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Crisis and Reform in Tunisia in the 19th Century (2):
Establishment and Failure of the Constitutional System

Jiro MOMOI

Summary

In September 1857, the Husaynid dynasty of Tunisia promulgated the Ahd al-
Aman (the Fundamental Law). Like the Hatt-i humayun of the Ottoman Empire
in the previous year, it recognized equality under the law for all, including non-
Muslims, and the economic rights of foreigners. Additionally, in January 1861, the
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first constitution in the Islamic world was enacted in Tunisia, which shifted from a
paternalistic system of governance by the Bey to a constitutional system based on the
separation of powers, involving measures such as the creation of a Supreme Council
as a parliament and establishment of a new court system. These reforms were pushed
by the French Consul General Léon Roches and the British Consul General Richard
Wood.

However, in June 1856, a poll tax was introduced to cope with growing fiscal
expenditures. Moreover, since the promulgation of the Ahd al-Aman, France and
Great Britain had entered the Tunisian economy. While France gained large profits
from a water supply project in Tunis, it was a heavy burden for Tunisia. In 1859, the
first domestic bonds were issued to cover the construction costs, and in 1863, Tunisia
signed a loan contract with a French bank and issued foreign bonds. In March 1864,
the Tunisian government decided to double the poll tax to pay the foreign bonds,
causing revolts against the tax increase to break out in various parts of Tunisia.

In the economic field, the rivalry between France and Britain intensified. Britain
attempted to enter the Tunisian economy by establishing a bank in Tunisia, and in
October 1863, it concluded the Anglo-Tunisian Convention to secure closer ties with
the Tunisian government. France, which had historically maintained a strong influence
in Tunisia, felt threatened by these British actions and demanded the Tunisian
government to withdraw its reforms, including the constitution. In response to the
spread of the revolts and the French demands, the constitution was suspended in April
1864, and Tunisia’s constitutional system came to an end.

The Tunisian constitutional system of the mid-19th century, created by European
pressure, was thus thwarted, and it ultimately ended owing to the imperialist ambitions
of France.
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