cycle in general and trade in particular. Monetary transactions 

were also developed thanks to the availability of precious 

metals in Europe, as new forms of payment, loans and insurance 

emerged. Thus, commercial capitalism appeared. The growing 

wealth allowed an improvement of healthcare, and increased 

population. The commercial bourgeoisie and huge urban centers 

also emerged. Military power was strengthened, and Europeans 

acted to consolidate their presence abroad, and subject vast 

areas of the world to their hegemony and exploit them for their 

benefit. The first outlines of the “world economy” system that 

was dominated by Western Europe were formed.
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This approach to colonialism carries over to the presen-

tation of contemporary world politics, where students 

are taught that developed countries – a category that in-

cludes former colonial powers such as France and Britain, 

as well as the US – control world trade and disregard the 

interests of developing countries. In some cases, the text-

books use examples on this subject as an opportunity to 

raise awareness and concern among students for global 

wealth inequality106 and extreme poverty in areas such as 

sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia,107 thus inculcating the 

values of global citizenship. However, in other instances, 

discussions of global issues bleed into conspiratorial and 

incendiary narratives. In the example below from a Grade 

12 Geography textbook, students are taught that mar-

ket liberalization is a scheme by developed countries to 

“consolidate their control of global trade” at the expense 

of poorer nations, and that the World Trade Organization 

is the framework which allows them to accomplish this 

distinctly nefarious goal. Tunisian students are made to 

understand that the international economy is primarily 

defined by one-sided exploitation and deception, and are 

led to fear the integration of their country within this sys-

tem.

The World Stage – Geography Textbook (Scientific Tracks), 

Grade 12, 2023, p. 16.

1. The control of the developed countries, and especially of the 

Triad [US, EU and Japan], in global trade

International companies, which fundamentally belong to 

developed countries, have taken advantage of their control of 

foreign direct investment to become the most influential factors 

in trade exchanges around the world […] 

Developed countries exert pressure on developing countries 

within the framework of the World Trade Organization, in order 

to force them to open more of their markets and liberalize the 

exchange of services, with the aim of consolidating their control 

over global trade […] The agreements signed do not always take 

into account the interests of the developing countries, especially 

the poor ones.

106    Geography for Science Track, Grade 12, 2023, pp. 42-43.

107    Geography for Science Track, Grade 12, 2023, p. 57.

Moreover, regarding current developments, the EU’s 

prominent international position is outlined as well as 

its significant role in global affairs, while emphasizing its 

limitations. In one textbook, the EU is acknowledged for 

its economic strength, suggesting that its financial and 

trade influence is considerable; this economic promi-

nence contributes to the EU’s political leverage on the 

world stage. However, the textbook points out that de-

spite these strengths, the EU falls short of being classified 

as a superpower, describing it as an “incomplete power” 

as it lacks the military capabilities of nations such as the 

US (or China). The text is ambivalent as to whether or not 

this should be considered negatively: given the oppres-

sive presentation of European global influence in the con-

text of colonialism, the EU’s lack of success in this regard 

can be seen as a commendable form of self-limitation.

The World Stage – Geography Textbook (Scientific Tracks), 

Grade 12, 2023, p. 126

The European Union: A Strong Economic Bloc

The European Union represents an economic bloc with significant 

productive power, earning it a prominent position in the global 

economy and granting it the ability to contribute to and influence 

the organization of global a�airs. However, its political influence 

and military capabilities have remained limited compared to the 

United States, making it – for this reason – an incomplete power. 

This productive power is primarily based on the continuous 

pursuit of integrating the economies of member states through 

joint policies, whose scope continues to diversify and expand, in 

addition to the growing material and human resources resulting 

from successive expansion processes. […]

International Relations and Global Perspectives
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Tunisian educational materials portray the United States 

in a mix of negative and positive terms, focusing largely 

on its power and global influence while giving far less at-

tention to its foundational values or contributions to glob-

al progress. This dichotomy has broader implications of 

how the US is framed for students. On one hand, certain 

negative examples dominate the discourse. Textbooks 

frequently describe America as a self-interested global 

hegemon, aiming to “extend its military influence and 

protect its interests,” emphasizing its military dominance, 

economic control and cultural penetration at the expense 

of other nations. For instance, the US is portrayed as the 

“[world’s] policeman” leveraging its influence to expand 

military reach in whichever way it sees fit. The EU is com-

mended in this context for contesting US hegemony.

Social Subjects, Grade 8, p. 163.

Military Influence:

A�er the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, the United States 

became the world’s sole superpower, acting as its policeman. Its 

interventions around the world intensified following the events of 

September 11 (Afghanistan - Iraq), and its military bases spread 

across all continents and oceans to extend its military influence 

and protect its interests. The White House also became the 

source of decisions that a�ect the entire world.

This immense power began to face serious competition from the 

European Union, particularly in the economic field.

In the same vein, various manifestations of US power 

and its global consequences are explored in the Grade 

12 Geography textbook. In one page, students are shown 

a map of US military alliances, installations and deploy-

ments around the world, conveying the message that 

US military power is omnipresent and inescapable.108  In 

another example, students are tasked with describing 

the success of US intelligence agencies at conducting 

surveillance against various countries.109 In the exam-

ples below, the US dominance over global markets and 

control of the internet are highlighted as mechanisms 

of influence and control. The omnipresence of corporate 

108    Geography (Science Track), Grade 12, 2023, p. 90.

109    Geography (Science Track), Grade 12, 2023, p. 91

symbols like McDonald’s further reinforce the perception 

of an overbearing superpower that prioritizes its interests 

at the expense of others. Here, too, the EU is positively pre-

sented as attempting to limit American influence. These 

narratives, while grounded in observable realities, risk pre-

senting a one-dimensional view of the US as a force pri-

marily associated with dominance and exploitation.

The World Stage – Geography Textbook (Scientific Tracks), 

Grade 12, 2023, pp. 38-39

Document 25: Who Controls the Internet?

At the 2003 Geneva conference, where the future of the information 

society was being shaped, Brazil’s representative stated that no 

country has the right to monopolize decision-making for others in 

the digital realm. The U.S. representative at the same conference 

viewed this statement as a reflection of the European Union and 

its allies’ e�orts to strip the U.S. of its control over the network. 

Since the U.S. invented the internet, it has acted as the “guardian 

of the network” from the outset through the Internet Corporation 

for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), overseen by the U.S. 

Department of Commerce, which assigns domain addresses 

used on the internet. This exercise of influence represents the 

most complete form of American dominance over a world where 

this vital nerve system is essential for production and expansion.

In response, the European Union, supported by countries such as 

Brazil and Iran, called for the transfer of internet oversight and 

management to an international body under the auspices of 

United Nations organizations.

Instructions:

1. Identify examples of developed countries’ control over global 

media.

2. Identify e�orts by some developing countries to contribute to 

media production.
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The World Stage – Geography Textbook (Scientific Tracks), 

Grade 12, 2023, p. 88.

Document 16: A branch of McDonald’s in the capital of China, 

Beijing

On the other hand, Tunisian textbooks present positive 

aspects of American identity and contributions, howev-

er sparse. The emphasis on liberty and equality in the US 

Declaration of Independence offers a rare counterpoint, 

illustrating the ideals of justice and freedom as well as 

their importance for Americans.110 Another positive as-

pect of the US shown in Tunisian textbooks is its ethnic 

diversity and willingness to accept immigrants of various 

backgrounds. One textbook presents this accommoda-

tion and empowerment of immigrants as key to the US’s 

success and prosperity, as each group of immigrants are 

said to have brought their own unique contributions and 

skills, which the US was then able to take advantage of in 

its interactions with other parts of the world. While por-

traying these characteristics of American society as pos-

itive, the textbook also candidly notes that they are not 

without their challenges, as each constituent commu-

nity struggles to maintain its unique identity and place 

within American society.111 In another example from the 

same textbook, seen below, immigrants’ contributions to 

US technological superiority and diplomatic influence are 

highlighted, and students are shown a photo of diverse 

immigrants holding American flags upon receiving US 

citizenship, visually demonstrating to students the US’s 

openness and attractiveness for immigrants. 

110    History (Science Track), Grade 12, p. 13.

111    Geography (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks) Grade 13, p, 122.

Geography (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), 

Grade 13 p. 117

Document 9: Immigrants’ Participation in Reviving Institutions in 

the United States

The percentage of establishments created by immigrants across 

the United States in the high-tech sector reaches 40%, including 

famous companies that have achieved remarkable success, 

such as Google, Yahoo, and eBay. Indians represent the largest 

group of immigrant entrepreneurs in the US at 28%, followed by 

the English at 11%, and the Chinese at approximately 5%. Many 

entrepreneurs also come from European countries like Germany, 

Italy, and France. About 87% of the institutions founded by 

these immigrant entrepreneurs operate in innovation-driven 

sectors such as communication technologies and life sciences. 

Therefore, keeping the door open to immigration has been 

deemed necessary.

Source: French Embassy in the United States, 23 February 2007

Document 10: The Merits of Racial Diversity in the United States

“Look at our nation – a nation of immigrants – and think about 

the world we are moving toward. Notice how diverse we are, how 

varied our races and languages are. All of this makes it possible 

to understand and communicate with di�erent peoples around 

the world.”

Source: Bill Clinton, from a speech at American University, 26 

February 1993

[Photo caption:] Immigrants taking the Oath of Allegiance upon 

receiving US citizenship
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However, the examples above, which convey a nuanced if 

not praiseworthy image of the US, are overshadowed by 

the curriculum’s broader focus on power dynamics as de-

fining morality, meaning that the US’s position of strength 

renders it inherently oppressive. By omitting America’s 

role in advancing human rights, driving economic devel-

opment, and contributing to scientific and technological 

innovation—while focusing heavily on critiques of its mil-

itary, economic, and cultural dominance—Tunisian text-

books miss the opportunity to present a more balanced 

view of the United States. Such omissions risk depriving 

students of a nuanced understanding of the multifaceted 

nature of American influence. A more balanced approach 

could incorporate both the critical and constructive di-

mensions of American history and policies, highlighting 

its struggles and achievements in areas like civil rights, in-

novation, and international humanitarian efforts, thereby 

fostering critical thinking while acknowledging the com-

plexities of a global superpower like the US.

Some attention is also given to emerging world powers 

like China and its economy. The presentation is largely 

factual, without much analysis, and focuses on China’s 

economic and political competition with the US. The car-

toon seen below is an example of this approach. As Chi-

nese interests in North Africa continue to expand, it may 

be advisable to deepen the discussion on China in Tuni-

sian textbooks.  

Social Subjects, Grade 8, p. 210

 
Document 26: China transforming into a global power

Source: Danziger, Courier International […] 

International Relations and Global Perspectives
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Tunisia’s strong governmental support and public soli-

darity with the Palestinian cause is well-established and 

evident in numerous textbooks. However, this strong sup-

port results in inaccurate, hostile, and at times inciteful 

presentations of Israel in the discussions. Opposing Israeli 

policies does not have to come at the expense of describ-

ing and analyzing its history and actions. Beyond the neg-

ative portrayal of Israel, one often finds a blatant rejection 

of its very existence, including its omission from maps. 

There are some attempts to offer a more neutral discus-

sion of Israel, but they often contain factual mistakes, in-

accurate allegations, or lack full explanations. On the oth-

er hand, there is surprisingly little focus on Tunisia’s role in 

the conflict, including the fact that it hosted Palestinian 

leadership for much of the 1980s.

Most Tunisian content about Israel and the Arab-Israeli 

conflict is found in dedicated lessons on the Palestinian 

issue in three history textbooks: one for the Grade 9, and 

one for each of the humanities and science tracks of high 

school.112 Additional references are found sporadically in 

reading texts for Arabic language textbooks,113 and in at 

least one French language exercise.114 For the most part, 

Israel and Jewish nationalism/Zionism are presented 

very negatively in the surveyed textbooks. Zionism is not 

taught in association with Jewish historic and religious 

ties to their ancient homeland, nor is there any discussion 

about Jewish claims to the territory. Zionism is defined 

as an “ally of European colonial powers”,115 as “settler co-

lonialism”116 and as a movement based on getting rid of 

the Palestinians.117 There are examples of a more objective 

definition of Zionism, some of which are displayed below, 

which could be adopted into other textbooks. 

112    Social Subjects, Grade 9, pp. 67–79; History (Science Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 257-274; History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks)  

       Grade 13, pp. 250–269.

113    Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 108-110, 301-305.

114    Français, Grade 12, p. 170.

115    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 76

116    Social Subjects, Grade 9, pp. 67–69, 73.

117    Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 216–219.

An introductory lesson to Zionism in a Grade 9 textbook 

showcases a typical textbook approach toward the sub-

ject. It highlights Palestine’s strategic importance and 

contact between Zionism and colonial powers, conspicu-

ously omitting any acknowledgement of Jewish historical 

and religious ties to the Holy Land, while linking Zionism 

to colonialist endeavors, through titling a section “The 

Roots of Zionist Colonialism in Palestine.” Zionism is thus 

taught as a cynical cover for imperialist expansion, rather 

than a natural and self-emanating national movement. 

As seen below, important documents pertaining to the 

conflict, such as the Balfour Declaration, are presented 

without any explanation or analysis, leaving many unan-

swered questions about the context in which they were 

written, their real-world historical impact, and their signif-

icance to either side of the conflict.

Social Subjects, Grade 9, pp. 67-68

Israel, Palestine and the
Arab-Israeli Conflict
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Social Subjects, Grade 9, pp. 67-68

Activity 1: I will examine the roots of the Palestinian Issue.

Resources:

[Map key: green arrow:] Strategic axis

[Red icon:] Oil field

Learning:

Based on the map, identify Palestine’s location and its key 

strategic importance.

Document no. 2: One of the resolutions of the First Zionist 

Congress, Basel 1897

This conference laid out a comprehensive program where it 

identified the goals of Zionist Movement* as follows: “The goal 

of Zionism is the creation of a homeland for the Jewish people 

in Palestine, guaranteed by common law.” As for how to achieve 

these goals, these were laid out in the conference as follows:

[...]

- Ali Al-Mahjubi, The Roots of Zionist Colonialism in Palestine, 

‎Cérès éditions, pp. 27-28.

* [Zionism] is a Jewish national movement established in Europe 

in the second half of the 19th century. Its name is derived from 

“Zion”, a mountain east of Jerusalem. It seeks to gather the Jews 

spread around the world, and Palestine was chosen.

Document No. 3: Excerpts from Balfour’s Promise, 2 November 

1917

[...]

Document No. 4: Article 2 of the Mandate on Palestine published 

by the League of Nations, 24 July 1922

[...]

118     History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, pp. 236–237.

119    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, pp. 246–247.

120    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p. 241.

121     History (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 269–270.

122    History (Science and Technology track), Grade 11, p. 258, 269; Social Subjects, Grade 9, pp. 67-68.

123      History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p. 236.

124    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p. 320.

Learning:

- Using Document no. 2, define what the Zionist Movement is and 

what are its key goals.

- Citing Documents 3 and 4, how did this movement benefit from 

the colonialist policy of the European great powers?

Across these textbooks, Zionism is consistently framed as 

a colonial and imperialist project, portrayed as a threat to 

Arab unity and regional stability, while omitting Israel’s 

history of concessions for peace. In one textbook, Pal-

estine is described as “a goal for imperialist and Zionist 

greedy ambitions” (note the use of the word “greedy,” 

aṭmā‘).118 The textbook focuses on the “alliance” between 

Zionism and imperialism, and argues that Britain’s goal 

in supporting Zionism was to prevent Arab unity.119 The 

“Zionist Entity,” as Israel is often referred to in this text, is 

presented as a “colonial imperialist expansionist entity,” 

suggesting that Israel’s main goal is perpetual expansion 

and that it therefore poses a threat the whole region, and 

ignoring its history of territorial concessions for peace.120 

Yet another textbook argues that the British Mandate for 

Palestine encouraged Jewish emigration and the seizure 

of agricultural territory for Jews.121  

That said, the curriculum does contain a small number 

of instances in which Zionism is presented in a relative-

ly neutral and descriptive manner where it is defined as 

a Jewish political or national movement that emerged in 

Europe, to solve Jewish persecution by establishment of a 

state of their own.122

Moving away from accusations against European powers, 

the establishment of the State of Israel is attributed to 

the “International Zionist Movement,” with the connota-

tion of a global, nebulous force. “American imperialism” is 

also accused of sponsoring Jewish settler colonialism in 

Palestine.123 There is little discussion of Palestinian politics 

during this period, presenting Palestinians as passive vic-

tims who suffered from European and Zionist aggression. 

At the end of one textbook discussing the Palestinian na-

tional movement, a comment mentions that it supported 

Nazi Germany under the leadership of the Jerusalem Muf-

ti, Hajj Amin Al-Husayni, but this is not elaborated upon124  

Israel, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
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(see also chapter on Jews and antisemitism). These ex-

amples construct a narrative in which Palestinian agency 

and opposition to Jews is erased, presenting Palestinians 

solely as passive victims.

The 1948 Arab-Israeli war, which accompanied Israel’s es-

tablishment, is presented as an outcome of the actions 

of foreign powers. Israel’s victory in that war is linked to 

the support it received from world powers, which alleged-

ly encouraged the Israelis to expel Palestinians; much at-

tention is given to the Palestinian Arab refugees who lost 

their homes in that war.125 The 1947 UN Partition Plan of 

Palestine is portrayed as unrepresentative of all UN mem-

bers, and is framed as the first UN strike against the Pal-

estinian people, without providing detail or background 

information.126 In another reference, the Partition Plan is 

implied to be an unfair decision,127 In an apparent contra-

diction, the same textbook also accuses Israel of refusing 

to accept UN resolutions.128 The 1948 war is framed within 

the common Arab narrative, but unusually notes that the 

Arabs rejected the UN Partition Plan and initiated hostil-

ities, highlighting their violation of international agree-

ments.129  

According to textbooks, the Zionists reportedly embraced 

terrorism in order to change the demographics of Pales-

tine in their favor. They are described as carrying out mas-

sacres in Deir Yassin, Haifa, and the Qastel village outside 

Jerusalem, and implemented a policy of extermination.130 

One History textbook, exemplified below, compares the 

massacre at Deir Yassin to Nazi crimes against Jews—a 

striking analogy, given that Tunisian materials otherwise 

avoid addressing such crimes (see chapter on Jews and 

Judaism). Since this comparison does little to help Tuni-

sian students grasp the severity of the incident itself, it 

likely serves another purpose—perhaps to diminish the 

uniqueness of the Jewish experience of the Holocaust by 

placing Jews on equal moral footing with the Nazis—and 

may therefore be considered antisemitic.131 

125    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 76.

126    History (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 271; History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, pp. 247–248.

127    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 76.

128    Social Subjects, Grade 9, pp. ,73, 76–77.

129    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 69.

130    Al-Anis: Reader, Grade 7, pp. 158–159; History (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 271.

131    The International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA) lists “drawing comparisons of contemporary Israeli policy to that of the Nazis” as an  

        example of antisemitism. IHRA, Non-Legally Binding Working Definition of Antisemitism.

        https://www.holocaustremembrance.com/resources/working-definitions-charters/working-definition-antisemitism 

132    History (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 257, 263, 272; History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p. 241.

133    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, pp. 236–237.

History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks) 

Grade 13, p. 241).

The Deir Yassin* Massacre in the Eyes of British Historian Arnold 

Toynbee

“The evil acts perpetrated by the Zionist Jews against the Arabs 

of Palestine, which are comparable to the crimes perpetrated by 

the Nazis against the Jews, may be illustrated by the massacring 

of women, men and children in Deir Yassin on 9 April 1948, which 

led to the flight of Arab residents in great numbers from the areas 

within the armed Jewish forces’ range of operations.”

Cited in The Palestinian Encyclopedia, Vol. 2, Private Studies, p. 

1092

Numerous maps in various textbooks do not mention 

Israel at all or refer to it as the “Zionist Entity” rejecting 

the nation’s self-identification and defying international 

consensus on its legitimacy.132 This may impede students’ 

understanding of the geopolitical reality of the region and 

the conflict surrounding it. One textbook lesson on the af-

termath of the 1948 war features maps describing all ter-

ritories controlled by Israel as “Palestinian territories taken 

by Jews”.133  

However, some conflict-related maps and texts do ac-

knowledge Israel by name (Usually in the map key rath-

er than on the image itself), and even identify Jewish 

cities such as Tel Aviv, an approach scarcely seen else-

where in educational materials in Arab countries. In 

the example below, teaching Tunisian students about 

the early stages of the Arab-Israeli conflict, one text-

book quotes Israel’s Declaration of Independence al-

most verbatim—including references to “the State of 

Israel,” “the Land of Israel,” and “the Jewish people.”  

Israel, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
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Yet these terms, rarely encountered elsewhere in the cur-

riculum, are presented without context or explanation of 

their significance to Jewish identity. The map beneath it – 

which purports to present the state of affairs in the former 

British territory of Palestine in the aftermath of the 1948 

war – is titled “map of Palestine,” while the map key labels 

(by now, sovereign) Israeli territory as “the Jewish state” 

and “areas annexed by Israel.” The map erroneously labels 

the West Bank and the Gaza Strip as “the Arab Palestin-

ian state,” when in reality these territories were seized by 

neighboring states Jordan and Egypt, respectively, before 

such a state could be realized.

History (Science Tracks), Grade 12, p. 257

Document 11

Declaration of the Establishment of the State of Israel, 14 May 

1948

“We, members of the National Council, representing the people of 

the Jews of the Land of Israel [bilād isrā’īl] and the global Zionist 

Movement, constitute here today, the day of the termination 

of the British Mandate, a ceremonial assembly, and by virtue 

of the natural and historic rights of the Jewish people, and on 

the strength of the resolution of the United Nations General 

Assembly, we declare the establishment of the Jewish state... 

which will bear the name of the State of Israel.”

Cited in Dr. Adnan Sayyed Hussein, previously cited, p. 36

134    History (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 265–267.

135    Français, Grade 12, p. 170.

[Right:]

Document 12

Map of Palestine a�er 1948 War

[Map key:]

Arab state in Palestine

Jewish state

Areas annexed by Israel in 1948

[Le�:]

The Displacement of the Palestinians

One result of the Arab armies’ defeat in the 1948 War was the 

displacement of hundreds of thousands of the Palestinian people 

into neighboring Arab countries […]

In descriptions of later events and developments, Pales-

tinian armed resistance is legitimized in various ways. For 

instance, it is emphasized that the Palestine Liberation 

Organization does not fight Judaism, only “Zionist Occu-

pation.”134 In another example, a French language text-

book embeds the ambiguous statement “the Palestinians 

have a duty […] to free all their lands stolen by the Zionists 

[…] [from] the yoke of tyranny” in a composition exercise, 

seemingly opening the door to legitimizing nationalist vi-

olence in the process of politicizing a language subject.135  

In an outline of the history of the Palestinian national 

movement for Grade 9 students, the PLO’s adoption of 

“armed struggle” as the only way to free Palestine and 

destroy Israel is highlighted, as the achievements associ-

ated with this phase of Palestinian history are noted, such 

as international resolutions condemning Israel. While the 

textbook concedes that the PLO later renounced this mil-

itant-exclusive position in favor of diplomatic efforts and 

implicit recognition of Israel, it is emphasized that the Pal-

estinians were forced to change their methods only be-

cause of geopolitical circumstances outside their control, 

such as the Egyptian-Israeli peace treaty, and that they 

never gave up “confrontation” (muwājahah) with Israel. 

As an example of this “confrontation” the textbook makes 

note of the 1987 Intifada, which is glowingly described 

in poetic language as having “transformed the stones of 

the Palestinian soil into weapons in her sons’ hands.” The 

structure of this narrative suggests that the lesson por-

trays violence as a legitimate means to achieve political 

goals, with non-violent conflict resolution framed as a 

secondary option to be pursued only if other methods fail.

Israel, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
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Social Subjects, Grade 9, pp. 76–77 

II. The Palestinian Resistance to the Zionist Entity from 1948 to 

the 1980s:

[…]

2. The Resistance from the mid-1950s until the late 1970s:

Was characterized by two fundamental features:

* Establishing the supervisory bodies of the Resistance […]

* Reliance on armed struggle: the organized, armed Revolution 

was launched in 1956 […] This attitude was crystalized in 

the 1968 National Charter, which a�irmed that the goal of the 

Resistance is the liberation of the entirety of Palestine and to 

oppose the existence of the State of Israel, and that the only way 

to achieve this is armed struggle.

3. The political success of this stage:

* The PLO succeeded in making its cause known and gaining the 

support of many African, Asian and European states […]

* The UN adopted several resolutions criticizing the Israeli 

expansionist policy […]

* The international order recognized the PLO as the sole 

representative of the Palestinian people […]

* The Palestinian Cause transformed from a refugee cause to a 

cause of a people with the right to self-determination.

136    Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 301–302.

137     Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 304–305.

III. Development of the Resistance from the 1980s to the Early 

1990s:

1. The upset of the power balance between the Resistance and 

the Zionist Entity: the Middle East region saw key events in the 

end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s which had a 

great impact on the Resistance, including:

* Israel’s 1978 occupation of southern Lebanon

* The signing of a separate peace agreement between Egypt and 

Israel […]

* The 1982 forced exodus of Resistance members and leaders 

from Lebanon a�er it was attacked by Israel

Thus the Palestinian Resistance lost its excursion bases to strike 

at the Zionist Enemy. The upset in the power balance was aided 

by the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Union […]

2. Amending the goals and methods of the struggle: in 1988, the 

PLO introduced amendments to the 1968 Charter, proclaiming 

it acceptance of a political resolution to the Issue of Palestine, 

[…] This is considered to be an implicit recognition of the State 

of Israel. […] On the other hand, the Resistance changed the 

methods of its struggle by focusing on the political, diplomatic 

struggle, with the goal of gaining the global public opinion – 

without forgoing confrontation [al-muwājahah] to pressure 

Israel, in the form of the Intifada which broke out in 1987 and 

transformed the stones of the Palestinian soil into weapons in 

her sons’ hands.

Palestinian nationalist violence against Israel is also jus-

tified through artistic means. In one instance, a poem by 

Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish glorifies martyrdom 

and speaks indirectly of expelling Israeli Jews from Pales-

tine,136 followed by another poem by Palestinian poet Taw-

fiq Ziyad which pledges to “give pure blood copiously” for 

the liberation of “Lydda, Ramla and the Galilee,” referring 

to locations in Israel proper as in need of violent libera-

tion from Israeli control.137 Juxtaposing these two poems 

is a cartoon which shows the map of greater Palestine (in-

cluding the entirety of Israel) covered with sharp thorns, 

stabbing an Israeli soldier, with the caption “no rest to the 

colonizer over occupied land.” This is ostensibly a refer-

ence to Palestinian nationalist violence against Israelis.

Israel, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
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Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 305 

“No rest to the colonizer over occupied land”

From Al-Wahdah magazine, December 1990, vol. 75, p. 145

Examples of specific violence in the context of the Israe-

li-Palestinian conflict are abundant. In such depictions, 

the instigators of violence are usually Israeli actors, who 

are portrayed as cruel and lacking in human motivations. 

One Arabic textbook devotes a short lesson to what it 

terms “the murder” of Muhammad Al-Durrah, referring 

to a 12-year-old Gaza Strip resident who was infamously 

filmed in 2000 being caught in a crossfire between the 

Israeli military and Palestinian gunmen that reportedly 

ended with his death. The lesson features photos and a 

poem by Palestinian writer Mahmoud Darwish, depicting 

the child’s distress in his final moments, and focuses on 

their emotional impact. The lesson not only holds Israeli 

soldiers as exclusively culpable for Al-Durrah’s death, but 

strongly implies that it was premeditated murder, with 

Darwish’s poem mentioning his “cold-blooded hunter.”138  

Elsewhere in the same textbook, Israel is mentioned in the 

context of massacres, expulsions, arrests, house demoli-

tions, torture, and execution. Israel is accused of humiliat-

ing Palestinian children at security checkpoints, and pre-

venting them from meeting their families.139  Textbooks 

do not present any comparable examples of Palestinian 

actions against Israeli civilians, such as suicide bombings, 

plane hijackings or rocket attacks.

One Arabic textbook features a 1983 poem by Palestin-

ian writer Harun Hashim Rashid that focuses on children 

in Gaza fighting against Israeli forces and their death as 

martyrs for the liberation of Palestine. Israel’s image in this 

presentation is completely negative to the point of being 

demonized, described as “Usurpers” and “the Aggressor,” 

or “filth” to be “purified” with “gushing blood” – apparently 

of the Palestinians’ self-sacrifice. The poem ends with the 

poet’s hope that Israel – or in a more charitable interpre-

tation, the Israeli occupation of the Gaza Strip (although 

the textbook does not seem to support this interpreta-

tion, see below) – which is likened to “ravens,” disappears. 

138    Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 108–111.

139    Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, pp. 163–165.

The textbook highlights the theme of Palestinian suffer-

ing, but is seemingly cautious to avoid naming Israel as 

the obvious antagonist in the poem. Nevertheless, a map 

of Greater Palestine, which erases Israel from existence, 

accompanies the poem, and the textbook asks students 

to describe the poet’s vision for his country’s future– which 

can be interpreted to be one where Israel does not exist. 

Al-Anis: Reader Grade 7, pp. 158-159

(See the continuation of the example on the following page)
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Axis 5: Children around the World

5. “The Children of Gaza”

Harun Hashem Rashid

[…] 

From Gaza now, before now they dashed

Did you not hear them, O Arabs?

Children in the age of blossoming, who never knew

The play of youngsters, nor interest in games 

Out of the camp, with its bleeding

Wound, the children rose and stood up

Facing the bullets of the Usurpers, for they had no

Weapons except that which they did for the sake of God

So they used stones for throwing and sticks as spears 

They fight, they do not hesitate nor run away

The Children of Gaza, the Aggressor always knows

What they hold and what rages in their heart

They fight and their arms do not tire

For a single day, and despair and exhaustion have not crept into 

them

The mother asks: “Where from is your resolve, O son of mine?

And where are you going, seeing this horror ablaze?”

And he would reply: “Where, mother, oh where is my brother?”

I wonder where my family and loved ones went?

They went on the path to liberate their object of desire

And died as martyrs – and I am a part of my family.

Even if the whole world has abandoned

This road, today, I will draw closer

I may not see you by this evening. That is my fate

And how can I, mother, hide from destiny?

From Khan Yunis we will come to them, and from Rafah.

From Bureij [refugee camp in Gaza] the blood flows and gushes

Purifying the land from the Filth that desecrates it

And flowers, blossoms and grass will sprout

And the sun will rise, O mother, smiling

And these Ravens will disappear and withdraw

Al-Anis: Reader Grade 7, pp. 158-159

Discover

[...]

2. The poet used in the first unit the mode of negation to illustrate 

the image of the children of Gaza as di�erent from the life of 

children in general.

A. Give an example of this mode.

B. Copy the following table into your notebook, and fill it with 

examples which show how the life of those children di�ers from 

your life and that of children like you.

[Table:]

Things that the children of Gaza are denied – Things that are 

unsuitable for their childhood

[...]

4. The child in the second unit appears resolved to realize his 

goals, write the evidence which indicates this.

5. The poet illustrated in the mouth of the child a beautiful image 

of the future of his country in the last two lines. Explain what the 

elements of this image are, and what each element indicates.

Invest

You met a friend who does not understand the circumstances 

in which Palestinian children are exposed to danger, so you 

tried to illustrate to him some of their su�ering, and their need 

for solidarity with the children of the world. In light of what you 

understood from the poem, write the dialogue between the two 

of you and read it to your classmates.

Israel, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
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A lengthy overview of the conflict presents the establish-

ment of the Fatah movement and its first attack against 

Israel in 1965, discusses the 1968 Palestinian Charter, and 

the impact of the 1973 war that ended the “myth” of Is-

raeli invincibility. As part of this narrative, the Palestinian 

massacre of Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics is 

presented as a “fedayeen (self-sacrifice) operation,” simul-

taneously glorifying the event and sidestepping any de-

bate about its morality. At the same time, the lesson also 

acknowledges Palestinian organizations’ conflict with the 

Jordanian government in the form of Black September 

(1970), introducing a more nuanced perspective of the 

complexities of Arab unity.

History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks),  

Grade 13, p. 243. 

Phases of the Palestinian Armed Struggle

1965 – Outbreak of the armed struggle, in the form of gang 

warfare, to break the freeze which plagued the Palestinian 

Cause.

[...]

1970 – The “Black September” crisis in Jordan; the Palestinian 

forces face an attack by the Jordanian army, forcing them to 

withdraw from Jordan toward Syria and southern Lebanon.

[...]

1974 to 1982 – Escalation of armed activity (fedayeen operations 

like the Munich Operation) to divert public opinion toward the 

Palestinian Cause.

[...]

In discussing the peace process, textbooks introduce 

the 1982 Arab Summit in Fez, Morocco, which called for 

a Palestinian state in the West Bank and Gaza, effective-

ly recognizing Israel and a two-state solution, alongside 

accounts of the First Intifada and Israel’s repression of it. 

This is followed by the Palestinian Declaration of Indepen-

dence in 1988 of a state within the 1967 territories, the 1993 

Oslo accords of mutual recognition between Israel and 

the PLO and the establishment of the Palestinian Author-

ity. However, this presentation, is not preceded by a dis-

cussion of the 1967 war and its territorial consequences, 

once again leaving students without appropriate context 

to understand the conflict and its territorial dimensions. 

Israel’s peace treaty with Egypt is taught as an example of 

an event that “weakened Arab solidarity” and compelled 

the PLO to change its positions, conforming to the inter-

national view that recognizes Israel. Note that this “inter-

national view” is largely absent from the way Israel is treat-

ed in Tunisian textbooks and omitted from maps in those 

publications. Peaceful conflict resolution is thus taught 

to Tunisian students as a less-than-ideal, potentially even 

undesirable course of action, one that may come at the 

price of honor and core principles. Notably, Tunisia’s host-

ing of the PLO leadership after their 1982 expulsion from 

Lebanon is described in minimal, matter-of-fact terms, 

without being framed as a particularly significant event. 

History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), 

Grade 13, pp. 244, 245, 249
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“Camp David” Agreement and its Consequences for the Arab-

Israeli Conflict

From le� to write: Anwar Sadat, Jimmy Carter and Menachem 

Begin signing the Camp David agreements (March 1979) as a 

prelude to signing a separate peace agreement

[...]

6. About the Circumstances of “the Peace Process”

[Photo]

Signing the framework “declaration of principles” to the Oslo 

Accords between Arafat and Yitzhak Rabin, the Israeli Prime 

Minister, in the presence of US President Clinton, in Washington, 

September 1993

[...]

Yet the separate peace agreements signed between Egypt 

and Israel (26 March 1979), in which Egypt recovered the Sinai, 

undermined Arab solidarity and allowed Israel to direct its 

military apparatus against Palestinian forces in Lebanon. Thus, 

the balance of power shi�ed in favor of the Zionist Entity, which 

went ahead in June 1982 and invaded Lebanon, marched into 

Beirut and forced the PLO and its forces to leave Lebanon. Its 

leadership moved to Tunis, far from the field of conflict. The 

PLO was inclined to modify its agenda, in accordance with 

international legitimacy which supports Israel’s existence.

Throughout the surveyed textbooks are some examples 

of factual errors concerning the conflict. The village of 

Karameh, attacked by Israeli forces in 1968 is in Jordan, 

rather than the West Bank as was stated in textbooks;140  

the Palestine National Council called on Israel in 1988 

to withdraw from Arab Jerusalem, not West Jerusalem;141 

and as seen above, a map of the West Bank and the Gaza 

Strip in 1948 mislabels these territories as the “Arab Pal-

estinian state.” Addressing these errors and clarifying the 

contradictions and inconsistencies found in texts and 

maps across various textbooks would allow for a more ac-

curate and informed study of this topic.

Indeed, a more accurate presentation could help to cre-

ate more nuance in Tunisia’s approach to the Israeli-Pal-

estinian conflict, steering students away from uncritical 

repetition of nationalist talking points and narrative. In 

other topics presented in this report, such as gender rela-

tions or Islam, Tunisian textbooks offer nuanced and com-

plex discussions. However, this sophisticated approach, is 

largely absent in the discussion of the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict. Violent conduct and patterns of behavior, such as 

embracing jihad or praising violence, which are frowned 

upon (if not fully condemned) in other surveyed topics are 

positively presented in this context without hesitation. In 

other words, what is deemed unacceptable in other con 

140    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p. 242.

141    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 74.

texts is, in this case, tolerated. Much work remains in ad-

dressing how Israel, Palestine, and the conflict are treated 

in Tunisian textbooks, to raise the discussion to a level ap-

propriate for a country like Tunisia. Importantly, such im-

provements need not compromise Tunisia’s position on 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

Israel, Palestine and the Arab-Israeli Conflict
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Securing women’s rights and equality has been a foun-

dational principle of modern Tunisia since independence. 

Tunisia’s first president and “founding father,” Habib 

Bourguiba promoted progressive legislation and policies 

that placed Tunisia at the forefront of pioneering gender 

equality in the Arab Middle East and North Africa region. 

These efforts became part of his legacy, as is evident at 

the entrance to his mausoleum in his hometown of Mo-

nastir, which among other qualities describes the former 

president as the “liberator of women.”142 

Tunisia’s Personal Status Code, enacted in 1956, regulat-

ed marriage and divorce laws and embraced progres-

sive positions that were unusual for an Arab country. This 

legislative code banned polygamy, established a min-

imum marriage age of 17, and stipulated that a woman 

cannot be married off against their will. It also abolished 

the practice of unilateral divorce, which had been a ma-

jor disadvantage to women.143 Tunisia actively expanded 

educational opportunities for women, and encouraged 

their participation in government and society. Bourgui-

ba also initiated a bold family planning program, which 

successfully lowered the country’s birth rate and helped 

further advance the status of women. This approach was 

explained as a crucial part of Tunisia’s efforts to build the 

nation-state and modernize society, and embraced pro-

gressive positions that were unusual for an Arab country.144 

Over the following decades, Tunisian women secured a 

prominent role in society and politics. While not all sectors 

of Tunisian society supported these policies, they became 

prominent fixtures of the country’s public life. For exam-

ple, even Tunisia’s leading Islamist movement, Al-Nahda, 

did not reject women’s equality after the 2011 revolution,  

instead voicing its support for maintaining women’s  

142    Mounira M. Charrad, States and Women’s Rights: The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco (Berkeley: University of California  

         Press, 2001);

         Kenneth Perkins, A History of Modern Tunisia, Second Edition (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014), pp. 207–211.

143     Mark Tessler, Janet Rogers and Daniel Schneider, “Women’s Emancipation in Tunisia,” in Lois Back and Nikki Keddie (eds.), Women in the Muslim  

         World (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1978), pp. 141–158.

144    Mounira M. Charrad, States and Women’s Rights: The Making of Postcolonial Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco (Berkeley: University of California  

        Press, 2001).

145    Rory McCarthy, “The Politics of Consensus: Al-Nahda and the Stability of the Tunisian Transition,” Middle Eastern Studies, vol. 55, no. 2 (2019), 

         pp. 261–275;

        Caitlin Murline, “Women’s Organizations in Tunisia: Transforming Feminist Discourse in a Transitioning State,” Independent Study Project (ISP) 

         Collection, no. 1136 (fall 2011); https://digitalcollections.sit.edu/isp_collection/1136/  

        Shazia Arshad, “The Arab Spring: What Did it Do for Women?”, Middle East Monitor, 24 January 2014.

        https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20140124-the-arab-spring-what-did-it-do-for-women/

146    Constitution of the Tunisian Republic, 2014, Preamble, Articles 21, 34, 40, 46, 74. 

        https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Tunisia_2014 

rights, and promoted female candidates in politics.145 The 

revolutionary constitution also reflected the country’s 

commitment to women’s equality, further enshrining 

these values as fundamental to society.146 Tunisia’s prog-

ress in this regard is both notable and commendable.

Against this backdrop, it is unsurprising that Tunisian text-

books largely promote, praise, and openly discuss wom-

en’s rights. The majority of the surveyed textbooks high-

light Tunisia’s special status in promoting women’s rights. 

References in numerous textbooks offer many examples 

of how Tunisian women enjoy equality, have successfully 

broken glass ceilings that previously impeded their ad-

vancement, and continue to be a model for other coun-

tries in the region to emulate. Women are encouraged to 

enter new fields, with textbooks highlighting examples of 

women pursuing careers traditionally dominated by men. 

Illustrations of women typically portray them without 

veils, and in some cases even wearing bikini bathing 

suits, a far cry from traditional modest norms. However, 

despite these texts and images, other references subtly 

reflect a more socially conservative approach to the place 

of women in society (particularly at home, where they are 

presented as the main caregivers to children and as those 

responsible for maintaining the household). At the same 

time, some textbooks criticize Western feminism and por-

tray women’s decision-making as a barrier to happiness. 

These positions, in contrast to the legislation and official 

government approach to women’s rights, indicate that 

beneath the apparent positive surface, there is still work 

to be done in addressing gender equality.

The general overview of women’s status in Tunisia, as pre-

sented in the example below, highlights the Personal Sta-

tus Code, and notes its goal of promoting equality

Women and Gender Equality
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between men and women. It emphasizes that the status 

of women prior to the country’s independence was far 

lower.147 The same textbook then goes on to explain that 

the improved social status of women in Tunisia meant that 

more women were educated, participated in economic 

life and married at an older age than before, contributing 

to a lower birthrate.148 This example acknowledges that 

Tunisia has a deep historical heritage of gender inequality, 

one that cannot easily be blamed on outside factors such 

as colonialism. It also encourages students to take pride 

in the national progress achieved in this matter, and to 

ensure that it continues. 

Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 94

Activity 2: I will examine the key achievements in the 

modernization of Tunisian society

Document no. 8: Tunisian women pre-independence

“In our society, the woman proceeds solemnly to her marriage 

home, in a trance, in shock, ignorant of what is to come. She 

awaits the outcome of the hazardous journey which has befallen 

her life… whereas if men wish to divorce their wives, even on a 

whim, without them knowing it – that is permitted and easily 

accomplished at any time. It is possible for marriage to go on for 

twenty years, during which the woman’s youth is wasted while 

serving and obeying her husband… yet that does not limit his 

liberty, should he wish, to renew his luck and diversify his lust 

with a new marriage, and shariah jurisprudence will not oppose 

him in doing so…”

Tahar Haddad, Our Woman in Shariah and Society (Tunis: Al-Dar 

Al-Tunisiyah lil-Nashr, 1984), pp. 143–144 

Document 9: excerpts from the Code of Personal Status (13 

August 1956)

Article 3: Marriage will not be contracted except with the consent 

of both partners.

147    A similar argument appears in History, Grade 10, p. 115.

148    Social Subjects, Grade 9, p. 190.

149    Geography (Arts, Economics, Administration Track), Grade 12, p. 165

150    History (Humanities and Economy & Management Branches), Grade 13, p. 273.

151    History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks), Grade 13, p. 278.

Article 4: Marriage will not be a�irmed except with an o�icial 

certificate, as stipulated by a special law.Article 5: Each partner 

in marriage must be free of shariah-prescribed preclusions. In 

addition, whosoever has yet to reach twenty years of age for a 

man, or seventeen years of age for a woman, will not be able to 

contract marriage…

Article 18: Polygyny is prohibited.

Article 30: Divorce will not be performed except through the court 

of law.

Code of Personal Status

Learning:

On the basis of Documents 8 and 9:

Explain the status of Tunisian women before independence, and 

major gains attained for them thanks to new acts of legislation.

One notable area of change regarding women’s rights 

concerns polygamy (or polygyny, the practice of one 

man having multiple wives).The importance of abolish-

ing polygamy and raising the marriage age of women is 

discussed in one textbook, where it is plainly stated that 

“Tunisia realized that it cannot achieve growth without 

liberating women.”149 Older students are exposed to the 

efforts of President Habib Bouguiba, lauded as “the Lib-

erator of Tunisian Women,”150 to promote gender-equal 

legislation, as part of building the nation state and mod-

ernizing society. A 1957 speech of his is quoted, where he 

explains his rationale for banning polygamy, stating that 

national interest dictates that women should not have to 

compete for their spouse’s attention.151 Another interest-

ing take on the issue comes from Islamic sources; as an 

example of modernism in Islamic societies, one History 

textbook quotes Egyptian-born Islamic jurist and reform-

er Muhammad Abduh (1849–1905), where he lays out his 

shariah-informed rationale for opposing polygamy. In se-

lecting this quote in particular, the textbook deconstructs 

and directly censures polygamy as a practice both pro-

scribed by Islamic teaching and fundamentally antitheti-

cal to modernity. However, the fact that this practice per-

sists in some parts of the Islamic world is not discussed.

Women and Gender Equality
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History (Literature and Economy and Management Tracks) 

Grade 12, 2023, p. 277

Document 12: Abduh’s position on polygyny

“I hereby raise my voice in complaint about the large number of 

poor people who take many wives in one bond. Many of them 

have four or three or two wives, and they are not able to support 

them. They remain in dispute with them over expenses and other 

marriage rights… 

It is known in the provisions of shariah law that when the 

husband is unable to support his wife, and the marriage ruins his 

livelihood and forces him to exceed the boundaries which God 

has laid out for him – marriage is indisputably forbidden to him 

…”

Muhammad Abduh, On the Reform of Shariah Courts, Al-Manar 

Press, Cairo, 1900, pp. 71-72

A major theme of the Tunisian curriculum’s approach to 

female representation is the issue of female employment. 

Students are consistently taught that women should be 

free to choose from any career path and that Tunisian 

society benefits from the integration of women in a va-

riety of occupations. This message is well-illustrated in a 

collage of images titled “Tunisian women participating 

in the building of modern civilization,” shown in a Grade 

12 Arabic textbook. The images depict a female scientist 

using a microscope, female factory workers producing 

electronics and textiles, and women placing ballots at a 

voting booth. This signals that Tunisian women should be 

recognized for contributing to society in a variety of ways, 

and that young female students are able to aspire to do so 

themselves. Importantly, women are depicted in the pho-

tos in both Islamic and Western attire, recognizing and 

celebrating the diversity of Tunisian women.

152    Social Subjects, Grade 8, pp. 245-255, 281

153    Anwar: Reader, Grade 9, p. 12.

154    Springs: Reader, Grade 3, p. 43.

155    The Joy of Reading: Reader, Grade 8, pp. 206-207;  Arabic Sports Branch, Grade 13, pp. 44-47. 

156    Arabic (Sports Track), Grade 12, pp. 79, 85.

157    The Joy of Reading, Grade 8, pp. 202-204

158    Paths of Dialogue: Reader, Grade 4, p. 39.

Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 152

Views of Tunisian women participating in the building of modern 

civilization

Textbooks especially highlight female participation in 

spaces and occupations traditionally occupied by men. 

Such depictions challenge gender stereotypes of femi-

nine occupations and capabilities, sometimes explicitly. 

For instance, Tunisian women’s involvement in political 

institutions and local government is celebrated, and it 

is stressed that women are no less capable than men in 

leadership roles.152 In the context of political leadership, 

male students are implored not to impede female prog-

ress by doubting women’s competence.153 Female sports 

are also promoted, with illustrations of girls playing on a 

sports team,154 and examples of individual women are in-

cluded, such as Moroccan hurdler Nawal El Moutawakel 

(born 1962), who became in 1984 the first Arab Muslim 

woman to win an Olympic gold medal,155 Tunisian runner 

and Olympic medalist Habiba Ghribi (born 1984) and Tu-

nisian tennis player Ons Jabeur (born 1994).156 

Another celebrated role model is Rose al Yusuf (1898–

1958), Egypt’s first female journalist, who is provided as an 

example of a woman succeeding in an area traditionally 

dominated by men.157 In Arabic reading texts for elemen-

tary school, engineering and management are presented 

as other non-traditional areas where women are encour-

aged to participate.158 In the example below, Grade 3 stu-

dents are taught a story about a woman who became a  

Women and Gender Equality
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space engineer and flew to space as an astronaut. The 

story stresses the protagonist’s hard work to realize her 

aspirations, in the form of studies and physical training, 

indicating that women are capable of overcoming such 

difficulties. The example does not call particular atten-

tion to the protagonist’s gender (beyond the fact that the 

grammar of the Arabic language requires her gender to 

be specified at all times) nor does it present her choice 

to pursue a career in space engineering as unusual, thus 

effectively normalizing it. On the other hand, women’s 

historic difficulty entering the field is not acknowledged 

here. 

Springs of Writing, Grade 3, pp. 159-160

159    Arabic Grammar, Grade 7, Vol. 2, p. 97.

The Dream Came True

I was a little girl who dreamed of space and riding rockets to 

explore the moon… days have passed, and I am diligently and 

successfully studying to make my dream come true. I became an 

engineer who specializes in astronomy, and work in a team of 

scientists and astronomers.

I was surprised when I was selected for a team of astronauts who 

will travel on a spacecra� during its next journey.

I underwent long training in excessive speed, spin and extreme 

heat […]

The time came for launching the spacecra�. I stepped into the 

belly of the rocket […]

As seen above, women are diversely depicted in tradition-

al or Islamic, and Western or modern garb, suggesting 

that women have the freedom to choose their preferred 

appearance: with or without a headscarf, with more re-

vealing or less revealing clothing. Generally, Western ap-

pearances seem to be more common in Tunisian text-

books. Some textbooks go a step further; one textbook 

teaches a story by Palestinian writer Fadwa Tuqan (1917–

2003) where she describes her mother taking off the hijab 

headscarf as a moment of “freedom” from “the chains of 

the antique, abhorrent prison.”159 Another presents illus-

trations of women in scenes that are atypical in Arab-Mus-

lim settings, such as women on the beach in bikini bath-

ing suites. Together, these depictions highlight a broader 

narrative of women’s autonomy and evolving social roles 

in Tunisia, framing choice of appearance as a marker of 

personal freedom.

My Friend: Reader, Grade 1, p. 104

 At the Summer Resort

We reached the island of Djerba, and its beauty enchanted us. 

We set up our tents on the beach and sat on the sand, as the 

breeze filled our hearts and played with our hair. Then we had 

some measure of rest.

Women and Gender Equality
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Gender roles within the family unit are also discussed in 

Tunisian textbooks. To convey to students the importance 

of the topic, a Grade 11 textbook teaches that “democratic 

households” (usrah dīmuqrāṭīyah) are a key foundation to 

a democratic society, whereas households characterized 

by “coercive sultanic rule” (ḥukm sulṭānī qahrī) – a subtle 

allusion to domestic violence and inequality – will shape 

government accordingly.160 Other textbooks are more ex-

plicit in their advocacy for equal roles within the family; 

one offers the phrase “domestic work pertains to women” 

as an example of prejudice which can have “dangerous” 

consequences.161 An even sharper example is found in an 

Arabic textbook for Grade 12 students, which contains 

multiple reading texts penned by women discussing gen-

der issues. In one of these, seen below, Lebanese writer 

Layla Baalbaki (1936–2023) rejects a married life where she 

has to cook while her husband rests on the couch reading 

the news. She describes her feelings of inferiority as a wife 

in such a household in stark terms: “I am the slave and he 

is the master to be obeyed.” She concludes by proclaim-

ing that “[a woman] wants sharing: her husband to share 

the life she lives.” The text uses strong language to convey 

to students a distinctly feminist point of view, one that 

rejects traditional marriage and gender roles, and urges 

male students to consider how such a domestic arrange-

ment would be negatively experienced by women.

Alamat: Arabic Textbook (Scientific Tracks), Grade 12, p. 139

160    Civics, Grade 11, p. 7.

161    Philosophy (Literature Tracks), Grade 12, p. 71.

1. She Wants Sharing

Synposis: women dream before marriage of a man who will 

share their life together on the basis of equality. Yet, she may 

clash with a reality that frustrates her hopes. To what extent does 

the following text illustrate this situation?

[Text:]

Bahaa asked me with concern: “Why won’t you marry me?”

- “Me?”

Moments ago he was a hero facing me. Suddenly he was now a 

man, a regular man like all those I come across in my workplace, 

in the building I live in, in the street… everywhere! Moments ago, 

I was full of admiration, then pity. Now I was a woman: I am 

female! His question stirred an emotion in my soul, one di�erent 

from what he created days ago in that same soul. This emotion 

moved about my body: me, a wife! 

Meaning: my husband is prepared for us to get together, in the 

dark, and make children! 

Meaning: I languish, having spent hours of irritation in the kitchen, 

and once I succeeded in preparing my husband’s preferred dish, 

he devours the sumptuous food and spreads out on the couch 

listening to the news; and I, with a desire on my lips to kiss him, 

watch him in humiliation, call out to him in silence, and crawl 

toward him on my knees, begging him to cease ignoring me for 

one moment, yet he does not cease. The newscast ends and 

he picks up the evening paper. The extinguished desire on my 

fingertips builds a wall between the two of us, one brick at a time.

Therefore, meaning: I am the slave, and he is the master to be 

obeyed; I comply, and he demands; I am hungry, and he is full; I 

wait, and he has the time to do!

There are other meanings as well, and I tried to embody them, 

but Bahaa tore me out of my wandering thoughts. “As for me,” he 

confided in me, “I’m like any educated young man: if he doesn’t 

find a woman who understands him, there begins his tragedy.”

“A woman’s tragedy,” I replied angrily, “begins when her man 

thinks she received him as husband because he dresses her in 

bangles and houses her in a home –”

“What more does a woman want?” he interrupted me.

“She wants sharing,” I explained with fervor. “Her husband to 

share the life she lives. In listening to the news, in reading a 

certain book, in going to the cinema, in exchanging visits, in 

setting the table… in anything that pertains to their shared life.”

Layla Baalbaki

SS, Beirut, 1963, pp. 180–182          
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Textbooks begin challenging gender roles at an early 

age. In a lesson on family roles for Grade 5, an illustra-

tion demonstrates shared labor across genders, with the 

mother cooking and father washing dishes beside her. A 

female child is depicted studying while a male child sets 

the table, further suggesting a subversion of traditional 

roles. At the same time, the lesson requires students to 

assign specific roles to each gendered member of the 

family – mother, fathers, brothers and sisters – implying 

that gender roles can and should exist, though it does not 

prescribe what these are. Non-traditional families, mean-

while, such as those with one parent, same-sex parents, 

multiple parents or no siblings, do not easily fit into this 

paradigm. 

Social Subjects, Grade 5, p. 157

162    Arabic (Science Track), Grade 12, pp. 184-185

163    My ways - Reading, Grade 2, pp. 14-15.

Lesson 1: The Child in the Family

Division and Exchange of Roles in the Family

I imagine and discuss:

Evidence: 3 illustrated scenes:

The family of Mr. Selim:

Learning:

I will look closely at the images above, and construct the 

accompanying table in my notebook based on the form below.

Mr. Selim’s family: Father…… Mother…… The son…… The 

daughter……

My family: My father…… My mother…… I/my brother…… I/my 

sister……

I will reach an agreement with my group to ascribe a role or roles 

for every family member and write them down in my notebook.

The family is a social unit, each member of which carries 

responsibilities

My father……

My mother……

My brother/sister……

I……

Positive though these examples are, there are also con-

flicting opinions and more socially conservative examples 

concerning women that appear in other textbooks. The 

Grade 12 Arabic textbook, cited above for containing some 

vociferous and strongly-worded feminist texts, also con-

tains a text criticizing Arab women for wearing revealing 

clothing as an “imitation” (taqlīd) of Western feminism. 

The text derides these women as dressing in a way that 

potentially arouses “lust” (šahwah), yet: “they cannot stand 

a single touch, or even one flirtatious word from a male 

stranger.” The text concludes by arguing Arab feminism 

must take a different approach to achieve gender equali-

ty, one in line with Arab social norms.162 Not all illustrations 

of women break or deconstruct gender roles, either; one 

example for Grade 2 students presents women as nurs-

es and seamstresses, as opposed to male carpenters and 

blacksmiths.163 None of the textbooks make any mention 

of homosexuality or transgender identity, reflecting how 

these remain taboo topics even in a relatively progressive 

society like Tunisia. 

Most often, conservative views are found in Islamic edu-

cation textbooks. One such book for Grade 10 students, 

seen below, offers students a collection of selected texts 

about family relations in Islam. One of these texts states 

that it is “especially incumbent upon mothers” to make 

sacrifices for the family, “even to the point of self-denial”, 

and that a woman “fulfills herself through her husband 

and children;” men are not attributed similar limitations, 

nor are they said to be required to make similar sacrifices. 

Women and Gender Equality
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This view is stated by the textbook to be “the view of Islam 

on family and family relations,” giving it a distinct air of 

authority. 

Another text, also presented below, criticizes the decline 

in men’s domestic status, arguing that “mothers, sons 

and daughters” bicker endlessly and display an inability to 

manage home affairs as effectively as fathers. The writer 

concludes that this new anarchy comes at the “sacrifice” 

of “the happiness of the home, its peace and tranquility.” 

Here, it is plainly understood that women are less compe-

tent than men and that it is preferable (though, perhaps, 

not ideal) that fathers dictate family matters alone. Final-

ly, the lesson ends with two illustrations which seemingly 

depict sub-optimal relations between men and women. 

In one, a woman in modern clothing points scornfully at 

her husband cooking in the kitchen. In another, a man 

and a woman in traditional clothing look at each other 

disdainfully, with the wife behind her husband and hold-

ing a child’s hand. The lesson’s critical framing of both 

implies that they are to be considered equally undesir-

able, yet the negative framing of a man cooking may lead 

students to adopt the view that subverting gender roles 

harms family relations. 

Islamic Thought, Grade 10, pp. 22-24

Islamic Thought, Grade 10, pp. 22-24

2. […] 

This comprehensive commitment is what gives the family 

members the deep-rooted feeling of peace of mind and 

emotional stability, as the individual is always able to rely on 

their family, no matter the circumstances… 

This commitment may require plentiful sacrifices, even to the 

point of self-denial, and that is especially incumbent on the 

mother, since she feels that the source of her happiness is the 

happiness of her family and children, and that she fulfills herself 

through her husband and children.

Dr. Hilmi Barakat, Modern Arab Society, pp. 175–176, with 

permission

1. Define the features of Islam’s view on family and family 

relations.

[…]

6. Time has wrought so much to the family. I have lived to see 

the collapse of the rule of fathers, and its replacement by the 

rule of mothers, sons and daughters, like a small parliament. Yet 

it is a disorganized, unjust parliament. No votes are taken and 

the majority do not govern. Instead, tyranny changes hands, so 

that sometimes the mother rules as a tyrant, and sometimes the 

daughter or the son; rarely does the father rule as a tyrant. The 

house budget is in the hands of one treasurer, yet it is played 

with by the hands of many treasurers. Life requirements for each 

member have grown many and diverse, and opinions clash, 

conflict and battle. Their sacrifice is the happiness of the home, 

its peace and tranquility.

Ahmad Amin, My Life, p. 46, with permission

- What happens in this type of family, so much so that the house 

loses its peace and stability?

- How can a family restore its happiness and peace, in the eyes 

of the writer?

[…]

I Criticize and Take a Stance

- Each illustration presents an example of relationships among 

family members. Expand on criticizing it.

- If the form of healthy relations is lacking in both illustrations, 

how shall we portray it with one word?
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Overall, Tunisian textbooks offer students progressive 

perspectives on gender relations, much in tandem with 

societal norms, official policies, and legislation. There are 

nevertheless examples of socially conservative approach-

es that are at odds with the official approach to gender 

equality, or dismissive, critical attitudes to Western in-

spired feminist thought. This duality may reflect differing 

positions within Tunisian society concerning these mat-

ters, but also suggest that there is more work to be done 

in the realm of gender education.  

Women and Gender Equality
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Tunisia is widely regarded as a moderate, pro-Western, and 

stable country. Its strategic location in the volatile Middle 

East and North Africa region further enhances its interna-

tional standing, while its political and social achievements 

have earned broad recognition and appreciation over the 

years. Its success in over-throwing Zayn al-Abidine Ben Ali’s 

authoritarian regime in early 2011, and its ability to weather 

the transition to a democratic political order is also note-

worthy. As such, expectations of Tunisia’s educational and 

other systems remain high. 

As this survey reveals, in some areas Tunisia’s textbooks 

meet those expectations, broadly adhering to some UNE-

SCO-derived standards of peace and tolerance education. 

Tunisian textbooks offer impressive presentations and les-

sons that could serve as a model for other countries. This 

is true of its treatment of gender relations, where women’s 

rights are presented as key foundations of public life. Gen-

der equality is unequivocally encouraged, and students are 

exposed to nearly unlimited possibilities for women in all 

realms of life and the importance of their contributions to 

society. 

A similar, praiseworthy approach is featured in textbooks 

discussing foreign relations and international perspectives. 

For the most part, Western countries and societies are pre-

sented positively, fostering respect for the “Other,” without 

denying troubled earlier eras, such as colonialism. Impor-

tantly, these nuanced depictions of the European, Christian 

or Western “Other” also include humanizing portrayals of 

individuals interacting positively with Tunisians, as well as 

expressions of ongoing cooperation. This paves the way for 

sustainable and meaningful prosperity with these countries, 

as well as with Tunisia’s neighbors in the Maghreb region. 

Equally crucial is the fact that Tunisian textbooks strive to 

imbue the values of tolerance, peaceful conflict resolution, 

equality, freedom and non-violence from young ages and 

offer a variety of situations in which they can be applied or 

derived from, including Islamic teaching.

However, not all elements of the Tunisian curriculum ad-

here to the standards of tolerance and peace. For example, 

while these values are celebrated in principle, content advo-

cating for gender equality does not show an inclusive atti-

tude toward gender and sexual minorities. Some depictions 

of Europeans, whether in the context of colonial history or 

present-day racism, carry the risk of encouraging one-sided 

hate if they are not coupled with equivalent discussions of 

imperialism and racism in Tunisia’s own history and society. 

Moreover, while chapters of Tunisian history are openly dis-

cussed, reflecting the country’s confident national identity 

and sense of self, more recent events, including discussion 

of the Ben Ali regime, are absent. It may still be too early to 

address that era, though one hopes it will soon be incorpo-

rated into the teaching of Tunisian history.

The especially concerning topics revealed in this survey per-

tain to the Tunisian’s curriculum’s treatment of Jews and 

Judaism, and the Arab-Israeli conflict. The values of peace, 

dialogue, tolerance and non-violence, which are otherwise 

ubiquitous in Tunisian textbooks, are conspicuously absent 

when these topics are discussed. While Muslim attitudes 

of tolerance to Jews are prominently displayed, along with 

some recognition of Jewish history in Tunisia, textbooks at 

times resort to antisemitic stereotypes and tropes when 

portraying Jewish people. This is especially true when Jew-

ish peoplehood is concerned, as Jewish self-determination 

is rejected as an imperialist conspiracy motivated by per-

petual expansionism. 

Notwithstanding Tunisia’s geopolitical position and strong 

support for the Palestinian cause, the discussion of Zion-

ism and the State of Israel is a far cry from the level one 

might expect in Tunisian education, given its demonstra-

ble commitment to principles of tolerance. There are many 

inaccuracies and factual errors, as well as celebration of 

violence, denunciation of peacemaking and hateful por-

trayals of Israel and Zionism. Unlike its treatment of French 

people or Americans, the Tunisian curriculum does not ex-

pose students to humanizing portrayals of Israelis or even 

non-Israeli Jews that may balance this one-sided narrative. 

Equally notable is the absence of a candid discussion of the 

Holocaust and Jewish persecution during World War II, es-

pecially since Tunisia was directly occupied by Nazi Germa-

ny during the war. 

As a result, Tunisian students are likely to be confused or 

poorly informed about events and developments that re-

late to Jews and Israel, and may even develop feelings of 

hate and resentment. It is unbecoming for a country like 

Tunisia, which offers commendable studies of gender rela-

tions and other subjects to embrace a low-level approach 

in this case. A more sophisticated discussion of these topics 

could be developed without compromising Tunisia’s posi-

tions, and doing so would bring its curriculum closer to that 

expected of a modern 21st-century nation.  

Conclusion 
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The following list contains all textbooks reviewed by IM-

PACT-se for the purposes of this study. Not all are quoted 

in the body of the report. The sources are presented in both 

their original (Arabic language) title as well as their trans-

lated English title. French titles are presented as is with no 

translation. For the purposes of convenience, either the En-

glish or French title alone is quoted throughout the report. 

Due to the fact that Tunisian textbooks do not bear a label 

indicating year of printing or year of edition, other informa-

tion is supplemented here.

164     https://www.impact-se.org/about-us/contact-us/

These textbooks are verifiably published by the Tunisian 

Republic’s Ministry of Education in digital editions freely 

available in the official website of the National Pedagogical 

Center (Centre National Pédagogique, CNP) of the Tunisian 

Ministry of Education, as of 4 August, 2025). IMPACT-se ver-

sions of these textbooks can be made available on request.164 

List of Analyzed Textbooks 

# Grade Original Title
English Translation of 

the Title 
Author(s) CNP Ref. No.

1 1 أنيسي كتاب القراءة My Friend: Reader بلعيد، بن شوق، الزواوي 101110

2 1 أنيسي كتاب التمارين My Friend: Workbook بلعيد، بن شوق، الزواوي 101111

3 2 Mon cahier d’activités Atelier Glibett 121209

4 2 مساراتي كتاب القراءة My Pathways: Reader
 بنعثمان، بلغيث، الرقاد،

عنان، بوذينة 101215

5 2 مساراتي كتاب التمارين My Pathways: Workbook
 بنعثمان، بلغيث، الرقاد،

عنان، بوذينة 101216

6 3
J’apprends le français - 

Manuel de lecture

Bejaoui El Benna, 

Neji, Daoud, Mbarki 

Dani, Belhaj Ahmed

121322

7 3 ينابيع كتاب القراءة Springs: Reader
 عبد الخالق، بلغيث،

الحبيبي، داود 101315

8 3 ينابيع الكتابة Springs of Writing
 عبد الخالق، بلغيث،

الحبيبي، داود 101316

9 4
Au rythme des projets - 

Manuel de lecture

Dridi, Benslimane, 

Khanfir, Bouazizi, 

Bougrine

121410

10 4
Au rythme des projets - 

Cahier d’activités

Dridi, Benslimane, 

Khanfir, Bouazizi, 

Bougrine

121411

11 4  :Means of Communication أدوات التواصل كتاب التمارين

Workbook 

 الرزقي، الحبيبي، بن
السويسي 101411

12 4 دروب الحوار كتاب القراءة Paths of Dialogue: Reader
 الرزقي، الحبيبي، بن

السويسي 101410

13 5
Le français un pas de 

plus - Manuel de lecture

Horchani

Ben Abdallah, 

Bouaouaja, Ferchichi

121511

14 5
Le français un pas de 

plus - Cahier d’activités

Horchani, 

Ben Abdallah, 

Bouaouaja, Ferchichi

121512

https://www.impact-se.org/about-us/contact-us/
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15 5 المواد الاجتماعية Social Subjects

 اللبوزي، الحزامي، الهاني،
 الحنفي، الشايب، التليلي،
 المرواني، بن مصطفى، بن

سوسية
111512

16 5 مســالك القراءة: كتاب النصوص Ways of Reading: Reader
 الزايدي، الفريخة، بن

شعبان، عبود 101509

17 5 مســالك الكتابة: كتاب التمارين Ways of Writing: Workbook
 الزايدي، الفريخة، بن

شعبان، عبود 101510

18 6 التاريخ والجغرافيا History and Geography

 الشطي، الميساوي، بن فرح،
 بن عمر، المولهي، الأقديري،

ಋخير ال
111612

19 6

Un pas de plus vers le 

collège - Manuel de 

Lecture

Benslimane, 

Bouaouaja, Belakhel
121614

20 6

Un pas de plus vers 

le collège - Cahier 

d’activités

Benslimane, 

Bouaouaja, Belakhel
121615

21 6 عالم القراءة - كتاب النصوص World of Reading: Reader
 بلعيد، بنعبادة، الجازي،

التمزرطي، العبدلي 101611

22 6 عالم الكتابة - كتاب التمارين World of Writing: Workbook
 بلعيد، بنعبادة، الجازي،

التمزرطي، العبدلي 101612

23 7 الأنيس - كتاب النصوص Al-Anis: Reader
 البحري، حربوب، كردي،

الرڤيڤي 101708

24 7 النحو العربي - كتاب اللغة Arabic Grammar: Language 

Textbook

 صولة، بن يوسف، المبخوت،
الريفي 101710

25 7 التربية الاسلامية Islamic Education 
 سخانة، عدالة، عبد اللاوي،

الجليدي 111706

26 7
Je communique en 

français

Bouazizi, Dimassi, 

Riahi, Karoui
121707

27 7 المواد الاجتماعية Social Subjects عبادة، الوشام، خوالدية 111707

28 8 النحو العربي - كتاب اللغة Arabic Grammar: Language 

Textbook

 كباني، بنور، الميساوي،
الشاوش 101808

29 8 التربية الاسلامية Islamic Education 
 المناعي، التليلي، الربيعي،

قويسم 111807

30 8 نزهة القراءة – كتاب النصوص The Joy of Reading: Reader
 الظاهري، زروق، بن عثمان،

عمارة 101806

31 8 Lire et écrire en français
Hannachi, 

Ghazouani, Labidi
121804

32 8 المواد الاجتماعية Social Subjects

 انڤزو، الشطي، الميساوي،
 بنخميس، ڤدورة، زلاق،
المكي، عطية، الرزقي

111809

33 9 أنوار- كتاب النصــوص Anwar: Reader
 السعداوي، بن حميدة،

النيفر، جبلون 101909

34 9 النحو العربي - كتاب اللغة Arabic Grammar: Language 

Textbook
بية، بنور، الزناد، ميلاد 101908

35 9 التربية الاسلامية Islamic Education 
 الزين، المعلول، العباسي، بن

عائشة 111909

36 9 Pratique du français
Amayed, Baklouti, 

Elyousfi, Maâtar, Hani
121905

37 9 المواد الاجتماعية Social Subjects

 التليلي، بن صالح، الزغل،
 الحامدي، شعبوني،

 بوعفيف، الطرابلسي، بن
محفوظ، بنيونس

111911
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38 10 العربية )شعبة الرياضة( Arabic (Sports Track)
 شورية، البحري، النكاعي،

العرفاوي 201104

39 10 التربية المدنية Civic Education
 حسن، المكي، عبد الجواد،

خالد 211107

40 10
Communiquer en 

français

Abroug, Nouicer, 

Othmani, Ben Salah
221104

41 10 الجغرافيا Geography
 الشريف، بورڤو، بوغزالة،

الفرشيشي، العريبي 206103

42 10 التاريخ History حميدة، العثمني، ممو 207103

43 10 التفكير الاسلامي Islamic Thought
 الميساوي، سخانة، حسين،

بوعلاقي 211105

44 10 آفاق أدبية Literary Horizons
 بن صالح، بسباس، الجربي،

شقرون، بنحمودة 201103

45 11 العربية )شعبة الرياضة( Arabic (Sports Track)
 الزغلامي، عبيد، الشتوي،

بعكة 201281

46 11 التربية المدنية Civic Education
 الطرابلسي، التونسي، بن

محفوظ، الغالي 211203

47 11
 الجغرافيا )شعبتا الآداب
والاقتصاد والخدمات(

Geography (Literature and 

Economy and Services Tracks)

 العيوني، الغالي، البناني،
الميساوي 206203

48 11
 الجغرافيا )شعبتا العلوم

والتكنولوجيا(
Geography (Sciences and 

Technology Tracks)

 التونسي، حامدي، داود،
بوعرادة، الرقيق 206271

49 11
 التاريخ )شعبتا الآداب والاقتصاد

والخدمات(
History (Literature and Economy 

and Services Tracks)

 الرقيق، انڤزو، ام౱ضي،
ڤريبع 207202

50 11
 التاريخ )شعبتا العلوم

والتكنولوجيا(
History (Sciences and 

Technology Tracks)

 التليلي، واردة، الطنباري،
السقجي 207271

51 11 التفكير الاسلامي Islamic Thought
 الزين، العلاني، بدر الدين،

العلاني 211204

52 11 Le français en situation

Mansouri, Souab, 

Ben Zineb-Zitouni, 

Kheder-Ben Salem

221203

53 11 عيون الأدب - الجزء الأول Springs of Literature: Part One
 بيبان، الرحموني، الشارني،

المومني 201202

54 11 عيون الأدب - الجزء الثاني Springs of Literature: Part Two
 بيبان، الرحموني، الشارني،

المومني 201203

55 12
 علامات – كتاب العربية )الشعب

العلمية(
Alamat: Arabic Textbook 

(Scientific Tracks)

 إدريس، بن سعيد، بن عمر،
النيفر 201302

56 12 العربية )شعبة الرياضة( Arabic (Sports Track)
 فارس، الشتوي، هنيد،

الدشراوي 201381

57 12 التربية المدنية )شعبة الآداب( Civic Education 

(Literature Track)

 الحشايشي، بالراشد،
الأسود، العودي 211322

58 12 Français
Zerria, Haraimi, Hazel, 

Berrajah
221302

59 12
 الجغرافيا )شعبتا الآداب

 والاقتصاد والتعرف(
Geography (Literature and 

Economy and Management 

Tracks)

 الشريف، الغالي، العيوني،
البناني، الزين 206321

60 12
 التاريخ )شعبتا الآداب والاقتصاد

والتعرف(
History (Literature and Economy 

and Management Tracks)

 بن حسين، حميدة، العايدي،
بن مسعود 207321

61 12 التاريخ )الشعب العلمية( History (Scientific Tracks)
 ليسير، حمدي، الجراية،

العفاس، نعماني 207331

62 12
التفكير الإسلامي
)الشعب العلمية(

Islamic Thought 

(Scientific Tracks)

 بوشحيمة، المدنيني،
الجوادي، الصغير 211306
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63 12
التفكير الإسلامي
)شعبة الآداب(

Islamic Thought 

(Literature Track)

 بالسرور، الجوادي، بن يحي،
البكوش 211321

64 12
Monde singulier Voix 

plurielles

Idani, Ghodbane, 

Zmerli
221321

65 12 الفلسفة )الشعب العلمية( Philosophy (Scientific Tracks)
 بوعلي، تواتي، الكلاعي،

الشابي 210301

66 12 الفلسفة )شعبة الآداب( Philosophy (Literature Tracks)
 القماطي، كتيته، شبشوب،

مليكة، العموري 210322

67 12 النصوص )شعبة الآداب( Reader (Literature Track)
 بن عمران، عكاز،

العرضاوي، الوغلاني 201321

68 12
 ام౰ال العالمي - كتاب الجغرافيا

)الشعب العلمية(
The World Stage – Geography 

Textbook (Scientific Tracks)

 سالم، طياشي، بوغزالة،
الحامدي، البحري 206331

69 13 العربية )شعبة الرياضة( Arabic (Sports Track) زروان، السلامي، بوصباط 201481

70 13 Au gré des textes
Bouazizi, Nouicer, 

Riahi, Ben Amor
221402

71 13
 الجغرافيا )شعبتا الآداب

والاقتصاد والتعرف(
Geography 

(Literature and Economy and 

Management Tracks)

 طياشي، بوغزالة، الحامدي،
البحري 206422

72 13
 التاريخ )شعبتا الآداب والاقتصاد

والتعرف(
History (Literature and Economy 

and Management Tracks)

 بن عبد الಋ، واردة، حميدة،
السقجي، المزوغي 207422

73 13
التفكير الإسلامي
)شعبة الآداب(

Islamic Thought 

(Literature Track)

 عمران، الجوادي،
بوشحيمة، المنيف 211421

74 13 Partage Idani 221421

75 13
الفلسفة – الجزء الأول

)شعبة الآداب(
Philosophy – Part 1 

(Literature Track)

 عبد المولى، السافي، سعد
الಋ، الرقيق، المدنيني 210422

76 13
الفلسفة – الجزء الثاني

)شعبة الآداب(
Philosophy – Part 2 

(Literature Track)

 عبد المولى، السافي، سعد
الಋ، الرقيق، المدنيني 210423

77 13 الفلسفة )الشعب العلمية( Philosophy (Scientific Tracks)
 الحداد، الملولي، البراهمي،

بن علي، اليعقوبي 210402

78 13
النصوص – الجزء الأول

)شعبة الآداب( Reader: Part 1 (Literature Track)
 بنور، بن صالح، بوحوش،

بسباس، ساسي 201421

79 13
النصوص – الجزء الثاني

)شعبة الآداب( Reader: Part 2 (Literature Track)
 بنور، بن صالح، بوحوش،

بسباس، ساسي 201422

80 13
رؤى – كتاب النصوص

)الشعب العلمية( Ruʼa – Reader (Scientific Tracks) الكشتبان، شبوح 201403


