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Preface

The image of the Arab woman tends still to be one of a submissive wife and
mother confined to the home dependent on the income of her husband, as head of the
family. Structural adjustment (implemented in Tunisia since 1986) and the general
problems of the economy, are fast eroding that image and creating a new reality
where women are taking increasing direct responsibility for their family’s livelihood
and well-being, and making a considerable, and sometimes exclusive, contribution to
providing for material needs.

Among the poorer segments of society, the menfolk are finding it difficult or
impossible to find work in either the formal or the informal sectors; fulfilling their
duty as breadwinners is becoming virtually impossible. Women are refusing social
exclusion as a necessity to be accepted passively, and are mobilising to overcome it.
Using a thousand and one invisible threads, women develop and carry out initiatives
for survival and thus manage to provide for their families’ needs. In some urban areas,
they are becoming important elements in the local economy as well as agents of
social integration.

An increasing number of households in low-income areas are thus maintai-
ned by women, who have become willy-nilly de facto or de jure heads of household
through divorce, widowhood, abandonment, the age or handicap of their husbands, or
simply because the husband has given up trying to provide for his family’s needs and
relinquished this duty to his wife.

In a period of economic crisis, women’s contribution to family income has
therefore become crucial, especially for the low-income population. Female partici-
pation in the formal workforce is currently evaluated at some 23% (up from 6,1% in
1966). Legislative reforms, urbanisation, increased literacy, the spread of family plan-
ning, and the development of factories employing female labour have all contributed
to this increase.

This new economic contribution of women - even though society at
large (and sometimes the women themselves) tend to play down its importance
- questions the traditional gender division of réles, and enables women to gain
more authority in the family and to initiate changes in the management of the
family budget in the overall interest of the family, despite potential conflicts of
interest with their husbands. Their children’s education, perceived as a means
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of freeing them from poverty, and building the family house, are top priorities.
Housing takes on a symbolic value as the entry point for acceptance as fully-fledged
citizens and protects them from insecurity.

Fulfilling this new rdle has not been - and is still not - easy. Numerous cul-
tural and social impediments constrain women’s ability to break free from their (pri-
vate) “inside”, home-based role and confront the “outside” (public) world hitherto
reserved for and dominated by men.Women’s own families, their husbands, the
authorities, the men encountered in the outside sphere, and indeed society at large
constitute many obstacles that women have to overcome. To do this, they must learn
to negotiate for their freedom and space. Doing so, women take on added burdens in
their already over-burdened lives. It is hard to evaluate the price paid by these women
in terms of leisure, psychological health and sex life, given the taboos of the still tra-
ditional society they are living in.

Apart from the courage needed to branch out, and to learn negotiating skills,
many women go through outstanding personal difficulties before reaching their goals.
Forced marriages, sometimes at a very young age, multiple births, child delinquency,
poor health, conjugal violence, humiliation, physical handicaps, divorce, widowhood
and deprivation are among the problems typically affecting poor women.

Yet these women display astounding courage, determination and resourceful-
ness; eventually they come through and often bring up their families in conditions
which their origins could not have allowed them to dream of. Many, of course,
remain in relatively poor circumstances.

Women wishing to improve their lot have been showing a growing interest in
self-employment and the creation of micro-enterprises in the formal and informal
sector is giving rise to a new class of “female enterpreneurs”. These neo-entrepre-
neurs might not be skilled in the sense of having professional training but they learn
from others and often teach themselves new skills or innovate those they already
have. They are open to new ideas and in a sense are permanent apprentices,as they
goon learning . A major constraint for all of them is access to capital and here, soli-
darity ties play an important réle. But there are limits beyond which solidarity in poor
neighbourhoods cannot help to finance micro-enterprises.

As long ago as 1986, a Tunisian researcher, Moncef Bouchrara, began obser-
ving the phenomenon of female entrepreneurship and undertook a pioneering work
of describing and analyzing how women from all walks of life and all parts of the
country, on their own initiative, were challenging men’s outside role and showing
great courage and enterprise. He stresses the novelty of the enterprising spirit among
women in the Maghreb, which he terms “civil feminism”, and believes it is the basis
of a new civil society in the region.

In the last five years, Enda Inter-Arabe has been conducting fieldwork at Hay
Ettadhamen (Tunisia), a low-income urban area located in the north-western outskirts
of the capital, where it witnessed a striking rise in the number of women ‘entrepre-
neurs’. Enda’s interest in the entrepreneurship of women was fostered in 1992, when
a general survey and a workshop involving women were conducted at Hay
Ettadhamen. Later, in 1994, a needs assessment survey was conducted in Mnihla
(a sub-division of Hay Ettadhamen), with support from the Ford Foundation, leading
to the establishment of a credit system and training and litteracy programmes for
women, with the objective of offering support for the continuing management of
entreprises or the creation of new micro-enterprises reinforcing the processes of
empowerment of those women.

Its interest in poverty alleviation and gender equality has led Enda-IA to
address a range of questions such as: What are the factors that inhibit or facilitate
women’s access to remunerative work? To what extent is self-employment a viable
option for low-income women? Does self-employment facilitate a redistribution of
power in the public or private sphere? What other strategies, within and out of the
household, do women deploy to cope with poverty? Will this process of empower-
ment lead women to participate more fully in decision-making affecting the manage-
ment of their neighbourhood and the public sphere in general?

Twenty women from the Tunis area,and also from towns in other parts of the
country, were interviewed and asked to tell their life stories in their own words. The
three interviewers, all women, worked in teams of two. All were struck by the
warmth of the welcome they received, the spontaneity of the women, their willin-
gness to speak spontaneously about their lives and problems, and how they had
managed to over come a “sea of troubles” in order, principally, to look after and bring
up their children in decent conditions, to provide them with an education, and to build
a roof over their heads.

The life stories of some of the women interviewed, and an analysis of their
process of liberation and empowerment, form the content of this publication. Beyond
the study itself, the global objective is to have these strategies integrated as compo-
nents of development programmes, thus strengthening women'’s ability to cope, and
raising the chances of success of the programmes by making them more relevant to
local reality.

Also, Enda wishes to contribute to transform the common image of Arab
women as subservient and confined to the home by showing that they are becoming
dynamic and entreprising outside the home. This new generation of entrepreneurial
Arab women, especially those in the informal sector, continues to remain basically
invisible.



For reasons of both effectiveness and justice, the importance of these women
as dynamic economic agents who bear change in their actions must be recognised and
encouraged, rather than being met with silence and disapproval. Neglected by poli-
cy-makers and bankers, excluded from public and commercial sources of finance,
these women are currently an underestimated resource. Bringing women’s contribu- LISTEN TO THE WOMEN
tions into the limelight is a first step in acknowledging their capabilities.

Listen;

Listen to the women
They are arriving
Qver the wise distances
On their dancing feet

A workshop organised by Enda Inter-Arabe at the NGO Forum on Women
in Beijing in September 1995 allowed a wide-ranging discussion of the female entre-
preneur phenomenon in various countries - India, Senegal, Zaire, Egypt, Colombia,
Tunisia, Morocco - and the foundations were laid for a network of NGOs and resear-
chers on women heads of household, beginning in the Arab world. The network will
promote the sharing of experience and raise awareness about the fundamental, but
often unrecognised, role of women in the area of economic and social development. Make way for the women

Listen to them.

Part I of the publication comprises the life stories of some of the twenty
women who contributed their Cxperience to the Smdy, in which they tell their own sto- For women no longer search for a space to be heard; they are Slow]y crea-
ries using their own words. These life stories provide a powerful insight into the fami- ting new spaces; they no longer plead for the right to speak; they are spea-
ly, societal, legal and economic difficulties poor women have to contend with, but king; they no longer walk the beaten path, for they are now beginning to
even more so illustrates their determination to overcome these and improve their s thar it Silie Torest andaot the e thar i sl eviaes. Women have
condition, and the strategies employed to do so, against all odds. hER C . ‘ , o

begun to determine a new terrain where women’s experiences are no lon-

Part I consists of a content analysis of twenty women'’s life stories. Based ger denied; where women’s knowledges give strength to the dailiness of

on the personal, family and professional experience of these women, it proposes to her struggle for survival; where women listening to the earth infuse magi-
describe how adverse economic circumstances can lead to a shift in gender roles and cal colours into the margoum (blanket, quilt, reza) into which she weaves
to a process of empowerment. The study identifies the coping strategies of women worlds of meanings, creating new motifs, new metaphors; keeping chil-
and the common factors that make these women resilient to economic difficulties and dren warm, making the depths of old wisdoms visible and tangible.

socio-cultural obstacles. The processes of ‘empowerment’ are deciphered by analy-

sing intra-household and intra-community decision-making and power relations. .
Listen to the women;

The life stories are presented first, since this volume is first and foremost for Listen to the many voices

these women; they are the subjects, not the mere objects of the study. Spoken and unspoken.

All these women opened not only their doors but also their hearts to the team
of investigators who were themselves enriched by the discussions. Getting the
women to speak out led them to take an objective look at their lives and to discover
their huge achievements as the discussion progressed, making them aware of their
personal value. One can but have a feeling of admiration for them and, through them,
for the millions of women in the Arab region and world-wide, whose lives are a per-
manent and courageous struggle for survival and betterment.

Excerpt from a poem written by Corine Kumar
and offered to all women on March 8th, 1996

This publication is therefore dedicated to them: we were nothing more than
the instrument through which they have been able to express themselves and make
their courage and perseverence known more broadly.
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Part A

LIFE STORIES




JAMILA

My name is Jamila. My mother and father are cousins. I was born in Siliana
in the North-west of Tunisia in 1952. I come from a family of five sisters and a bro-
ther, most of whom have remained in Siliana.

After completing primary school, I entered secondary school but I dropped out
when I reached 5th grade(age 16). After leaving school, I worked as a subsitute teacher
for about five or six years. I taught Arabic and French. Since I was from the area and
well-known, I had a lot offers.I was willing to work in different areas, so I moved around
a lot, from one teaching position to another, and from one area to another.

At that time, around 1978, the National Crafts Office (Office National de
I’ Artisanat - ONA), opened a training centre at Rades, near Tunis and it had a course
for supervisors. Since I liked the idea of training, I took the course and moved to
Tunis, where I lived with my married sister. I received a grant from the Office and at
the end of one year and seven months I received a diploma, qualifying me as a super-
visor in any branch of the ONA in Kairouan carpet-making and “mergoum Gafsa”!.

Diploma in hand, I returned to Siliana to work. With the encouragement of
the director of the Rades centre, I started working at the training centre at the Siliana
branch of the ONA. T preferred working as a supervisor, rather than as a substitute
teacher. The work was more stable and structured than teaching, plus, it was better
paid, since I would be earning a monthly salary. The Office supplied the materials,
including the looms, hired the young girls, and marketed the products.

I kept that job for at least 10 years. Everything was going well, and I led a calm
life. I married a relative of my mine, who was at that time working for the water com-
pany, SONEDE 2.

One day, the carpet inspector, who had just returned from an internship in
Mauritania, came looking for me. This man, who I had met during my training cour-
se, had looked all over the place until he found me. He proposed that we set up a
business together, saying that he was well aware of my skills and work. I agreed and
resigned from my job. We set up a carpet workshop, he put up the capital, bought

1- A type of carpet.
2- SONEDE: “Société Nationale d’Exploitation des Eaux” is the national water company
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the materials, the loom, the location, and I was responsible for hiring and training the
girls. We were to share the profits 50/50. The business was under my name. Since he
was working at the ONA, he didn’t have the right to set up a rival private business.

We started with five looms, and pretty soon we expanded the business until
there were about 100 girls working for us. He bought and sold the materials. Since he
had contacts, we had a lot of work, and had no problem selling our output. During
that period, I gave birth to two of my children. Things were going well. Sometimes,
we used to make up to 500 Dinars each month.

ONA was going through a lot of difficulties, and started to toughen up mea-
sures against private businesses. Our business was going well, and our work was irre-
proachable. But my partner was afraid of getting caught for being in an illegal priva-
te business. You know, during a period of difficulties, the rule becomes each person
for himself. He tried saving his skin, and didn’t care about anything else, so he ran off
with 40 carpets. He left me with all the problems and no money. How was I suppo-
sed to buy new materials and to pay the girls working for us? All I could do was to
take him to court. He denied everything. Since his name wasn’t written up anywhe-
re, I couldn’t prove anything. When asked “what is she supposed to do?" he replied
“well it’s her business, it’s up to her”.

What was I supposed to do? I did the best I could. I sold the materials,and at
least managed to save two looms. The girls took me to court for not paying their sala-
ries. But, I must admit they were understanding. They were also from the neighbou-
rhood and did not want to cause me too many problems. We came to an arrangement,
I paid oft some girls with the money I had, and the others with materials.

To make matters even worse, several years before this crisis, when our busi-
ness was going well, my husband had resigned from his job at the SONEDE and star-
ted working with me. He used to go with my partner to sell and buy, to hire the girls
and to buy the materials. So when my partner ran out on me, both of us found our-
selves out of work. What could we do? Go back to salaried work at the ONA? Ask
for a loan and start all over again?

Faced with this situation, we decided to leave our area and move to Tunis. My
husband had relatives in Hay Ettadhamen, so we stayed with them for a while. At first,
he didn’t find a job easily, but you know what it’s like: one person talks to another
who talks to another, and you end up finding something. He finally got a job at the
American Embassy as a janitor.

We wanted to buy land so we could start building a house of our own. We
returned to Siliana and sold our land and house (bought during the good times). You
know what it’s like when you sell, you end up with less money than what you had
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put in. Because it’s your house, you invest a lot of money in building solid walls and all, but
the buyer only notices the visible things. Since our old house in Siliana was registered jointly,
we did the same for our land in Hay Ettadhamen. We started by building a garage on the land.

I started working at home, making carpets with the two looms I had mana-
ged to save. I hired 3 or 4 girls to work with me. My children started growing up.
When we first came to Tunis, one was one year old and the other two and one
month. We got by. Little by little things started to stabilise. We managed to save a
bit of money, despite the daily expenses, and started to buy little by little materials
to build our house. Today, in addition to the garage we started out with the house
which now has three rooms and a kitchen, with a pretty courtyard.

And then, after a couple of years, in 1988, my husband had an accident.A
friend of his lived in Ariana and was building a house. The friend asked him to
come over to help him out. My husband had gone on a motor cycle. You know,
when you come to a new place you try making friends. Anyway, he had a very
serious accident. At the beginning, when he didn’t come home I thought he was
still at his friend’s house.When he still hadn’t come the next morning, I thought he
went straight to work, after spending the night at his friend’s place. I started real-
ly worrying, when he still hadn’t come home after work. For three days, I didn’t
know where he was. I told my neighbours that my husband was missing and we
went from one hospital to another, from one police station to another looking for
him. Every one started talking about his disappearance. During that time, there
were a lot of problems, with religious fundamentalists being arrested.

On the third day after he disappeared, I heard that he was in the hospital. We
were told that he was very sick, and that his spine was damaged. He stayed on and on
in the hospital, for about a month and when he finally came out of hospital he was han-
dicapped. He has permanently lost the use of his legs, and is now in a wheelchair.

It was an awful situation. Here I was again in trouble, but this time I had
three kids and a handicapped husband to take care of. Since my husband wasn’t
on duty when he had his accident, we couldn’t even get any insurance money. 1
tried going to court to get some kind of compensation, but I ended up spending
my money for nothing. What could I do? It was God’s will.

I couldn’t make a living from carpet-making. It was too expensive, so |
changed from carpets to blankets, and continued on weaving. I had to try harder
than ever to make things all right. I sold things here and there, to get us by. Thank God,
one day I met Fatma who was working at the Ministry of Social Affairs. I told her what
had happened to me. She told me that I could work with her. But with my kids and my
husband at home, I couldn’t afford to leave home. She then told me that the government
could give us social aid'. It was 50 Dinars quarterly at the beginning and now it’s 75.

- - The beneficiaries of the Tunisian government’s programme “Programme National d’Assistance aux

Familles Nécessiteuses” (aid to destitute families) receive 75 (55 in 1991) Dinars of social aid every
quarter. 57% of the beneficiaries are women, an large share being female heads of households (divor-
ced, widows) ;17% of the beneficiaries are handicapped.
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That is barely enough to pay the water and electricity bills. I stayed in touch with
Fatma, even after she moved to the Ministry of Health. Every time, when things were
going badly, I got in touch with her. She always helped me to solve problems, got
me medecine for my husband, who needs continuous treatment. His health is wor-
rying and he doesn’t feel too good.

It was also thanks to Fatma that T got a sewing machine from the government. I
sew well. When I was much younger, still living in Siliana, I had a neighbour who was
originally from Kairouan. I used to like her, and she taught me to sew. Seeing her
enjoying her work made me want to learn sewing. I really liked her lifestyle. I used to
think: “there’s a lucky woman, working peacefully with no one to boss her around, no
worries about promotions or getting a raise”. That's how, since the age of 15, when I was
still at school, I could sew well. Things were different then, all the girls in addition to stu-
dying, had to know how to sew, to do embroidery or carpet-making.

Anyway, thanks to the sewing machine, I was able to make a little money. I
did minor alterations for my neighbours, made curtains, sheets, pillows. They used to
pay me around 500 or 600 millimes per piece. Then, I heard that a clothes-vendor
was looking for someone who could do minor alterations. He used to pay me a
ridiculously low amount. I'll give you an example: he would give me a pair of
trousers; I would have to undo the seams, and redo them in order to make one or two
pairs of shorts, and all I would get paid would be 300 millimes. I’d resign myself, thin-
king it was better than nothing, at * - t T could buy bread for the children.

For a couple of months, I wuied tor this dealer, being completely exploited
until my neighbours told me that I would make more money by getting waste cloth
in textile factories. I took their advice, and started to gather materials from these fac-
tories, and make shorts, skirts and home goods out of them. My neighbours would
come to my place and buy. I don’t have it in me to go to a souk and wait for custo-
mers. I would rather starve to death than do that. I'm known, from a good respec-
table family, I used to have 100 girls working for me. I don’t want people to say
“look what’s become of her”. .

My whole life has been a struggle to make things better. One day, I heard
that, since my husband is handicapped he could get a licence to open a tobacco-
nist!. T asked Fatma about it, and she told me to see a civil servant to get infor-
mation and that’s what I did. I applied and waited so long, at the end I almost
lost all hope of getting the licence. When I got it after a couple of months of
waiting and waiting, I realised that a licence without capital was useless.

1- Handicapped people in Tunisia receive assistance from the government for income-generating
activities. Under the VIIIth plan (1992-1996), 5000 handicapped people have benefitted from this
assistance.
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One day, a relative of mine from Siniana came to Tunis for business rea-
sons. He dropped by our place since he had heard about my husband’s accident.
1 invited him to have dinner at our place, and from one subject to another, I
brought up the story about my having a licence but no capital. He offered to lend
me 500 Dinars, which I could pay back by installement.

How could you start a business with so little! You need so much. A carton of
500 packs of cigarettes costs 350 Dinars and brings a profit of 13 Dinars. To sell well
you need several brands of cigarettes and all sorts of goods usually found in a tobacco
place. The customer who doesn’t find all he needs in one store doesn’t come back again.

I got by, though. I converted the garage into a store. The garage was the first
thing I had built in the house. [ had ambitions at the beginning, before the accident,
to use it as a workshop for carpet-making. Anyway, I opened a tobacconist, in May
1994, without shelves, counter or anything. I started out by putting a sign on the
door. I got a plank, and displayed all the goods for sale.

The provisioning of goods is limited'. You can only buy once a week, but there
is no limit on the quantity you buy. It just depends on how much money you have. But
you know, if you run out off stock before your week is up, you can always come up with
an arrangement. You go and get someone there and ask him to buy some stuff for you.
It’s not legal, but the civil servants are pretty understanding and sometimes they even
help you, introducing you to the others. Since I don’t have much money, I count on
these arrangements quite often.

I go to Manouba to buy my goods. It’s 2 or 3 kms. away, but I walk there
so as to save on transportation. I go out with a barrow to put my wares in. It takes
me a whole morning to do this. When I go out, I close the store since I don’t like
leaving my husband alone there. I’'m always afraid something will happen to him.

It took me nearly four months to pay back the 500 Dinars. But you know,
the less capital you have, the less likely your profit is to increase. One day, 1 only
had 130 Dinars to buy my weekly supply. I was so depressed and discouraged. I
went to see Fatma, like [ usually do when I feel low. She always comforts me and
encourages me. When she saw how I was feeling, she told me that I should try
getting a loan from Enda. She told me that I had to be sure of myself, and of my
ability to pay back the loan. I told her not to worry, even with only 100 Dinars a
month to feed my family, I always find a way to manage. I would never borrow
money if I didn’t feel that I could pay it back.

" I- Cigarette and tobacco sales are a State monopoly in Tunisia.
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I applied for a loan, and received 1000 Dinars, that I have to pay in ins-
talments over 18 months. With this, I managed to turn the garage into a real store.
I built shelves, got a small counter, and diversified the goods for sale: soft drinks,
light bulbs, sweets, biscuits. My main outlet for cigarettes is the hammassa® .
There are two stores like mine in the neighbourhood. People often hear about my
husband being handicapped and me having so many responsabilities, they come
to our place to buy their goods. I'm always on the look-out for products that
would bring me more profit.

The essential for me is to keep my family going. Every day is a survival,
I have bills to pay every three months, I have to feed my family, pay for my chil-
dren’s expenses so that they can go to school. I have to pay for my husband’s
medicine. All these things to pay for, and I have to pay back my debt. With the
money I make, T probabaly spend a third on paying off my debt, a third on daily
expenses, and a third to increase my capital.

Month by month, things are getting better. Every day, every month that
passes, is a victory for me. Every year that passes, 1 thank God. All I want is to
see my children through. As long as one is alive one has to defend that life and

do the best.

- The ‘hammassa’ is a small outlet for dried chick peas, nuts, sweets ctc which is allowed to sell
cigarettes by unit, which regular tobacconists cannot do.

18

TOUNES

[ am 63, my name is Tounes, ‘the name of the Republic’!. My mother wan-
ted to name me Ghazala?, but my father preferred Tounes; he won.

My parents are originally from Hajeb, in the area of Sidi Bouzid?. During the
year of the famine, my grandfather, as well as the majority of Ouled Majer, our tribe,
migrated towards the Northern plains. There, my grandfather married and had two
children; he later returned to his village where he brought up my father.

My father was married prior to meeting my mother. But his first wife soon
died, leaving him a daughter. My mother gave birth to seven children, two girls and
five boys. They decided to settle down in the capital when my father fell out with
his brothers. At that time, my mother had only one child (the rest were born in
Tunis). I was born in Borjel in a poor neighbourhood of Tunis, where my parents
settled down, and where several of my parents’cousins had already migrated to a
couple of years before us. I do not remember Borjel well ; my parents moved soon
afterwards to another neighbourhood, Jebel Lahmar4, where I grew up.

When my father was still in his village, he used to do farming. In Tunis, he wor-
ked as a gardener, in the houses of Belvédere, where only French people used to live.

I never went to school; my father thought that school was not good for
girls. My brothers studied Arabic for a while.

My sister lives in France now. When she was 25, she fell sick; she had problems
with her lungs. The doctors could not cure her. The nuns took care of her and sent her
several times to Ain Draham (mountainous region in the North-West), thinking that the
air would be good for her. She was taught to sew, when her sickness wasn’t that bad.
One day, some friends, who were living in France, suggested taking her there. They told
her that in France she would be able to make a living as well as get medical treatment.

I- Tounes in Arabic means both Tunis (the capital) and Tunisia (the country), Tounes' conument
illustrates the confusion that arises from her name.

2- Ghezala : gazelle.

3- Sidi Bouzid is situated in the Centre-South of Tunisia. It is a dry region, and prior to the set-
ung-up of irrigation facilities, the inhabitants of the region were faced with constant risks of
famine.

4- Both Borjel and Jebel Lahmar are low-income neighbourhoods in Tunis. Borjel is situated
near a large Christian scimitar; Jebel El Ahmar is one of the largest low-income communities in
Tunis; it was rebuilt during the 1980s.
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She went to France, and right away found a job as a seamstress. She
didn’t mention that she had a chronic sickness. When she got one of her crises,
she was hospitalised, and had an operation. The cost of the operation was very
high, and she didn’t have the money to pay for it. The hospital checked up her
family’s situation in Tunisia. At that time, my mother was a widow, living as a
squatter. The social security decided to pay for her operation, and since then she
has been receiving free treatment. She lives very well. She refuses to marry, she
says she doesn’t want someone to rule over her. She likes to stay up at night, go
out with her friends and have a good time. If she had a husband, she would not
be free to do whatever she likes. We keep in touch over the phone and she comes
to Tunisia for every summer vacation. You can meet her when she comes.

My husband is a cousin of mine. He was not born in Tunis, like me. He came
here with his parents to look for a job. When they came to Tunis, they moved in to a
house next to us at Jebel Lahmar. At that time, the land belonged to the State. Every
newcomer would come to Tunis, helped by their relatives, take a piece of land, and
build simple houses. Life used to be different then; now even in the country people
build solid houses, nicer than before with staircases, painted doors, and solid walls.
Women now have ovens and fridges and mirrors. They even dress differently now;
before they used to wear maalia', now they wear dresses, with socks and sandals.

What has my married life been like? Can 1 even say whether it has been good
or not? For my part, I respect my husband; when he raises his voice, I remain silent.
He used to drink before, and once in a while he would get angry fits. He would some-
times even knife the sack of couscous?. The couscous would scatter all over the floor.
T used to take it without saying anything. When people would reproach me for my
attitude, T would reply: “he will punish himself”. Since he was responsible for buying
household goods, if he ruined the couscous, he would have to buy another. During
these situations, I would remain calm, make some tea, and ask him if he would like
a cup as well. He would calm down and after a while become normal.

By being wise and diplomatic, I was able to save my marriage. I gave
birth to seven daughters and three sons. Four of my girls have married, and the
fifth is marrying this summer.

I used to live with my mother and sister-in-laws. They used to take care of
the children when I went to work. My eldest daughter learned very early to take
care of herself and her brothers and sisters.

- Maalia: a traditional costume worn by women farmers made of cloth wrapped around the bady
at and attached with two pins at the chest and a belt.

2. The tradition is for each family io keep in the home their yearly stock of couscous (wheat semo-
lina which is the country’s staple food).
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I used to bathe my children at night, and I would brush and fix my daugh-
ters” hair at night, and cover their hair with a scarf in order to save time the next
morning. I would wake up every morning at dawn, prepare breakfast and a meal
for the day. I would drop my children off at school and take the bus to Jebel
Lahmar or the Belvedere to work.

I worked as a maid for the same family for 16 years. I would take care of
their house as well as their children. I was there when the children were born. The
mistress of the house was a very beautiful young woman. Her husband would
only let her leave the house if Taccompanied her. I used to go shopping writh her.
[ felt that she respected me, despite my modest salary.

After working with them for 16 years, her husband didn’t want to leave
me without a job. He found me one as a cleaner in the Ministry of the Economy,
where he used to work as a Director. He told me that this new job would give me
more security for the future, since I would benefit from a retirement pension.

I spent 15 years and three months in this job. T used to work from five in
the morning to mid-day. The last couple of years, the new Director, who was a
woman, decided to shorten my working hours, I would leave at 10 in the morning
instead of 12. When I reached 60, I retired. My pension is 93 Dinars per month.

It was a very good experience, I met a lot of people and became friends
with them. I discovered what the political world - especially the world of the
trade union - was all about. My bosses used to listen to my analysis of the poli-
tical situation and were often bemused by my interest. I was on good terms with
the people there, and if they ever came late to work, I would cover up for them.

In addition to being an enjoyment, I was able to improve my financial
situation through this job. The first couple of years I was badly paid. I was bare-
ly able to meet my children’s needs. Every month, I would calculate what 1 could
buy for my children, one month it would be a pair of shoes, one month it would
be a pair of trousers. But ever since I started working in the public sector, my one
aim was to buy my own house.

When we were still living in Jebel Lahmar, T was living with my in-laws. The
house was small, [ had seven children, and my sister-in law had a couple as well. The
children did not all get along; this would cause conflicts between the adults as well.

During the early 1970s, we missed out on a good deal, all because of my hus-

band. My old boss, may God bless his soul, registered our name for a housing pro-
gramme in the neighbourhood of Zouhour (a working-class neighbourhood of Tunis).
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It was a good place ,with exellent conditions. My husband refused, saying that we had no
furniture: no beds, no cupboards. We could have moved to a house there even with no fur-
niture,we could have slept on the floor, and then little by little we could have saved
money to buy some furniture. I think that (having no furniture) was just an excuse;
I think he did not want to move out of his parents’house. At that time, moving out
of the ‘patriarch’s’ house was not looked well upon. It was considered as rejecting
your origins and your parents’. From that day on, I swore to do everything possible

to buy a house, without telling my husband. I realised then I had to do things by -

myself.

I opened an account at the post office, and I started saving little by little,
month by month. When I had saved 600 Dinars, 1 started to look for a piece of
land I could buy and build a house on. I started to look for land in this region (of
Hay Ettadhamen) because one of my neighbours had at that time bought a plot of
land here. After checking the area, I went home and asked my brother-in-law to
accompany me to the post office so that I could take out my money and buy the
land. He asked me how I could take such an important decision without telling
my husband. I replied that I was not going to change my mind, whether he would
come with me or not. Seeing how determined I was and that I wasn’t going to
change my mind, he came with me.

We took out the money and came straight here to meet the person responsible. I
met a Haj! honest and pious, who would do anything to help disadvantaged people. I
bought 150 square metres, at 6 Dinars a metre. I paid 600 Dinars cash, and promised to
pay the rest little by little. All this was done without any written contract. At the end of the
month, I would pay what I could. Slowly, T was able to pay back the entire sum.

Noticing that T was not able to start building my house on the land I bought,
the Haj offered to sell me the neccessary material by credit. I also asked a Director
of the Ministry of Economy (who is today a Minister), to help me. He helped me get
a very, very good price from a company selling steel rods. I used part of it to build
my house, and exchanged the rest for other materials that 1 desperately needed. It
was thanks to the kindness of the Haj that I was able to do this exchange.

Slowly, I was able to build the house. There is no point telling you that
when my husband realised what I had been doing, he wasn’t too pleased. He kept
on repeating that “never, never, would I move into that house; if you want to, you
can go and live there with your children”. I pretended not to hear him, and conti-
nued building the house. The walls were built, and my husband suddenly changed
his mind. Without telling me, he went to meet the Haj and signed the contract under
his name. In any case, I would never have registered the house under my name. In
our tradition, and especially at that time, it (signing under the wife’s name) would
have been considered an affront to my husband, and would have led to a divorce.

1- Haj: a man respected in the community because he has been on the pilgrimage to Mecca.
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When he came home that night, he brought meat, he told me to prepare it and
to ask the neighbours in. I asked him “for what occasion?”!. He replied that he would
tell me later. After dinner, he told me that he had signed the contract for the house.

To put in the floor-tiling, I needed a lot of money. I asked a relative of mine
to lend me 1500 Dinars. My husband didn’t even contribute one millime towards
the house. He used to give me a small sum of money (70 Dinars a month) to buy
food. Recently, he has started giving me 100 Dinars a month. If it wasn’t enough,
which was often the case, it was up to me to manage. The house was built with my
money and thanks to the salary of my two daughters. One works in a textile facto-
ry, the other in a manufacturing company. They used to give me nearly their entire
salary, and used to keep a bare minimum for their pocket money.

My nephew found me some workers. I got the rest of the materials from a
dealer in Hay Ettadhamen. I went up to him, and told him that although [ was a
woman, my word was as good as that of a man,and that I would give my word that
I would pay back the cost of the materials at the end of each month, on condition
that he would never knock on my door, in front of my neighbours. I told him that I
would come at the end of each month. It took me nearly a year to pay off the debt.

In 1980, we moved to the new house. There were no windows, no doors, just
the door of the main entrance. In the place of the kitchen, I put a tabouna?. Every
day, before going to work, I would prepare the dough and bake bread. I would serve
the bread with a bit of olive oil and a couple of olives or a tomato salad. I explained
to the children that as long as we were behind the door no one could see what we
were eating; the important thing was to pay back our debts. If we did not pay the
debt, people would come knocking on our door asking for their money back, and the
neighbours will hear and label us “untrustworthy and without honor”.

I asked the carpenter who worked in the same department as me to take
care of the woodwork. I paid him with the bonus I earned every six months. You
can see all the jumping around I had to do to build the house. Now that we have
the house, we do not save anymore. We spend everything we earn.

When we moved to the new house, my parents-in-law were already dead. If
they had been alive, they probably would have come to live with us. My husband is
the oldest one in the family, and it is his duty to take care of his family. I left the place
we were living in to my sister-in-law. My married daughters no longer live here. All
our neighbours are “foreigners” (they are not from the same region of origin). But all
in all, we get along quite well.

I- Special occasions are usually celebrated by sacrificing sheep and sharing the meal with family,

- friends and neighbours.

2- Tabouna : a clay oven traditionally used in Tunisia for baking bread.
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I have a lot of activities. Even before I retired, since I was only working
in the morning at the office, I had the afternoons free. One of my activities is the
klim!. My mother used to work on wool, and I often used to help her. We used to
make blankets and carpets for sale. One day, one of our neighbours showed us a
carpet made not out of wool, but out of rags, cut into thin strips. She suggested
working together, since working with this material was much easier and it sells
well. After my marriage, I continued this activity. But instead of working for
others, I decided to work on my own.

I buy some of the materials, sold by weight, at the souk of the Médina; |
buy the rags from the textile factories. Since the factories were quite far, [ used to
spend a lot of time on transportation. One day when I was coming home from
work, I passed through the neighbourhood of Tronja. I saw a young man there loa-
ding bags full of rags. I started to talk with him, and told him I was interested in
the buying this sort of cloth. He took me to his place to meet his mother, who sells
the material. She was a very proper and nice lady. She charged me a good price;
and ever since, I go to her place every day and buy ten kgs. Each kg. costs three
Dinars. After a couple of months, she suggested delivering 400 kg. to my place;
she said that it would prevent my daily task of going to her place. I could pay back
little by little, either in cash, or by giving her klims which she would then sell.

I work with my daughters. During the evenings, we cut up the materials, and
during the daytime, two of my daughters sew, and the other two clean the house. It
takes us around four days to finish a klim!. Before we used to sell it for five or six
Dinars. Now it sells for 20 Dinars and costs about 10 to make. When there is an
increase in demand, I sub-contract. I prepare the stuff and give it to young girls and
women of the neighbourhood to work on. Before the factories opened, girls would
come to my place looking for work, now 1 can’t find enough labour. Now I work
with women from rural areas; my neighbours contact the women for me. I send the
materials to the respective neighbours’ area of origin, especially in the North and
North-West. They send me the finished products, and make a small profit.

At the moment the klim is going through a crisis. All over Tunisia, it 1s being
replaced by factory produced carpets.

I never go outside to sell my products; my customers come to my place
to buy. I sell mostly to women from the neighbourhood; T also sell to dealers who
sell at the weekly souk. All my customers buy on credit, and pay little by little.
No one has ever tried to trick me, because I have never tricked anyone.

- Klim: a type of rug
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The other activity I spend time on is the distillation of herbs and flowers!.
I ﬁrsF got the idea by watching TV. There was a programme on distillation
explaining the different steps of distilling flowers, and the necessary ingredients’
The next day, I bought a still and several kilos of orange flowers. My daughteﬁ:
laughed at me, telling me I know nothing about distilling. But I know what I am
like, I always try out new ideas, and why not? I told my daughters that I would

try it qut if it didn’t work out, too bad, I would just throw it away and never talk
about it again.

To my joy, the distillation worked right from the first try. During the sea-
son, I distill oranges, roses, iris and geraniums. My customers always come back
for more, since they know that I am particular about the quality of my products.
I have even taught some of my neighbours the skills. They either make it for their
own use, or for sale.

In addition, I used to prepare spices to sell. [ buy the ingredients in bulk
sort out all the unnecessary stuff, wash them, and then dry them in the sun. Thf;
next step is to get them ground by a miller, but even then I watch the operation
carefully, so the product would be of good quality. I then prepare plastic bags for
each spice. I sell part of the spices directly to customers, the rest I distribute to
my old colleagues and they sell it to their friends.

. My husband does not like my selling outside of the home, and frankly
neither do I. Only once did my husband agree to sell the products himself. He
spent one morning in the market, came home fuming, that I make him do all these
a.wful tasks. Now that he is retired, he has stopped drinking. He spends half of his
time in cafés where he plays cards with his friends, and the rest of the time he is
in the mosque praying.

‘ .I, on the other hand, ever since I have retired, do everything to fill my
time with useful activities. I would do anything to have a mill in my garage. I
could sell to the garage. I could sell to the entire neighbourhood by developing

my activity of preparing spices. It would cost so much though. I have asked
around, it would cost 6000 Dinars.

I- The distillation of flowers and herbs was an activity traditionally limited to higher-class urban
women. The rural-urban migrant women, living in working-class areas have increasingly started

to exercise trade in this production, mostly oriented towards high-class urban women who no

longer have the time for home-production. The distilled flowers and plants are used as a remedy
against all sorts of illness. They are also used in cooking.
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I do not have that kind of money at all, so I moved 'to anoth_er trade. ln
order to buy a bundle of second-hand clothes (to then resell,_ 1tem. by 1tefn) Ilrvftls
barely able to get together 125 Dinars. I wanted to try out this activity as w‘e I, do
see if it was profitable. When I opened the bundle there were no good items. 3
not think this activity is very interesting. If I had bought a good bundle 1 woul

have made a tidy profit though!.

Tounes has decided to pursue her new ‘niche’: Iradmg in
second-hand clothes. Her business has expan(_ied rapidly
thanks to two loans she has received and repa-td regulfzr!y
from Enda’s small credit programme. Sh'e‘h'as Just received
‘her third consecutive loan. She feels satisified with her new
business and has plans to diversify. Eage.r to learn h‘c‘?w 10
read and write, Tounes is also following literacy and “busi-

ness classes”.

1. In Tunisia, second-hand clothes represent a flourishing business. It is a semt structured activi

the bundles of second-hand clothes are classified into different categories according to the

try: g . g ‘
’ sorted and wrapped up in factories. These bundles are then sold by

guality of the items, and are
wholesalers. Since the bundles are completely closed, !Iz_e .
contain. The buyers retail the items piece by piece and fix the price.
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MABROUKA

My name is Mabrouka. My father and mother are from Kasserine!. They
came to Tunis before I was born. My family now lives in Bardo?, and I moved to
Mnihla® in 1988. I was born in 1953. There are four girls and two boys in our
family. I went to school for a short period. I still know how to read, my writing
is not that good but I do know how to count well.

I don’t really remember how I met my husband. He’s not a relative of mine, He
was a neighbour. He’s originally from Beja# but had moved to Bardo. The first time I
met him, I was around 12 years old. Since he is eight years older than me, I found it a
bit strange. I was not used to men looking at me that way, especially an older man. I was
afraid of the way he used to look at me. I used to bump into him at the grocer’s, around
the neighbourhood; and every time he would look at me the same way. I started getting
used to him . One day, he came up to me and said he wanted to get to know me. Soon
after that, he wanted to meet my parents to ask for my hand in marriage. Although I
didn’t know him well, and I was young, I didn’t say no; and so we got engaged.

After being engaged for four years, we got married. We went abroad to
Libya, where we lived for 12 years. I had my four kids there, a son and three
daughters. We went to Libya because of his job. He used to work as a cook. I wor-
ked throughout my stay there. I first worked in public health care; I looked after
handicapped children. Then I worked as an assistant to a foreign doctor in a big
public hospital. I worked with him until we returned to Tunis.

During our stay in Libya, we did what we had planned to do: save enough
money to build a secure future. When we returned to Tunisia, we bought some land
in Tunis, built a house, and opened a restaurant in Ben Arous’. When we were in
Libya, my husband and I had separate accounts: he put the money he earned in his
account, and I put the money I earned in mine. Before leaving Libya, I also received
my pension money. When we came back to Tunis, I putall my money in his account.
It was because of the business, you see, the business was in his name. What did
you want me to do? The business went really well for the first three months, but
after that all went downhill.

buyers can not know in detail what they

1- Kasserine: in the Centre-West of Tunisia.
2- A residential suburb, west of Tunis.

_3- One of the three delegations of Hay Ettadhamen.

4- Beja: in the North-West of Tunisia.
3- Ben Arous: a small industrial town in the southern owtskirts of Tunis.
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: B .vonsible. 1 have my share of the blame..
; can’F sz}yoheh:’ :Zet:l]iooglr{ninzilrde;gol around with women. I kept n?])'l e)jei
g b'e:gm?lmc"c,)ur All T used to do was wonder and won_der whatmade j im ‘]15_
C_IOSCd N hl? bjc gvé*lus;e he was an orphan and Jacked affection when h:c W%b yo:lid
it ec,tno use. For three months we got by, then he hgd to pay the rlr: [;
= Aniw?y\;\tf: t?ad no m;)ney to pay them. He sold our belongings, my jewelry.
trl:ic\;gcr! tehr; .point where we didn’t even have anything to eat.

d beat me

d to fight, and then he woul

arted to speak out, to protest. 1 use to fi : e
somit?ierzt: in froSt of the children. At the beginning, 1 us}:ed tt.(i:ery and not say any

‘tltgng then T couldn’t keep silent any more. We fought all the time.

i g 2
I sued for divorce. He didn’t want to divorce. The process las;eddf;kc;:nl%it
1984 I\ was afraid; T had children to take care of and no mo'nely t(;)mzemt couﬁt 0;;
tOh t wéuld have been the point staying with hlm‘?.l realised thd‘[ c S
\t’:imil that I would have to work and be the responsllble on}?. Yet az tz; ngaualrameﬂg e
: i i i s this soct ; .
i  the family, with all the priviieges n
(]:EonSldri;ac;a}r:i?s \{:'t)ulg have l{mghed at me, if I had accepted such conditions.
ven

1 used to think “If I were on my own, and even _ﬂj,I earnid o‘r;lyi nl 91"?1 ::S!R:r?f:;
least I ‘ould know where it goes, and how I spend it . You now, iy q,he s
e ho rules. Whatever the woman says, whateve:r ideas she as, L” =i
allwa}};i 2;;23;1—\; to the hIlsband. That’s why I decided to get divorced, despite a
always

pressure from my family and his.

1 also thought divorcing my husband would be b.etter for rlrlly Chi-k::;r]ﬁ "{J:lzlj)i
suffering. 1 preferred the mental well-being of my chﬂdr_en t?_ tvzg (1::13 Ca{men
:;I:g After th'e divorce, the children were better off; they were relie
ng. :

[ own the house where we live now. As for the house wer _téad biﬁ%{: ﬁf;
back from Libya, I didn’t have written proof that I had Em : mgi : was. -l
\:’16 il%\r.'rcl;ce my husband didn’t want me to get my share of t};;?: hou;;k peop|gwh0
ttc.esc:ll] the l;md and the house and take all the m(ci)%ey to [(leril)é (1?) ! Ctk :d e \.mrd‘ LAy
itnes had paid for the house stood by me and Be-=
ha?l ggg‘;g?;?atrtaﬁd z\lwgl 7500 1 bought the house we re living in now, and spent the
Ve 5 d

rest on food and daily expenses.

My life has been a constant struggle.

After the divorce, I sold my good ‘|:)t31:))l:1écg,ir:i%]s;i lrg())f kti:;{;tl;?tsért?n E_:?fdh ;ydi?:-[
o heg)ed rz\e.’; rlr?;’ \%ﬁ;?%h?; (r:I:)uld.yBut 1 copldn’t keep on depending
i)exa:ﬁ;i];el?r?gr;?;tl Ezdgto find a job. In Libya, I had no difficulty finding a job.
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I thought I would be able to find one just as easily in Tunis. I had a driving license and
wanted a respectable job but I couldn’t find anything in Tunis. I applied everywhere for
a job, but to no avail. I ended up accepting a job as a cleaner in the town hall of Tunis.

I found a job through a friend of mine. She introduced me to the wife of
the director of a department in the town hall. We talked about my young children
and my circumstances. I worked for her for a week. But she wanted someone to
work day and night at her place. I told her I couldn’t, because of my children.
Where would I leave them? So, she asked her husband to help me and that is how
I got the job at the town hall. I worked there for five years. At the beginning it
paid 57 Dinars a month, until little by little, it increased to 70.

I 'had a very difficult time during this period, I hardly saw my children. I felt as if
I was losing them, especially my son. I used to leave them alone during the day time.

I would wake up early in the morning to cook and leave the food for them.
When they came back from school, I wouldn’t be there to see whether they ate or
not, or how they were. If the children found the house door open they would enter:
otherwise they would have to wait outside. When I came back at night, they would
be asleep. I didn’t see them at all. I got tired, really tired. Sometimes, I would go
to work late, sometimes my kids would get sick and I wouldn’t even go to work.
The place I worked did not approve of my coming in late or missing work.

‘ [ always looked for solutions and found none, only problems and more pro-
blems. I thought of quitting so I could stay with my children and work at home. Even
with less money, even for 500 millimes a day, I thought it would be better for them.
When my son failed his exams (to get in to secondary school), I started to really hate
my work. The only wish I ever had was for my children to get educated. I didn’t want
what had happened to me to happen to them. All my life, I have been tired, trying to
make things work and all because I've no education, with no diploma or qualifications.

Anyway, when my son failed his exams, I left my job. I started to work
at home, selling fruit. I used to go out with my son to the hills and gather crates
full of fruit. We used a wheelbarrow to carry it home, where I would wash and
wipe it carefully. Then we would take them to the outdoor market and sell them
there. If there was any left at the end of the day, 1 would take it home and sell it
the following day. I had no money to pay for the fruit; I had no capital at all. To
be able to pay for the crates, I would sell the fruit, then pay back the money I
owed the farmers. The only capital I had was the trust these people had in me. 1
used to make barely enough money to pay the water and electricity bills.

When fruit was out of season, I would sell vegetables. The neighbourhood
grocer used to buy me vegetables in bulk when he bought his own. My son and I

would lay out broad beans, artichokes and other vegetables in the neighbourhood
market and sell them there.
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Sometimes things were up and sometimes down, sometimes I had money
and sometimes not. But it was better than working outside the home despite all
the difficulties of making ends meet. It was better than not knowing what my
children were doing. I worked like that for about two years or S0.

Then I got the idea of opening a stall in the school. In Bardo, where [ used
to live, there was a neighbour, Mohammed, who opened a food stall in the school
my daughter was in. [ liked the idea. Mohammed was making money out of this,
had built a house, and everything was going well for him. Also, as my son got
older, he started to dislike working with me. He didn’t want to be seen by his
friends. He used to be well known and started to become embarrassed to be seen
selling vegetables with me. Without him, all by myself, I couldn’t gather, carry or

sell the vegetables.

I went to the nearby school in Hay Aljomhouria! and asked the director
there if he would rent out land, on which I’d build a stall. He asked for 70 Dinars
a month. The only condition he set was that the stall would be lightly construc-
ted (so that when they ask me to move I could). I told him it was too expensive.
He told me “for you in your circumstances, I’ll charge you less”. He lowered the
price to 50. I accepted his conditions. I borrowed money to build the stall; it cost

me 150 Dinars.

The first year, things went well and I made money. I sold nuts and other
snacks to the children. At that time, there were no pastry shops around the school,
so the children would buy their snacks from me. Then, slowly things started to
build up, with pastry shops here and there. Things started to go badly for me. I
was losing my clients; the schoolchildren stopped buying from me.Young boys
and girls don’t like feeling that people are checking on them and preferred being
out of the school during breaks. They wanted things like pizza. So, | started to
work only with teachers, making coffee and tea. I would make 800, 1500 or 2000
millimes a day; it would be barely enough to buy milk and sugar.

I went to the school in Hay Ettadhamen and met the supervisor there, like
I did with the other school. I didn’t hide anything from him. I told him that I had
opened a stall at the school in HayAljomhouria, and that things had gotten bad
for me. I told him that since they have more teachers than the other school, I
would be making more money. He agreed and I won’t deny that he helped me.
He called the principal up, told him about my problems. He charged me 45
Dinars a month and during Ramadan, the principal didn’t charge me, since 1

wasn’t working.

I- Hay Aljomhouria: an area in Hay Entadhamen.
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: ?0011, the principal changed and with him things changed
;)hnee Oblac;d ricni?u.n;ui untlll the end_of the year with the dea!cyou haciij woiﬁg-drl;}slft: \l:f?t\:
g EEtEd pdt, u't the following year we will raise the price”. I asked him how
Dinar}: : ha\r}]'let 0 pay more. He replied “It’s God’s will”. T won'’t lie: even at 50
ok }" e'_o"stluggle to make ends meet. If I can’t pay for my children’
ood, for my girls’ clothes and shoes, then what would be the point of V\.forkin';‘;Qj
g

. né‘;vg?gcl;ac;;bt?osge old school. I told the principal that it didn’t work out
- . He me not to repeat what 1 had done before; he didn’t li
n;ZCmmEIFg ct;)ut on him. ﬂe told me that although other people haci com(ledpcu: zilk{i
l‘). e of land, he had refused to rent it. They didn’t want to replace me. I had ta
sign a contract though. He lowered the price for me from 50 to 20 Dina.rs e

et fn(‘:ir:c? mdargund‘ 8:30 or 9:00, make coffee and milk for the teachers. Around
aﬁémz)o ! sandwiches, or bread and butter for the teachers. Then I come back in the
n, around 3:45 or 4:00 to make coffee. That’s all my work consists of now

i f\(?)\/rtgenoij ?EOI} f, :::,?rk li]n the( ﬁtqli(,j in the summer for example, I get visiting cards
' - 1 go to shops (hairdressers, perfume stores) and ask th :
g;lec}é: woqiid like _busmcss cards printed. Where did this idea come from? LZF’IS VST eglz:
on gaér(l) idea stnkes me, I have to do it, even if the means are hard. I have to Iogk for
wi[)}(]lm chct)}r]npllshiwhat .I want to _do: Anyway, once I was having a conversation
e pe)(;plreoader otn ad}\]femzmg and its importance in society, and I thought I could
vertise their business by getting cards pri d”, £
R Wt ek g cards printed”. I thought “why can’t I
Ol try”. printer and asked him whether I could mak ines
(\:?;t]rgs He sald‘ that a pen‘ec? arrangement would be that I ask peoplem\ihztﬁgil?}fhs
yar any 1ﬁ:lrds, he would print the cards, and I would get a commission of one din?:‘
very five he made. I do cards of all kinds, wedding invitations, postcards

Talking about commercials reminds me... once I appeared in a commer

cial on family planning : ;
and contracepti s .
. - & ves on tel -ITm ’
single commercial. P evision; I made ten Dinars for a

i SeWiiel;a\ieg:l) itc;tt(k)li;othfal actl.v‘ljtles. I work as a hairdresser and I provide beau-

I also wori< e fubt?r}?e}s houses, aqd I charge less than the hairdressers.

During Ramadh: ,O?a. airdresser during special occasions like the Aid!.
g Ramadhan, we are in demand, and sometimes we work until dawn

[ have a lot of plans and ideas in my head. All that is missing is money

I- Avd: religious festival,
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i watls an area for
There is nothing much around the neighbourhood; it’s 'lil;)[ dneven o
kI don't ever want a job again far from home and my children
work.

meant earning more money.

i ’ isit his
I don’t know where my husband is now. He doe_sndt ccc)]rr}l]e a];?d:ml][ b
i i at he is now remarried and has Kids. s
i . I heard from my in-laws that , . .
f)hlldr:lzwl‘{ile now since I last saw him. I haven’t remarried, and I do not pla
een _ ;
What would you want me to do with a new husband?

None of my children work. I have one dau'ghter w.ho lSdStIlI” it:}?yglli :l;t;

didn’t finish school. One studied typing in Arabic an. 're 4 w e
pry ’ : d a iob. I had told her that such a diploma was useless; that s e ould b
b e i ‘to sew. She says she hates sewing. My other daughter is tmmfah
bett?r - lE:ahmmg di lorﬁa But she doesn’t want to work in a text?le factory'/ eltstla:;
Sewmg:’ She’ t::e?l in}; youth programme and hopes to rec.eive‘a' sewing machme.
E«ZZ?: Bt}::?;e able to work at home. My son is doing his military service.

i rm
It's as if I haven’t done anything in my life. I h.?d ;o 1;12;}]1 ;afgzufl(: witﬁ
hildren. I wanted things to be different for them. My life as , g
ey % God knows, everyone has problems, but I du*tln t wan L
B it like mine ..’ But it hasn’t been any use, despite all my € orts.
i prOb'le:in ? r1 several )}éars, yes, but they didn’t reach wh_at I wanted thelzz :n
o S-t l11r(i1 lx?vuys I was lucky. I did the best I could with my life. But my childr
Imni;;rtt;i]ot be so’ lucky, and then what would they do?

i e
There are so many people who live a thousand times better t;z;na?n‘neso
k i hink “she’s a woman an ,
ho lead an easy life, and L t _ : LE.
i worrnfir\l.ret so different™? Do you think I am satisfied w1.th m)il llfel.)ition
e aret 01; am not satisfied with myself. I have so much potential an‘ti ;1;111 Couk;
i ;rri':(l;;ains but all that is missing is money. If only I had oppo:ftun;d
be aso much l:;etter off. T am like a bird whose wings have been clipped...
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MAHBOUBA

My name is Mahbouba. I was born in the village of El Ala, near Kairouan! in
1929. My father used to own a café in El Ala, but things had got difficult, and he could
barely get by. He was advised to move to Tunis, “you’ll find a job and make a fortu-
ne”, he was told. We moved to Tunis in 1935, My mother not only approved of his
decision but even encouraged him. She wanted to live far away from my aunts. They
did not have any children, and were always interfering and trying to take care of us.
She felt that they were trying to take over her duty as a mother.

My father first worked as a robba fica,2 then he opened a shop, next to a
doughnut-seller. The store still exists, a grocer now owns it.

This was during the war against the Germans. At the time, there was a lack
of leather. My father used to collect old tires, and use them to make sandals. He used

to cut up the tires, use the rubber to make soles, and attach leather laces. He had a
ready market for these sandals.

Things went well until my mpther fell sick. She went from one hospital to ano-

ther. She had a lump that was taken out but she died two years later. Just before dying, my
mother told me to take care of my two brothers and sister, all younger than me. Overnight,
I became responsible for the family. I did the best I could to fulfill this obligation,

After my mother’s death, I asked my father to take my sister and me to

Kairouan, to live with my aunt. It wasn’t a whim or because I was running away
from my responsabilities. It was because of my father’s behaviour. My father used
to smoke hash3 every night with his friends. They used to stay up all night. I deci-
ded such an atmosphere was not suitable for my sister and me.

I moved with my sister back to Kairouan, to live with my aunt. The boys stayed
with my father in Tunis. My aunt was happy to receive us; she had always dreamt of taking
care of us. She decided that my sister, Beya would go to school; but that T would leam rug-
weaving. That is how Beya ended up in school, while I, under the watchful eye of my aunt,
leamed to make tighter and tighter knots and more and more elaborate designs.

I missed my mother; she used to spoil me so much when she was still alive.

And sometimes I used to spend the entire night crying. I also missed my brothers a lot.

1= In the Centre of Tunisia
2- Roba vecchia: deformed Italian: ‘used clothes’.
3- At the time, smoking marijuana was not illegal in Tunisia.
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It was hard for us because the whole family was broken up. I managed to convince

airouan to live with us.
my father to send for one of my brothers to come to Kairo

im: aunt
Soon afterwards, my sister passed out of primary school1 a1;1dur;1)bfc;1 "
decided she did not want her to continue studying, because the only hig

in Kairouan was a co-ed school.

I was good at rug-weaving, and my aunt and I started to work on‘the‘ 8\32;;3
loom. But while she spent all her time weaving, T had to loIok ufltgr thfy tlc:;;e y\?;avinc;
: ' i ashing-up. I could only s £
ad to do the laundry, the cleaning and the was 3 e
]i[nhale sftemoon, after finishing all the house-work. Beca}zlsg of thxts, }tlhe;eoxzat; 21\\:1!3);12
d mine, which meant that I had to catch u o
a gap between her work an ; i oy
i : 't allowed to sleep before reaching the
by staying up later. I wasn'ta _ A e el
i d strip would be rolled aroun
ched. In the mornings, the completed i Feps
i h our work. It would take us betwe :
of the loom and we would continue wit . st
i s sold, my aunt would give m
davs to finish one rug. Once 1t was sold, T i
Zrlr]:c(aini)sz j:gtsenough for me to buy a pair of shoes for my brother or clothes for my

sister. My aunt provided us with food and lodging.

The wool was bought at the souk. After washing the \lﬂ\éogl, my c;nt]t?; :vvti;:li
i ide the white, which would be use a
sort it by hue. She used to leave asi T N e ot T BB
‘ d then she would prepare the mixture whic P e tt
glf&ef?hat are very typical of Kairouan rugs called A!ouchg. The(;)nde t5:()1’1(1)ﬁ,t 3?1
the otiwr hand. would be of many colours; we would call in the dyers ¢

red, green, pink or blue shades.

. s Borrooet
During the tourist season, which correponds to Fhe Vslf)lgea; tl?drrI\:E; ;,
demand would increase considerably, and WE woul(_i aslfntlor ijeredpzid g
i ing ¢ ve until the evening. 1hey
would come in the morning and wea : : .
daily, oron a piece rate, and we would provide them breakfast and lunch

The sabbahat were urban women, }iving a hardN}ife: wtlifr)i‘g; ;rn:-ie :;’]e;:
1 ing for ways of earning a bit of money. My aunt hz g
ik ot an: my aunt used to send me for her
workers. One of them was an older woman; Ty aut : ARl
58 k. like cleaning or carding
time she needed her. For less _dellcate work, : :
f\:::gg tlhe Bedouins from the Zlass tribe would be called in to work for us.

So my daily routine used to be: wake up early in thi rr;o;;nlrrlltgl,ugie}f)?lo e;
breakfast for the family, clean the house, _do the laundry, (1111;0% D ﬂgle N
the sabbahat, then make lunch for the farmly, and_at around 2:
start weaving, and continue until late in the evening.

- The wor a})ﬂf i Arabic meal morning, dnd tn this conte xt sab ahat g s pa d
{ C 2, b f!e.” nates pai
JI he d Y 1 A bi 2(S nung,

women workers who start very early in the morming.
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I wanted to work on my own account, not for my aunt; but for that I needed
a loom and capital to buy wool. I once dared to ask my aunt if she could pay me a
decent sum for the work that I put in. She became terribly angry, and after that beca-
me even stricter in her attitude towards me. My maternal grandmother tried in vain
to have us to stay with her. To become independent, I tried working ouside with other
women. My aunt’s response was quick: she decided not to pay for our food. I was
back to square one and had to apologise to her. Things returned to the way they were.

Years passed by, and I did not even realise how long until a neighbour
came to ask for my hand for her son. She was a very nice woman who used to
help me. My aunt agreed immediately, but my uncle refused. He said that if I
wanted to marry someone from outside of the family, I had to pay back all the
money that they had spent on me during the eight years I lived with them. I can’t
deny my aunt stood by me. She tried convincing him that during all those years
I worked for her. He replied “she has been working for you not for me”.

He said that he wanted me to marry a cousin of his. This man was so
much older than me, and I had been calling him ‘uncle’ for years. He was a lazy
man, who used to work maybe one day out of six. My aunt was not happy with
his decision and asked her husband “he is very lazy, why do you want to make
Mahbouba’s life even more difficult than it is?”. My uncle’s quick reply was
“once he starts a family, he will be all right”.

It would be useless to tell you how much I opposed his decision. I was so
upset at my uncle’s attitude that I locked myself in my room for three days. I told
him I would kill myself. When they broke down the door to get me out, I ran
straight to the well to throw myself in and finish with all this. My aunt called my
grand-mother to calm me down and to persuade me to marry this ‘uncle’. My
grandmother kept on repeating: “if you get married, you can finally leave this
house and your aunt, you will have a husband who will feed and take care of you.

You will have your own house, you will be the mistress of the house”. My grand-
mother’s voice went droning on and on...

Since she was the only person that I trusted and that I felt loved me sincere-
ly, I finally accepted, mainly not to disappoint her and not to cause her any pain.

The marriage took place, and we settled down and rented a room. The room
was on the second floor of a house, and the landlady - an old woman - lived on the
first floor. As if I was doomed to be followed by bad luck, one week after our mar-
riage, my husband fell sick. My poor grandmother used to bring us food. After living
for two months like that, I decided to start weaving again. My grandmother brought
me an old loom and some wool. The neighbours were so surprised to see a young
bride working so soon after marriage: in Kairouan, a woman spends her first year
marriage without working. It is a sign of the bride’s happiness and well-being; her

husband’s duty is to satisfy her fully emotionally and financially. I used the excuse
that I was weaving as a passtime.
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My husband was advised to go to the Hamma of Gabes!, the hot springs
that were known to be miraculous and to heal all illness. My grandmother pre-
pared a lot of food, and I sold my abana (a large wool blanket). We rented a room
in a boarding house. Our neighbours were a family from Sfax (in the Centre-East
of Tunisia). The woman was very friendly and we had a good time together.
When my husband’s treatment was oOver, she invited us to her home in Sfax,
where we spent two days on the way back home.

When we got back, my husband’s health started to improve slowly, and 1
went on weaving. One day, my husband found a building job in Sousse and he
wanted me to go there with him.

My aunt reminded him that there were certain clauses in marriage
contracts in Kairouan: a Kairouan woman is exempted from doing work that 18
considered as degrading, such as milling grain or baking bread in the tabouna?.
She is also under no obligation to follow her husband if he decides to leave
Kairouan. My husband replied that he had my full approval and consent, and
convinced my aunt. However, she insisted that I could not take any furniture, car-
pets, or blankets. I left with a simple little bag, and took my sister, Beya, with me,
not knowing what to expect.

In Sousse, we were lodged by my husband’s employer in an unfinished
house. My husband would leave for work every momning, and would carefully lock
us up. The neighbours were curious. I was able to talk to them over the wall of the
courtyard and I told them our story. Noticing that I was pregnant, they got organised
to help us. Every day, they would send over a basketful of food using a rope.

The day Farhat Hached? was assassinated, a general strike was organised
by the Tunisian resistance movement. The French soldiers were all over the city,
while we were locked in our room, scared to death. One of my neighbours asked
her husband, who was in the police, if he could do anything to end our confine-
ment.“A young woman and pregnant at that, locked up in these times is inadmis-
sible”, she said to her husband. He found my husband, and by threatening him,
managed to convince him to stop locking us up.

After that, I was able to invite my neighbours home, send my sister to buy
things... My neighbours would leave their children with me when they went shopping.

1- Southeastern Tunisia.
2- A clay oven traditionally used to bake bread in Tunisia
3- Farhat Hached, a trade union leader, was assassinated in 1 952 by a colonial terrorist organisation.
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Slowly, taking care of these children led to my opening a Dar Maalma!, where [
would teach these young girls rug-weaving, while my sister would teach them chab-
ka2. They would either pay me or bring me things, such as eggs, oil, sugar.

This allowed me to prepare for my baby. I bought an outfit and a pram.
The day my baby was born, my neighbours took care of everything, calling the
mid-wife and bringing bsissa®. They organised a meal, each one bringing a dish.
My son came into the world, surrounded by all this warmth and joy, despite the
absence of my family, from whom I did not have any news.

One evening, just when we were about to fall asleep, 1 heard someone
knocking at the door. T heard my husband say “sorry, there is no one called
Mahbouba here”. I quickly ran to the door, and recognised my brother’s voice.
My husband apologised for not recognising him, he hardly knew him.

My brother told us how long it took him finding us in a big city like
Sousse. He had come to invite us to his wedding. My husband was busy with his
work, so Beya, my baby and I ended up going.

In Tunis, my brother’s mother-in-law-to-be refused to put us up in her house,
saying that my brother had never told her that he had two sisters, so the neighbours
put us up. After the ceremony, my other brother, who was saddened by the way we
had been treated, suggested we leave Sousse andmove to Tunis. I could help you
out and we could finally all be together”, he said. I forgot to mention that my father
remarried a woman my age and was living in Tunis as well.

My brother rented a room for us. My husband joined us in Tunis soon after-
wards. He came without my belongings. He didn’t even bring my son’s pram. When
I questioned him, he said that he had sold everything.

And then, everything started all over again: the poverty, the unemployment...
My brother did his best to help us out. Beya had been accepted in a school for nurses,
that had just opened at that time. She was accepted in a boarding-house and did not
live with us. My brother, who had dreamed of seeing us all reunited, had to leave the
country. His boss, a Jewish Tunisian, had just moved to France, and sent my brother
a contract for work in France. This was shortly after independence, in 1960, and just
after I gave birth to my daughter.

1- An ancient institution, a sort of school for young girls run by a woman recognised as an
honest house-keeper and good embroiderer, rug-maker etc. She takes in girls to impart her skills
to them.

2- Lace-making.

* 3- Flour made from grilled cereals and spices, which is eaten mixed with olive oil and sugar and

traditionally given to people coming to bring congratulations on a birth.
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_ There I was all alone, without any support, and on top of it with the studies
0? Beya to pay for. I went to look for a job. The community leader suggested my wor-
king as a maid in a family. A piece of wood on the door of our room prevented my
son from getting out to the common courtyard of the oukala'. There was always some
neighbour to look after my daughter, who was only a couple of months old.

) The lady of the house, may God bless her soul, was a nice, generous and sen-
sitive woman. My work was appreciated. One day, while I was working, without my
even being aware of it, my breasts had spilt some milk, and you could, see two big
stains of the mxlk on my dress. My boss cried “But Mahbouba, you are breastfee-
ding? Where is your baby?”. I burst out crying. I was so embarrassed. And then I told
her“that I had two children that I had been leaving all alone in the room of the ouka-
la. “Tomorrow, you will come here with your two children”, she ordered me. She
gave me an old pram and prepared a comer in the room where I could leave the‘chil—
dren while working. Since she herself had a baby, I asked her if I could breast-

feed him as well. Now “my son” i i
S : y son” is a good-looking man, and he runs a café i
downtown Tunis. he

: Always considerate and eager to help me out, my boss let me have more
ﬂex1.ble hours so that I could work in other people’s houses as well. There were, in
particular, two or three Italian families that used to ask for me. ,

_ One day, I noticed that I was pregnant again. At that time there were no
birth conFrol or abortions. I took a traditional remedy that was supposed to stop
pregnancies. Thfe result: I got inflamed ovaries and was in terrible pain. I Wel;t to
hospital immediately, where I spent 25 days. My neighbours took célre of m
daughter, feeding her biscuits soaked in milk. ’

After my sickness, I couldn’t work the same as before. 1 i i
i ; | t . I got tired easily and
could not do any of the h_ard, physical cleaning work. Fortunately, this coincidedywith
the end of Beya’s scl_loolmg. She obtained a qualification in nursing and a position as
a nurse in Babouch, in the North-West of the country.

My l?rpther was opposed to her decision to go to Babouch. At that time, a
young g1.r], living on her own, even for the purpose of work, was not well look;d
upon. With the complicity of my father, we decided to go against my brother’s
wishes. It was only after 11 months that Beya received her first salary. Since then, at
the end of the month, she would send us a bit of money. ’

]';l Anl oukala” is a former large bourgeois house in the médina (old town) rented out very

2, ) g b B age s

cheaply by the room to poor families, who share common facilities and usually live in squalid
overcrowded conditions. L
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In the meantime, I had a third child, a daughter, and I had to find a way
of earning money without leaving the house. I improvised by offering laundry
services. I contacted several single people living in Tunis: traders from Cap Bon
(a region in the North-East), students of the Great Mosque... I would go to their
places to pick up their dirty laundry. [ would wash them, sew on missing buttons
or do minor repairs, and fold them carefully. I would sort the clothes according to
the clients and then deliver them to their places. I would receive one or two
Dinars. I would pass by the markets and buy stuff, go home where the house and
all the rest would be waiting for me, while my husband would spend his days
sleeping or wasting his time.

One day, it might have been in 1962, our community was astounded by
terrible news: the authorities had decided to knock down the neighbourhood and
rebuild it. We were ordered to leave. Each family received compensation of 30
Dinars. My neighbours and I decided to organise ourselves to find a new place to
live. Each of us tried to find a house big enough to shelter four families. It was
Habiba who found this house right in the heart of the souk.

The rooms of the ground floor had more light and were in better condition. In
one of the rooms, an Italian family were living, but were about to leave Tunisia per-
manently. T knew that by choosing the room on this floor, T was likely to benefit from
a housing that could be independent. But Habiba, who had found the house, wanted
it as well. I convinced her to let me have the floor, explaining that my sister was in the
public sector, and often had to receive people, and that we needed an agreeable and
well-furnished place. Though Habiba consented, her husband demanded a ‘finder’s

fee’ which I had to pay.

I continued laundering for bachelors. I was doing well. I was able to save
money, without ever depriving my children of anything. I would buy them new
clothes for celebrations, and from time to time meat and fish.

It was a happy coincidence that I started a new job. I had a neighbour who
used to do this sort of work and who lived on the first floor of our house. His wife
had just given birth, and as a neighbour it was my duty to help her out every mor-
ning. Her husband suggested my working for him, and selling items to women in
their houses. I accepted, just to try it out. He gave me two pieces of cloth that I
sold the same day. I sold it to a neighbour, which meant that I never even left my
neighbourhood. And I earned a commission of 10 Dinars.This sum was pretty
high compared to what I had been making in laundry services.
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It is actually a curious coincidence, since my grandmother was a ** dallalal’
in Kairouan. She used to receive toiletries and jewelry from middle-class women and
sell them to other women. On top of a commission, she used to receive gifts, especial-
ly food. My poor grandmother gave me everything she had, God bless her soul.

My “boss™ started to give me more and more items to sell. He apprecia-
ted my ability in selling and my honesty.

This work has certain risks. I had, one time, a big bag full of slippers,
imported from Libya. I left it in the tent of a street-seller that I knew. It was in
Hafsia?, before the rebuilding of the neighbourhood. I took two or three samples
and went around the souk trying to see if anyone wanted to order these slippers.
The shop-keepers asked for a dozen pairs. I returned to the tent (where I had kept
the stuff) when suddenly three men came in... They were inspectors. They confis-
cated everything, except for my goods, which were hidden. I thanked God for
saving me and I sold all the slippers and received 50 Dinars for this transaction.

Unfortunately, we do not always get away that easily. I also had to deal with
the police. One day, my boss had imported gold necklaces with pendants engraved
with the name of Allah. He gave me 12 pieces. Since selling gold was forbidden, he
was arrested and taken to the police station. There, he could think of no better defen-
se than to inform on me. When I returned home that day, my neighbour (the wife of
my boss) was crying and told me that two policemen had come to their room to
check everything, from top to bottom. They couldn’t do a check in my room since I
was absent and the door to my room was locked. They told her that they wanted me
to come to the police station the next day, first thing in the morning.

I couldn’t sleep all night. I cried and cried and begged my neighbours to take
care of my children, especially of Radhia who was only a couple of months old at
that time. I was resigned to the idea of going to prison for trying to make a living,
but I could not bare the idea of my baby in prison with me. The next morning, I arri-
ved to the station, trembling with fear. I have to tell you that the policemen were very
nice to me. I spent the morning being questioned, then waiting, and then being re-
questioned. In the evening, I was allowed to return home. After a horrible month of
worry, I had to pay a fine of 60 Dinars, and the affair was closed.

I- "Dallalah” is a door-to-door sales person. The dallalah buys goods requested by the client and
then delivers them to the client’s home. It is an activity that has traditionall y been reserved for women.
Mahbouba's grandmother was a dallalah who specialised in trading second-hand items. In cases
such as hers, the goods are given to the dallalah by middle-class women and sold 1o poorer women,
She gains a small commission fee for the sale.

2- Hafsia: an area in the Medina in Tunis.
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This unfortunate incident taught me a lesson, and I opened my eyes to the
cowardice of my partner, who had literally ‘sold” me to the police. I decided to
fly with my own wings and to work alone. My first destinatio_n was Ll‘by‘a, where
I went with several of my neighbours, who were used to this sort of trip. After
that, my son started to accompany me, until I got used to it and startff:d to travel
by myself. I started to go to different places: Morocco, Italy', Algeria... Turkey
wasn’t in fashion at that time. I used to go on two or three trips a year. I_would
bring back ‘marriage sets’: that is sheets, china, 1amp§, domestic appliances,
clothes, shoes. Sometimes my clients would ask for precise stuff; but most of the
time I trusted my taste and intuition in choosing the items to ‘import’. I made
quite a bit of money, thank God. My situation improved and I opened a bank
account with a view to buying a house.

One day, my sister saw an article in the newspaper, a?nnouncing a-housing
programme, by SNIT! you had to pay an advance of 540 D:nars and '_wait for the
building to be finished. I registered in the programme, but did not receive the keys
to the house until three years later. We were asked to pay a second lump-sgm of
800 Dinars. Several people dropped out of the programme because‘ they did not
have that kind of money. In the initial contract (of the programme) this sum hadn’t
been mentioned, and it was written that after the first sum, a monthly payment had
to be made over a period of 15 years. Well, thank God, I had the money thanks to
my work.I obtained a small house in Hay Ettahrir2, one floor with three rooms,
without the enclosure wall. I built the wall and a garage. I did not want to leave
my house, situated in the middle of the souk, near my clients and suppliers, and
where the rent was not much. On the other hand, I could not rent out the new ho'use
until I had finished paying for it. I decided that my daughter, Rabiaa, who had just
got married, would live there.

Four years later, T had saved a bit of money, which I deci‘ded to inves‘t in
adding another floor, to enlarge the house. The town hall refused to issue a permit to
me since I was not officially the landowner yet. To get such ilpermn, I wo_uld have
had to pay the entire sum. [ paid the remaining 850 Dinars, and asked a businessman
to take care of the work. Today, I own a house composed of four separate apart-
ments, I rent out three of them and my son and his family live in the fourth.

1- SNIT: Société Nationale Immobiliére de Tunisie. Tunisian National Building Society.
2- Hay Ettahrir: a working-class area in Tunis.
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Now I cannot travel any longer. I just don’t have the strength. All the
goods you see here are given to me by the traders of the souk. They all know me
well and respect me. “Take all you want, and you can pay back when you have
sold it, if you can’t sell some, you can return it”, they all tell me.

I continue on as before, selling on credit. It is my daughter who takes care
of the accounts, since my memory is not too good any more. My daughter records
everything in a ledger, and she is the one who goes and goes to see the clients
who do not pay up at the end of every month.

I have to tell you this job has given me a lot. Thanks to my work, I own
real estate, which brings in rents. I can say that now I feel totally sheltered from
poverty, thank God. It has also allowed me to go abroad, discover new countries,
and to meet a lot of men and women, who have become good friends.
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MHENIA

My name is Mhenia; I am 42 years old. I was born in El Kef (in the North-
West of Tunisia), but I moved to the capital around 13 years ago. I come from a
family of farmers. Although all my sisters moved to Tunis, my brothers continue
to farm in El Kef. My father is dead, but my mother is still alive. She sent me a
letter recently, saying that she was sick and asking me to-bring her to Tunis.

Although my parents were conservative, they thought it was important for all
of us to receive an education so I completed primary and secondary school. I have been
married twice. My first marriage - to a divorced man I barely knew - lasted two and a
half years. My first husband is from El Kef. Our families lived quite far away though,
which explains why I did not know him very well. He asked for my hand, I accepted,
and we got married quickly.

Two weeks after our wedding, a lawyer came to our house. I discovered
then that my husband had been married several times before. He was, and still is,
an unstable man. He is the type who gets married and divorced quickly. He likes
to have a new wife every few years.

He hadn’t been paying alimony to his latest ex-wife, which is why the
lawyer came to our house. His ex-wife was demanding 1600 Dinars. I was very
upset at discovering what sort of man my husband was. We were not very well-off
and paying 1600 Dinars put us in several financial straits. I had to sell my jewelry
and other belongings, because my husband was penniless. I was terribly unhappy
being married to him. Two years into our marriage, my husband decided to divorce
me and marry someone else. To avoid paying alimony, he tried to make it sound as
if I was the one who had abandoned him. He took advantage of my absence - I had
gone to stay at my parents’ house for a while - to call a lawyer and pretend that I had
left him. His plan did not work out. The court ruled in favour of me and he was obli-
ged to pay me alimony. Thank God, I never had any children with him..

After the divorce, I was still young. I came to Tunis to find a job and start
a new life. I lived with my elder sister, who was married by then. I soon found a
job as a secretary in a company. Unfortunately, I did not work for long. I was very
happy with my job but my family didn’t approve. They wanted me to get married
again. I started to get pressured into marrying my brother-in-law’s nephew. I mar-
ried him in 1983. But it wasn’t so much that I chose him, more like he was cho-
sen for me.
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He was divorced as well. His first wife had left him, leaving him to take
care of three children; two boys and a girl. One of the arguments my sister used
to convince me to marry him was that I would be doing a good deed by taking
care of the three children, abandoned by their mother. She also said that since [
cannot have children (I have medical problems), my step-children would be able
to give me comfort and love, and I would have someone to take care of me when
I got older.

Soon after my marriage, I knew I was going to have a hard time, yet again.
First, my husband’s ex-wife decided to come to our house and take my step-
daughter away. She then started demanding money from my husband. If he did not
pay her 800 Dinars, he ran the risk of going to prison. Two days after he paid her
the money, she came to our house with a lawyer. She took everything from the
house, except for my personal belongings. T was left with nothing at all in the
house, except a mattress. I did not even have an oven to cook dinner that night.

I then found out that my husband had rented a flat for her and that he had
been visiting her on a regular basis. When I confronted him and accused him of lea-
ding a double life, he told me that the only reason he had been visiting her flat was
to see his daughter. He wanted to have custody of his daughter. For two years 1 kept
silent, despite the humiliation that I felt. His ex-wife then decided to bring her
daughter back to our house.

I brought up all his children as if they were of my own blood. The boys now
work in the post office with their father. They are trainees but they are paid. The girl
works in a factory; she is a trainee and is learning to sew. The children did not fini-
sh school. When they came to live with my husband and me, it was in the middle
of the school year. The schools were all full and they could not register. 1 tried to
get them in, but to no avail.

One of the boys is in prison now. He rented a motorcycle, and then lent it to a
friend of his, who had an accident. The rental company accused him of fraud for sub-
letting the motorcycle. Every time I visit him in prison, it breaks my heart. He keeps on
pleading with me not to forget him, and to try to get him out of prison. We have contac-
ted a lawyer, who is charging us 150 Dinars.

I have been working all my life. At the beginning of our marriage, my
husband made me give up my job as a secretary. I started to work at home baking
bread. Since my husband did not like me going out of the house, I used to ask my
step-son to sell the bread on the street. I used part of the proceeds to buy the
ingredients. I would give the rest of the money to the family; I have never done
anything for myself. It was always for the others. Even after marrying, I would
satisy others’ needs and wishes.

The children love me a lot and call me mummy. The boy who is in prison
always tells me, “you are the only one that cares about me. I have no one except
you”. I visit him very often. His own mother doesn’t even go to see him in pri-
son. I am sure she would like to visit her children more often, particularly the boy
in prison. She has remarried and I suppose her husband is the one who stops her
from seeing her children. He is probably afraid she will see her ex-husband. He
doesn’t want that to happen.

Talking about my life and remembering everything that has happened
makes me wonder how I managed to survive all these events. But thanks to God’s
mercy, things have been really working out lately.

To get back to my story, I baked bread for a while, and then decided to chan-
ge my activity. I wasn’t making much money baking bread. On top of that, the boy
always used to keep some of the money for himself, mainly to buy cigarettes. He used
to come home and say, “I lost some of the money today”.

I decided to make briks!, instead of baking bread. Usually, that brings in
money mostly during Ramadhan but I managed to make a profit all year long,
selling to grocers in the markets. Then I decided to sell directly instead of going
through a middleman.

After a while, I decided to change again. Although I was making money
selling briks, I was physically tired all the time. I decided to sell vegetables. The
women | used to meet at the market had explained to me that I needed a permit
to sell vegetables.

I went to the town hall to obtain a permit. At the entrance, two men came
up to me and asked me what I was looking for. When I told them, they said, “we
are responsible for issuing permits”. They told me it cost 20 Dinars, which I han-
ded over immediately. I discovered later that the paper I got was not a permit; they
had played a trick on me. When I figured out I had been duped, I started to look for
the two men, I found one of them and told him that if he did not return the money
immediately I would take him to the police. I scared him so much that he returned
my money.

. I went back to the town hall to get a proper permit. I met there a man who
tried chatting me up. He told me that if 1 was nice to him he would get me a per-
mit, provide me with a truck and anything else I needed.

- Brik: a thin pancake
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That was when 1 realised that I would have to depend on myself, that
others would take advantage of me if I continued being taken for a shy and confu-
sed woman. I went back again to the town hall and knocked on every door until
I found the director. He registered my request, I paid five Dinars, and finally got
the permit.

I needed capital to be able to rent a place to sell vegetables. My husband helped
me out. I rented a small place next to my house, for 15 Dinars a month. I made an arran-
gement with the market-vendors; they used to buy me vegetables - tomatoes, onions,
green peppers, and potatoes - and chicken and eggs in bulk. I would then transport the
goods, by myself, on a wheelbarrow, from the market to my ‘store’.

In the beginning, my business worked well but then I ran into difficulties. I
used to sell everything on credit, and had a hard time getting my money back from
the clients. Besides that, I did not have that many clients; I realised that the women
preferred going to the outdoor market where they could walk and meet other
wornen rather than go to a store. At the end of each day, I had goods left over. Since
I had no fridge, and it was hot, the vegetables used to spoil easily. I was in a vicious
circle: the less I sold, the more the vegetables perished, and the less clients I had.
After four months, I decided to change the location of my business. I rented a dif-
ferent place - for twice the price - in a more crowded area. I thought I would attract
more clients. However, my business did not improve.

I decided to look for something else. A friend of mine told me there was
a woman looking for a maid. She told me the job pays well, and that the woman
was very nice and would help me. I'd never worked in that kind of job before.
Anyway, we went together to meet my employer.

About two weeks after I started working for her, she told me I was not
cleaning the floor properly. She forbade me to use the mop, and told me I should
clean the floor on my knees. I looked at her and I was very upset; I took my bag
and was ready to leave. I told her I was never going to do this sort of work again,
that she could keep the money she owed me. She realised then that she had to
treat me fairly, that I wouldn’t put up with her unfair behaviour. She apologised
and 1 stayed on. I was paid 65 Dinars per month for cooking, ironing, cleaning,
feeding her children and everything else. I used to work daily until 3:00. I wor-
ked for her for 6 months, then I left.

Then I thought, “why am I wasting my permit. It is an opportunity for a
business”. I had saved some money. I decided to sell second-hand clothes. I
thought it would be a good business for me. Clothes do not spoil easily like vege-
tables: if I couldn’t manage to sell them immediately, I can keep them until the
next season. I changed my permit.
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Every time I changed activities, I was the one who decided. I get the ideas
by myself. However, I always talk to other women in the market and the neigh-
bourhood to see what they were doing and how they were getting by. All the
women are coping, making ends meet, despite all their problems. Talking to other
women always helped me. Women have changed. I do not think it is the fault of
men that this change has taken place. It’s because we live in a very difficult
world. Even when the men go to work, it doesn’t mean the family can get by.
Once you have paid for the rent, food, clothes, what is left of your money?

My husband told me that [ didn’t need to work and to tire myself. I decided
to work anyway. We needed the money and I wanted to work. At that time, my niece
used to work in a factory. Her director’s wife owned a second-hand clothes shop. I
used to buy clothes from him, and sell them from my house. I realised, though, that
I was not making much money by working that way. The director used to sell me
the clothes item by item, instead of in bulk. And I'had to pay for transportation every
time I went to buy the items.

Slowly, I learned by myself the ways of this business. I stopped buying
clothes from the director. I started to go to the souks and buy bundles of clothes
by myself. By now, I have become quite an expert in choosing which bundles to
buy. The bundles that contain the best clothes cost more; they cost from 200 to
250 Di_nars. I buy several different kinds of bundles. They are divided according
to the items: that is, one bundle contains men’s wear, another women'’s wear, etc.

‘ I decided this time to sell in the outdoor market directly, instead of ren-
ting a place. Some of the people in the neighbourhood sell various items from
their houses. They convert their garage, which looks out on the street, into a store.
However, our house is a bit far away and besides it is too small. We do not own
our house. We rent it; we pay 75 Dinars per month. My sister and her family rent
a room in the same house; they pay 40 Dinars per month. We share the kitchen.
It is very practical. Plus, my sister always helps me out. She prepares meals for
my family as well as hers, when I am out at the market.

I sell in the market of Hay Intilaka (a neighbourhood near Hay
Ettadhamen). I have a mat, where I lay out the clothes. In one part, I lay out
shoes, for example and on another, children’s and babies’ clothes. Customers
often stop at my place, because they know that they can find a wide selection.
Once in a while, women from the neighbourhood drop in to my house to give me
clothes of theirs they want to sell. If I manage to sell them, we share the profit.

IfI have‘ clothes that remain unsold, I leave them in storage for a while,
and then try again later. Several years ago, I noticed that quite a lot of people had

problems storing their products. I got together with five sellers - three men and
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two women - and we decided to rent a room together near the market, where we
store our goods at the end of each day. Our houses are too small to store all our
products. We carry our items to the room with a wheelbarrow.

Even when you buy expensive bundles, you risk finding several poor qua-
lity items. This annoys some clothes-vendors, as if the items are a waste. I do not
throw these items away; I re-sell them to dealers who collect these ‘leftovers’. 1
do not know exactly what they do with these unsold items: either they pack them
up again into another bundle or recycle them.

I have an excellent relationship with the other vendors; they are all nice to
me and respect me - including the male vendors. It was not always easy. In the
beginning, the male vendors were suspicious of the women; they can sometimes be
aggressive. I remember, when I first started working in the market, I had a fight
with one of the men. He came up to me and said, “even in this business, women are
trying to take over men’s job; go away; we do not want any women around”. I
replied calmly that I had the right to sell wherever I wanted to; and that if I had
nowhere else to sell from, I would put all my goods on his head. Since that inci-
dent, he has changed his behaviour towards me - he now treats me with respect.

There are a lot of women in the market nowadays. Some of the women
sell clothes, others vegetables... One of my sisters sells in the market as well; she
sells plates, china, glass... All of us women talk to each other. At the end of the
day, we discuss whether our sales were any good.

I don’t have a bank account, but I will be opening one soon, God willing. I
am saving money in order to buy a house. I also want to expand my business. I like
clothes-vending. I feel comfortable and in a way it is a structured activity. The
people from the town hall come and ask how things are; they never cause us any
problems. One way for me to improve my business is by solving transportation.
If I had my own means of transportation, a truck for example, I could sell in diffe-
rent markets. Some markets are only open in certain days; if I had a truck I could
work every day. In the meantime, I sell in two markets. One of the woman I rent
the storage place with has suggested sharing transportation costs. She knows a man
who owns a truck. If we pay for the cost of the fuel, he is willing to take us around.

I have been an active member of the shooba (the local committee of the
governing political party) for several years. I joined because there are a lot of
women who have serious difficulties and I want to do my best to help them. In
certain cases, women have major problems but do not know what to do except to
cry. They can see no solutions to their problems and they have no one to turn to.
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No one listens to them. I was elected for a post a while ago. Several people nomina-
ted me for the local elections. They were sure that I was going to win. Just imagine,
a woman from this neighbourhood winning an election! I still can’t believe I won.

My responsability consists in taking down the names of women who have
come to theshooba to request help. I check their cases, see which sort of problem
they have and what possible solutions theshooba can offer them. A lot of women
are in dire need. There was one woman whose husband had left her and her new-
born baby. He does not send them any money. And the poor woman doesn’t even
have any milk for her baby, and she can’t even breastfeed. She is waiting for her
husband to pay alimony so she can get coupons for milk... I felt very bad for her,
her husband running out on her and all. A man waits until the woman becomes
pregnant and then leaves, he can do whatever he likes...

I spend a lot of time worrying, thinking about what are we're going to live
on. I can’t say “I have a husband” and not do anything. I can’t depend on other
people. I believe you always have to be able to manage on your own.

Mhenia and her elder sister, Zohra, have each received and
repaid two ‘consecutive loans from ENDA’s small credit pro-
gramme to expand their businesses on the market. Encouraged
by Mhenia and Zohra, their third sister, Zakia, also has
applied and received a loan to start up a new business on her
own. They regularly follow the “business” classes and other
activities run at the community center “Espace 21" in M’nihla.
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AJMIA

My name is Ajmia. I am from Mornag (20 kms. from the capital). My parents
were cousins from the same region. I have three brothers and three sisters. Both of
my parents are dead. My mother died when I was young.

When my father died, we inherited some land. My sisters and I did not
accept our share of the land. We preferred to leave it to our brothers, since we were
all married by then. We felt that our brothers needed the land more than we did.
Two of my brothers were not married at that time. My sisters and I helped them
and we married them off. Even one of my sisters, who has a lot of financial pro-
blems, helped them out, bringing them couscous and flour. Now the three of them
are married and work on the land. And you should see how we all get along in the
family. I wish I had some pictures to show you, three of them holding me and kis-
sing me. Whenever we have a chance - wedding, funeral, or religious festivals -
we all get together. I love my brothers a lot.

I didn’t study at all. Even the boys didn’t study. At that time, there were no
schools around. My father used to say “which Arab would send his children to school”.
Only the French and Italians used to send their children to school.

My husband is not a relative. It was actually an amusing coincidence that
I met him at all. My father was a hunter and he often used to hunt with the man I
was later to marry. They used to hunt together and then come to our house once in
a while. I was about ten years old when I met him for the first time. He was about
thirty at that time, and wanted to get married. At the beginning, he wanted to marry
my elder sister. Just as he was planning to ask for her hand, his sister-in-law fell
sick and went to the hospital. It wouldn’t have been appropriate for him to get
engaged when someone from the family was not well. By the time his sister-in-
law recovered, my sister was already engaged to someone else. He knew our fami-
ly well by then and he decided to wait until I was older to ask for my hand. We
married when [ was 16 years old. By then, we knew each other quite well.

You should see my husband; you could take him for my father. He’s 70
and I’m 52. My husband was poor when we first got married. We lived with my
brother-in-law for six years. I didn’t get along with his wife at all. She was not
a very nice person; she would have tantrums all the time. When my husband
noticed that I was unhappy living with them, we decided to live somewhere else.
We moved into my sister-in-law’s brother’s house. I was on very good terms
with him; the day of my marriage my mother went up to him and said:
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“I am leaving her in your hands; take good care of her”. 1 used to treat him
as if he were my own father. His wife, however, was jealous of me and told him that
she did not want us to live with them. We stayed with them for exactly a week. By
then I was fed up with moving around and not having a house of our own. I issued an
ultimatum to my husband: I told him that he either finds us a house of our own or 1
will leave him and live with my parents.

His niece had an empty house and let us live there. My husband did not
have much money, so we used to sleep on a mattress in that house. My husband
owns and runs a barber shop. He started the business in partnership with his bro-
ther. When his brother died, he decided to give half the profit from the business
to his sister-in-law. He has always spent every bit of money he has on his bro-
ther’s children. One of his nephews is an engineer now and the other is a lawyer.
He loves his nephews more than he loves his own son.

I never complained that he didn’t pay sufficient attention on his own son.
I did not want to cause any problems. If T had complained that he spent more on
his nephews than on us, it would have seemed as if I wanted to separate him from
his own family. That is why I never said anything, even though we had nothing,
not even a real home.

I managed to buy a house thirty years ago. When we were still living in
my brother-in-law’s house, I was given two sheep, one alive and one slain. It is
customary in our region for the bride to receive sheep from her father. On my
father’s advice, I left the live sheep with him. It was a female and in the following
year, it gave birth to two lambs. My father bought me two more sheep as a gift.
Two years later, I had six sheep. I asked my father to sell some of them. With the

money, I asked him to buy a cow.

By then, I had decided that buying and selling sheep would provide me
with enough money to buy a house. I informed my husband of my decision.
When I bought the house, I registered it under both our names. He didn’t pay for
anything though. I bought 352 square metres of land, for 400 millimes a meter. |
sold all the sheep to buy the land. My husband wanted to sell his rifle so that we
can pay the construction workers. I refused, because I knew how much the rifle
meant to him. I told him that if he sold the rifle, it would be as if he was selling
a part of me. I sold my jewelry instead. We lived for years in a house that was
unfinished. For a short while, the house did not even have a roof; everything
would get all wet when it rained.

I had paid for the house so that I could lead a restful life. And I wanted to
live peacefully, out of the rain. When T became pregnant I started to think of my
child’s future. How was I going to feed, clothe and educate my child?
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[ used to spend a lot of time worrying and thinking. When I gave birth to my son,
I_received 30 Dinars. It is customary for a woman to receive money from fami-
lies and friends for the birth of her first child. I thought once again that the best
way for me to make money was to fatten up sheep. I asked my father to buy a
sheep for that sum. I got 50 Dinars when he sold it.

I decided that I was capable of buying and selling sheep on my own,
without my father’s help. I asked my husband to take me to the souk to buy more
sheep with the 50 Dinars. He refused to take me and he refused to even hear of
my going alone. I did not let his refusal deter me. I thought, “Forget it. Why
should I have to listen to him”. I decided to go on my own to the souk without
telling him. As the old proverb says, “a lie for a good cause is not a sin”.

I bought four sheep with the 50 Dinars. At that time however, [ was a
novice in the business: I had not even thought of how I was supposed to take the
animals back with me to Mornag. I had no money for the transport back home. 1
did not want to return one of the sheep; it would have been embarrasing in front
of all the men present. In the souk I met a butcher that I knew. I explained my
problem to him, and he offered to take the animals back to Mornag. I thanked
him. However, [ did not even have 100 millimes to take the bus home. I was too
ashamed to ask him for money. 1 started to walk back home. After several
minutes, I luckily bumped into a neighbour’s son. I asked him for money and arri-
ved home safely.

When 1 returned home and told my husband where I had been he was
very upset. “How could you go out the souk on your own?”, he kept on asking
me. He said that I was too young to go out on my own. I let him rant on without
even replying. I kept on thinking, “what do I care what he says or thinks”. I had
more important things to worry about: I had no place to graze the sheep.

Luckily at that time, Mornag was green and full of grass. I used to take
my son out with me once in a while, carrying him on my back while I was her-
ding. At other times, my husband used to take him to his shop to take care of him.
T used to go out with an older woman, who also owned sheep. She would tell me,
“you are young and attractive, you shouldn’t wear short clothes. You should wear
a maalia'. I bought one and started to wear it. The first time I wore it, I tied the
belt too tight around my waist, which made me look even more provocative than
my mini-skirt. After several tries, I finally managed to dress properly.

1- Maalia: a traditional costume worn by women farmers made of cloth wrapped around the body
and artached with two pins at the chest and a belt.
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Right before the Aid El Kebir! (which is the best time to sell sheep) I sold
the four I had bought at the souk for 115 Dinars. With that money, I bought 15
sheep. Each one of them gave birth to 2 or 3 lambs. I sold most of them and used
the money to hold a circumscision ceremony for my son. It was a good ceremo-
ny with music and tabbala2.

I received 115 Dinars from our families and friends for the occasion,
which I set aside as my capital. I went out to work on the land, until I saved
enough money to buy more sheep.

I started to become really good at this. When my husband noticed that the
sheep business was bringing money into the house, he stopped complaining about

my going out on my own. He shut up completely. He knew that I was using the
money for the home and that is for good use.

I started to go to the souk regularly. The markets were far away, and I star-
ted to hire a car to go to the markets. I started to meet a lot of people in the business;
I would go to the markets with them and they used to regularly invite me to their
houses. I always made a tidy profit. At the beginning I used to buy the sheep and rear
them for a whole year. And then I started to buy them four months before Aid so that
I could sell them when the demand was the highest. I went into parternship with a
man, in exchange for half of the profit, he would graze the animals. At that time, the
area surrounding our house was empty, and it was not difficult to graze the animals.

The neighbourhood started to get built up pretty quickly, which did not leave
much space to graze the animals. I had a friend who knew the door-keeper of the large
farm adjoining our house. We asked him if we could graze the animals at night when
no one was around. It was illegal because the animals would destroy the land. The
door-keeper accepted and that is how we ended up grazing the animals from midnight
to 5:00 in the moming. The first time, I was very scared, every time a bird flew by I
used to be spooked. But since no one ever caught us, I quickly lost my fear.

My husband was not very happy with what I was doing but I did not listen
to him. For this business, I did not need anyone’s advice. I never listened to him; I
knew what I was doing. I just let him talk and went on with what I was doing.

Although I was making money, I realised that the lack of available land was an
obstacle to enlargening my business. I started to think of another activity that would be
more profitable. I decided to make money by bringing goods from abroad into Tunisia.

I- Aid El Kebir: religious ceremony; sheep are ‘sacrified’.
2- Tabbala: an orchestra composed of drum-players and clarinettists.
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I got my first passport, but before I finally decided to leave, it had alrea-
dy expired. I was scared of leaving on my own and of what others might say. I
decided to do it anyway. I had my passport renewed. I informed my husband and
left to Morocco with a friend of mine. My first trip was very tiring, I came back
home almost dead. I stayed in Morocco for 12 days, hardly sleeping or eating. I
wasn’t used to travelling or working in this business. This was in the early 80s. I
spent my entire stay worrying about my son, who I left behind. I kept on imagi-
ning horrible scenes of him being in a car accident. I did it once, twice, and. star-
ted to get used to it. All in all, I have been to Morocco 13 times, Libya 5 times,
Algeria a couple of times and Turkey once.

I go to these countries by bus and train, stay there a couple of days, t_)u_y
men’s and women’s wear, clothes for children and babies, and come back to Tunisia
and sell them. My customers pay me in advance before I leave; they order things
from me. I have learned to buy the items according to my clients’ taste. I sell the
products from my house. I do not go out to the souk or sell door—‘to—door. As soon
as I get back from abroad, I take out a rope to hang the clothes from, anq lay out
crockery and curtains on a mat on the floor. On a table, I put the more fragile items
such as lingerie and perfume.

My customers are mainly young working women. My products sell very
fast, because my prices are reasonable. I buy at a certain price and calculate my pro-
fit margin; for example if I buy something for ten Dinars, I sell it for 30 or 40. My
clients buy on credit; it usually takes a while before I get all my money back.

I calculate everything mentally. My principle is that if I do not cheat, no
one will try to cheat me. God has provided me with an ability to buy and gell. I
will always know how to get by. I am very organised; 1 never touch my capital. I
do not put my money in the bank; I hide it at home. I always have between 2000
and 3000 Dinars, ready to be used for my business.

In Tunisia, you have a right to take between 50 and 100 Dinars each time
you go abroad. I used to take around 2000 Dinars every time. The country | pre-
fer is Morocco; Turkey is not that great a country to buy clothes. First of all, it 18
much more expensive than Morocco or Algeria. Second, it has a smaller range of
clothes, and lastly, I do not speak the language.

I never used to go by plane, not so much because it is mgch more
expensive, but because I do not know how to read and write; I cqn’t fill out the
forms. To go to Morocco, there are regular buses that leave Tunls on Saturday
at seven in the morning and arrive in Morocco Sunday evening. I never r_e:all—
se how long it takes us, because I sleep nearly throughout the entire night.
Sometimes, when I take private transport, it takes up to four days of travel.
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But it is very comfortable; the passengers sleep at night, during the day
we stop regularly for a break. The bus is equipped so we can cook our own meals.
On average, there are about 76 passengers, including 10 to 15 women. We all get
along during these trips. I do not mix much with the rest of the passengers
though. T was on good terms with Si Hammoudi, who organises these trips. He
helped me out a lot in the beginning. During our trips to Morocco, I rent a place
with him and his son. It is cheaper than staying in a hotel.

I have hardly ever had any problems with the customs. Except for once.
I'was on my way back from Morocco, and they stopped me in Tunis. Someone
had called the security, claiming that I was smuggling gold and drugs. I have
never figured out who had called. Anyway, they stopped me and checked every
carriage and person on the train. They kept all the passengers waiting from 10:00
in the evening to 5:00 in the morning. They held me even longer. They told me,
“Ajmia, show us what you have”. They inspected all my luggage and I had to go
through a personal check-up. I kept on asking them, “why have you arrested me?
What have I done?”. They replied that I would be informed later. “What you have
to tell me later, you can tell me now”, I replied. I was terrified and I felt as if I
was going to go out of my mind. I kept on thinking of what a scandal it would be
if T was locked up; how would my family and neighbours react? I told them that
they had kept me for a whole day and had not found anything, and that they
should let me go.

I'had 15 coffee pots and other items I had not declared. They asked me why
I did not declare these goods. I replied, “T do not know how to read or write, so [
had to ask someone to fill the list for me. If that person did not write everything I
told him, what can I do? I do not know what he wrote”. I continued, “if you still
think I have not obeyed the law, you can keep all the undeclared items”. They knew
I had not brought any illegal items, it showed on my face and the way I acted.

The director summoned me to his office. He said “you are going to tell
me now how the others bring in their goods with the limited amount of money
they are allowed to take out of the country”. “I only know Si Hammouda, the
organiser of these trips; I am barely on speaking terms with the others”, I
replied. “I know that Si Hammouda is responsible for taking out the currency of
the other passengers, in exchange of a commission fee of 5%, he told me. “In
my case, I take out the authorised sum of 50 Dinars, nothing more. I have a
nephew in Morocco who lends me money when I am there, and that I pay back
later. That is all I am going to tell you and nothing more”. In reality, I used to
take out more money, just like everyone else. But never have I smuggled any
illegal items or drugs. I never saw anyone else bringing in drugs either. Once or
twice, I looked for marijuana dealers; just out of curiousity of what marijuana -
which is said to be common in Morocco - looks like, but I have never succeeded.
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Since I did not ‘collaborate’ with the customs officer, I was charged 458
Dinars of duty instead of the 100 Dinars I usually pay.

I go on these trips less and less. The countries I used to go most often to
- Morocco and Libya - are going through a difficult period. I can’t go to Morocco
through Algeria any longer; the borders are closed. As for Libya, it has less to do
with the embargo - all the products are still available there - than with the attitu-
de of the customs officers. It is against Tunisian law now for a woman to leave
the country without a written permission from a male member of the family and
someone to accompany her'. If I did that, I would have to pay for this person’s
lodgings and food in Libya, which becomes way too expensive.

I also used to work part-time as a“harza” giving massages at the men’s
hammam (public bath). I sold beauty products such as shampoo, soap, combs and
brushes, as well. I am very good at buying and selling, thank goodness. After
having a fight with one of the harzas, I stopped working at the hammam. I have
returned to my first passion - buying, fattening and selling sheep.

With the money, I have earned I have been able to buy land and build this
house. My husband pays for the food and electricity and water bills, and I pay for
all the other expenses. I have been able to bring up my son decently with my
work. When he was in school, he always had a private tutor. When he was an ado-
lescent, he caused me quite a few problems; I regretted spoiling him so much.
Thank goodness, things have worked out for him after all. He has a respectable
career; he is a police officer.

My main concern nowadays is my son’s marriage, which will take place
next month. I am helping him out; but I am trying to make him responsible as
well. For example, I insisted that he buy the jewelry and furniture. As for me, I
am organising the ceremony.

After his wedding ceremony, I want to continue with my sheep business
and bring up my future grand-children. My next trip will be a pilgrimage to Mecca.

1- Ajmia explained that this law is applicable only to travel by land (not airplane) and that it is
mainly applied to “women like me who do not travel for ‘official’ business reasons”.
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