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Tunisia’s
economic woes 
are concern 
to majority, poll 
shows

Washington and Tunis

T 

unisians are frustrated 
by their country’s stag-
nant economy and wor-
ried about its future, a 
poll conducted in sum-

mer 2015 by the Washington-based 
International Republican Institute 
(IRI) concluded. Tunisian and US 
pollsters interviewed 1,225 Tuni-
sians over the age of 18.

When asked about the overall 
economic situation in Tunisia, 60% 
of respondents said it was “very 
bad” and another 21% called it 
“somewhat bad”. Only 18% of Tu-
nisians said the economy was per-
forming well. 

Asked to rank the biggest problem 
confronting Tunisia, 61% ranked 
unemployment either first or sec-
ond; 34% ranked terrorism first or 
second (the poll was completed, 
however, prior to the terrorist at-
tack in Sousse). More broadly, 72% 
of those asked said Tunisia is “going 
in the wrong direction”, compared 
with 21% who expressed satisfac-

tion with the country’s evolution.
Recent economic data tend to 

corroborate pessimistic forecasts. 
Official figures show current gross 
domestic product (GDP) growth at 
no more than 0.7%, far below what 
is necessary to bolster employment 
and personal income, and showed 
an increase of unemployment to 
more than 15%. 

Both estimates may deteriorate 
further as the tourism sector re-
mains in crisis following the Sousse 
terrorist attack in June.

While Tunisians remain support-
ive of their democracy — 73% of 
respondents declared themselves 
“very” or “somewhat” satisfied 
with the political system — the poll 
captured potentially disturbing 
trends. For example, when offered a 
choice between “a stable and pros-
perous Tunisia” that would be ruled 
by an “authoritarian government” 
or a “democratic government” that 
would lead to an “unstable and in-
secure Tunisia”, 58% of Tunisians 
queried chose “stability and pros-
perity” over “democracy”; 36% 
rated “democracy” as the higher 
value.

By contrast, a similar question 
posed to Tunisians in January 2012 
resulted in 70% of those asked rated 
“democracy” over “stability and 
prosperity”. This dramatic shift re-
flects the toll that the economic cri-
sis and the rise in terrorist incidents 
have had on the Tunisian public 
over the past three years. It also 
reveals that, as eager as Tunisians 
were in 2012 to establish a demo-

cratic system, any form of govern-
ment ultimately will be assessed 
on performance and ability to meet 
peoples’ needs.

Tunisian constitutional jurist and 
university professor Amine Mah-
foudh says much has to do with the 
proportional voting system adopted 
during the 2014 elections and which 
did not allow any political party 
to win a clear majority. “The legal 
choices made did serve the politi-
cal and economic stability. This ex-
plains why so many Tunisians [say] 
that security and stability are more 
important than the political pro-
cess,” he said. Mahfoudh called for 
amending the electoral code so Tu-
nisia could “implement the demo-
cratic project while safeguarding 
security and stability”.

Tunisians by a 27-point margin 
— 57%-30% — said the 2014 parlia-
mentary elections were “transpar-
ent and credible” and 65% said they 
were “likely” or “somewhat likely” 
to vote in municipal and regional 
elections in 2016.

At the personal level, Tunisia’s 
elected leaders remain popular. 
President Beji Caid Essebsi enjoys 
an approval rating of 61% while 
Prime Minister Habib Essid’s per-
formance was approved by 54% of 
respondents.

A closer look at the poll results 
uncovers positive trends. For exam-
ple, by overwhelming numbers Tu-
nisians expressed a desire to more 
actively engage in the world econo-
my. Nearly 80% of poll participants 

said that foreign companies invest-
ing and building factories in Tunisia 
were “very good” for the economy.

Tunisians also revealed a strong 
entrepreneurial spirit: 81% told poll-
sters that the government should 
turn over state-owned land to indi-
vidual farmers and entrepreneurs. 
When Tunisians were asked what 
would be their ideal form of em-
ployment, the number one answer 
— with 36% — was “self-employed 
or owner of a small business.” For-
eign investors and aid agencies 
should consider the ramifications of 
these responses.

The IRI poll shows that Tunisians 
clearly want their democracy to 
work and are willing to give it time. 
But equally clear is the fact that 
without real economic progress, 
Tunisians will increasingly turn 
sour on their political system.

“The democratic project still con-
stitutes the dream of Tunisians. But 
the most important thing for the 
country’s citizens is the feeling of 
security,” Mahfoudh said.

Source: IRI poll (August 2015)
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Turkey’s soft power of TV drama
Modernist portrayal contradicts fraying of Turkish women rights
Tamara Juburi

London

T 

urkish soap operas are 
eagerly watched across 
the Middle East, provid-
ing for some Arab women 
a model of a liberated fe-

male. But the growing Islamisation 
of public and private life under Tur-
key’s ruling Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) has meant that, 
even for many Turkish women, the 
characters depicted on such pro-
grammes are a far cry from reality.

One of the most successful TV 
dramas was Gumus, which aired in 
2008. The Middle East Broadcast-
ing Corporation said about 85 mil-
lion people, more than 51 million 
of them women, watched the final 
episode. The story starts as a rags-
to-riches tale in which a small-town 
girl, Noor, is married off to a wealthy 
heir, Muhanned.

The premise is that Muhanned, 
who is yet to recover from the death 
of his pregnant girlfriend, refuses 
to marry Noor. As the storyline de-
velops, attention shifts to greater 
issues generally confined to the pri-
vate sphere, including adultery, ar-
ranged marriage, abortion and rape.

It also portrays the idealistic, if 
not highly romanticised, marriage 

between Muhanned and Noor as a 
marriage of equals. Their relation-
ship is somewhat utopian for Arab 
women, who encouraged their hus-
bands to emulate what they thought 
was a typical Turkish husband.

Turkey has benefited from its 
newly found soft power among its 
Arab neighbours. Figures from the 
Turkish Ministry of Culture and 
Tourism reveal a steady increase 
in visitors, particularly from Gulf 
countries, with a 34% increase in 
visitors from Saudi Arabia, in the 
years following the airing of Gumus.

Leyla Simsek-Rathke, from Equal-
ity Watch Women’s Group, an Istan-
bul non-governmental organisation 
fighting for gender equality, said 
that “since the 1990s the flourishing 
advertising industry and TV dramas 
have created numerous modern fe-
male ideals that left traces in public 
memory… Women are influenced 
by those remarkably strong female 
characters, though these characters 
are also put in grave conflicts under 
patriarchal regimes.”

Many Arab women live vicarious-
ly through the Turkish characters 
due to slow reforms in their own 
countries. According to the World 
Economic Forum’s Global Gender 
Gap Report, Arab nations lag behind 
most others in such reforms.

Thus, these television pro-
grammes are useful in inviting Arab 
women to reflect on their positions 
at home and in society at large. They 
also challenge the assumption that 
modernism and piety are mutually 
exclusive: characters are often por-
trayed as engaging in premarital sex 
and consuming alcohol.

On the surface this may portray 
women as being free, yet this dis-
tracts from the female protagonist’s 
greater goals, such as gaining the 
respect of a dominant male figure, 
most often her husband.

“In many of those productions 
these strong women are successful-
ly incorporated in conformist struc-
tures of family and marriage. In the 
end these stories mostly reflect a 
male desire for strong but manage-
able and honourable women,” said 
Simsek-Rathke.

Nevertheless, the image of the 
modern and self-sufficient woman 
portrayed in the productions is 
coming under threat. Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan has 
been criticised for increased con-
servatism, often disproportionately 
affecting women. 

Turkish Deputy Prime Minister 
Bulent Arinc made headlines re-
cently for telling a woman in parlia-
ment, ”You, as a woman, be quiet.”

Ozlem Altiok, also from Equal-
ity Watch Women’s Group, said, 
“Women’s bodies, roles and status 
in society have always been fun-
damental for the launching and 
consolidation of different political 
projects in Turkey.

“The statement is equally true 
for Arab societies. Think of Nasser 
in Egypt. Think of Shah Pahlavi in 
the 1920s and then the ayatollahs in 
Iran in the aftermath of 1979. In this 
sense, the instrumentalisation of 
women’s issues does not constitute 
a rupture.”

Turkey was once considered a 
pioneer in terms of women’s rights. 
The first decade after the establish-

ment of the republic in 1923 saw 
education reforms, the adoption of 
a new civil code and the granting of 
suffrage. Republic founder Mustafa 
Kemal Ataturk is considered a hero 
for valuing women’s roles so highly.

“The modernisation processes 
that sped up, especially after the es-
tablishment of the Turkish Repub-
lic, allowed women an existence in 
public life. Women took part in in-
dependence war and gained equal 
citizenship,” Simsek-Rathke said.

These ideas have become de-
tached from Turkish society, as 
shown by Erdogan’s comment at a 
summit on women and justice that 
gender equality is not realistic ”be-
cause it goes against the laws of na-
ture”.

The limitation of reform is that 
it has always been an abrupt intro-
duction of legislation rather than a 
result of natural social processes. 
The irony is that the rights of wom-
en are being held hostage by the 
political elite, the vast majority of 
whom are men, both in Turkey as 
well as Arab countries.

”This is a call to undermine the 
accomplishments of earlier femi-
nist movements,” says Altiok.

“The struggle to make gender 
equality a reality, the movement 
to establish this simple idea that 
women are persons in their own 
right — and not just sisters, wives 
or mothers to men — has been 
there for a long time. The backlash 
against the idea has also always 
been there.”

Tamara Juburi is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in London.
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