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Introduction

In a wave of migration following the Second World War, many people from the 
Maghrib (Morocco, Algeria and Tunisia) moved to France as temporary workers, where, 
over time, they tended to settle with their families. Indeed, in what is considered to be the 
general pattern of migration from developing to developed countries, most of the migrants 
to France (and to Europe generally) have settled permanently in their host country(2).

However, some migrants, including those from Ghomrassen in southern Tunisia, have 
maintained their status as temporary workers in their host countries. Thus, although the 
transition theory of temporary to permanent migrants describes a general trend, it does not 
apply to all migrants.

Ghomrassen is located in the northern part of the Tataouine governorate in southern 
Tunisia (see Map). Many men from the region in specialized professions work as temporary 
migrants in Tunis and other cities in North Africa. Even today, most of the region’s migrants 
to France remain there on a temporary basis.

This case study examines migrants from Ghomrassen, focusing on why they maintain 
their status as temporary migrants when migrant workers from other regions mostly become 
permanent residents in their host countries. The originality of this paper lies in its analysis 

＊岩崎えり奈 ; Associate Professor, Faculty of Arts and Letters, Kyoritsu Women's University.

Temporary Migration from Ghomrassen, Southern Tunisia(1)

IWASAKI Erina＊



1
0

6
Tem

porary M
igration from

 G
hom

rassen, Southern Tunisia

of the structures of both the society of origin and the host society.
Among the many studies on migration patterns, two of the first and most renowned 

studies on migration from the Maghrib to France are those by Bourdieu (1963) and Sayad 
(1970). These two authors argued that the existence of a traditional family structure in the 
society of origin explains the continuation of temporary migration. The current paper is 
grounded in the work of these two researchers, but it focuses on the structure of a migrant 
community in the host society; neither Bourdieu nor Sayad analyzed the structure of 
migrant communities, nor have subsequent researchers. By analyzing the structures of both 
the home and host societies, this paper concludes that the importation of family structure 
into the host society helps migrants maintain the traditional family structure of their society 
of origin.

Section I gives an overview of the studies by Bourdieu and Sayad, which examined the 
determinants of temporary migration from the Maghrib, and assesses the importance of 
temporary migration in Tunisia. Section II presents the socioeconomic characteristics of 
Ghomrassen. Section III analyzes the structure of the society of origin in Ghomrassen, and 
Section IV examines the structure of a Ghomrassen migrant community in its host society.

Map  Location of Ghomrassen in Tunisia
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Ⅰ. Trends in Temporary Migration from the Maghrib to France

As mentioned, some of the earliest and most famous research on temporary migration 
from the Maghrib was conducted by Bourdieu (1963) and Sayad (1970). Both papers were 
case studies of the Kabylie region in Algeria. According to Bourdieu (1963) and Sayad 
(1970), in the rural Maghrib society, the traditional family structure is characterized by 
strong blood ties. In this society, migrants temporarily leave their families in the society of 
origin (Bourdieu 1963: 17) because individual decisions are made within the social and 
cultural order of the kinship group. Thus, the primary aim of migration is the ‘continuity 
and sustenance of rural community’ (Bourdieu and Sayad 1964: 94), and for the migrant it 
is ‘a task confined by his group’ (Bourdieu and Sayad 1964: 32). A migrant can leave 
because ‘the group bond and solidarity assure the protection of the family left behind during 
his absence’ (Bourdieu 1963: 17).

However, according to Bourdieu (1963) and Sayad (1970), the temporary migration 
pattern cannot continue indefinitely. Rather, it is assumed that it will be replaced by 
permanent migration(3). With the prevalence of capitalism, and because of the migration 
itself (the initial purpose of which was to maintain traditional structures), the traditional 
family structure characterized by kinship solidarity weakens (Bourdieu and Sayad 1964: 93, 
102). This occurs because labor in the host society, which is recompensed by wages, is 
assumed to have an individualistic nature. Therefore, migrants acquire individualistic values 
that contradict the collective values and norms of their societies of origin. As a result, 
traditions erode and migrants no longer maintain the temporary migration pattern (Sayad 
1970: 62–63).

Statistics appear to support the application of this hypothesis by Bourdieu (1963) and 
Sayad (1970) to those who migrate from the Maghrib to France. In 1974, France stopped 
receiving new labor migrants because of the economic crisis caused by the oil shock (Weil 
1991: 403). As a result, the number of new workers decreased drastically after 1974. 
However, the migration of families (spouses and children of migrant workers) continued.

Table 1 shows the increase in the percentage of migrants living with their families in 
France from 1975 to 1982. As seen, the proportion of ‘family households’ among foreigners 

Table 1 Proportions of ‘ordinary households’ and ‘collective households’ in France by nationality
1975 1982

Ordinary household
Collective 
household Total

Ordinary household
Collective 
household TotalFamily 

household
Non-family 
household

Family 
household

Non-family 
household

French 71.4 26.3 2.3 100.0 69.1 28.8 2.1 100.0
Foreigners 61.4 30.0 8.6 100.0 70.8 26.7 2.5 100.0
Italian 77.4 20.3 2.3 100.0 76.1 21.5 2.4 100.0
Spanish 71.0 26.5 2.5 100.0 73.8 23.7 2.5 100.0
Portuguese 83.6 12.9 3.5 100.0 88.0 10.4 1.6 100.0
Algerian 40.9 45.3 13.8 100.0 57.4 33.2 9.4 100.0
Moroccan 29.9 49.5 20.6 100.0 60.0 31.7 8.3 100.0
Tunisian 50.1 41.6 8.3 100.0 66.0 27.9 6.1 100.0
Turkish 27.5 47.5 25.0 100.0 66.5 19.1 14.4 100.0
Source: Tribalat (1986: 137, 139) for 1975; INSEE (1985) for 1982.
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increased from 61.4% in 1975 to 70.8% in 1982, whereas ‘non-family households,’ 
including ‘single households’ and ‘plural households’ mainly composed of migrants from 
the same locality or kinship group, decreased from 30.0% to 26.7% and from 8.6% to 2.5%, 
respectively(4).

The increase in the number of migrants living with their families in France suggests an 
increase in the number of migrants who prefer to stay in France. However, there were some 
migrants whose families remained in their regions of origin (Simon et al. 1990: 246−247)(5). 
Table 2 shows the proportion of families in Tunisia with the head of the family working 
abroad(6). As seen, this situation arose most often in southern Tunisia, with the highest 
proportion in Tataouine (13.5%), followed by Medenine and Kebili (9.5%). Thus, many of 
the migrants from southern Tunisia left their families behind.

Table 2 Number of families in Tunisia with the head of the family working abroad (1984)
Governorate Number of families with head working abroad Percentage among total family number

Region Urban Rural Total Urban Rural Total
Tunis Tunis 2,730 2,730 1.4 1.4 

Ariana 370 280 650 0.8 0.7 0.8 
Ben Arous 510 60 570 1.0 0.9 1.0 
Nabeul 740 930 1,670 1.3 2.2 1.6 
Zaghouan 60 250 310 0.8 1.4 1.2 
Bizerte 1,040 350 1,390 2.0 0.9 1.6 

Northwest Beja 300 590 890 1.4 1.5 1.5 
Jendouba 580 2,260 2,840 3.6 3.6 3.6 
Kef 950 1,300 2,250 4.2 3.9 4.0 

Sahel Sousse 900 320 1,220 1.7 1.6 1.6 
Monastir 640 410 1,050 1.2 3.9 1.7 
Mahdia 860 2,100 2,960 3.8 5.8 5.0 
Sfax 460 1,880 2,340 0.6 3.6 1.7 

Center Siliana 260 670 930 2.6 1.8 2.0 
Kairouan 290 1,150 1,440 1.2 1.8 1.7 
Kasserine 430 1,340 1,770 2.2 3.1 2.8 
Sidi Bouzid 120 1,060 1,180 1.4 2.2 2.1 
Gafsa 310 300 610 1.0 1.7 1.2 

South Tozeur 110 50 160 1.0 1.0 1.0 
Kebili 580 1,570 2,150 8.5 10.0 9.5 
Gabes 1,230 1,880 3,110 3.9 8.1 5.7 
Medenine 4,600 2,310 6,910 10.2 8.4 9.5 
Tataouine 1,690 1,620 3,310 16.0 11.5 13.5 

All Tunisia 19,760 22,680 42,440 2.2 3.3 2.7
 Source: Author’s calculation based on INS (1984a).
 Note: ‘Family’ here refers to a couple (or a single parent) and children (INS 1984a: 49-52)

Why do so many migrants from southern Tunisia choose to maintain their temporary 
status? Baduel (1983) argued that southern Tunisia was less affected by French colonization 
(1881–1956) than was northern Tunisia, leaving the traditional family structure more firmly 
in place there. During the French Protectorate era, southern Tunisia was under military 
control, which limited colonial settlements, and the colonial policy there relied on tribal 
organization, so the traditional family structure was relatively well maintained (Baduel 
1983: 179).

Another explanation, put forth by Simon (1981), is that migrants from southern Tunisia 
are organized by kinship. According to Simon (1981: 233, 268), migrants from southern 
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Tunisia tend to enter France with the aid of kin relations or fellow villagers. It is common 
everywhere for migrants to enter France through a network. The number of Tunisian 
workers registered by the French Immigration Office is double the number of those who 
moved to France through the Office of Tunisians Abroad (Office des Tunisiens à 
l’Etranger). This is because many Tunisian workers entered France on a tourist visa and 
obtained legal status (work visa and carte de séjour (residence permit)) after they had 
arrived in France. If we assume that the majority of Tunisian migrant workers who entered 
France through means other than the immigration office did so through a network, then 
46.1% of all Tunisian migrant workers registered by the French Immigration Office entered 
through a network(7).

However, this type of network migration is more prevalent in southern Tunisia than in 
northern Tunisia. For example, the ratio of Tunisian workers entering France through the 
Office of Tunisians Abroad to the number of Tunisians registered at Tunisian embassies and 
consulates abroad was lower in the governorates of southern Tunisia: 13.6% for the Gafsa, 
Tozeur and Kebili governorates combined and 28.3% for the Medenine and Tataouine 
governorates combined (Table 3)(8). This smaller percentage of migrants using the official 
route cannot be attributed to a disparity in the foreign job opportunities available through 
the migration offices in the respective regions, because, overall, more migrants from the 
southern governorates used the official route, as can be seen in Table 3.

This network migration enabled migrants from southern Tunisia to form their own 
social organization in France. After conducting a field survey of migrants in Lyon, Simon 
(1977: 253) reported that migrants from southern Tunisia were more likely to live 
collectively than those from northern Tunisia, who live dispersed and with their families. 
Migrants from southern Tunisia lived or worked in the same area in France and were able to 
form their own organizations that helped each other while living away from their families 
on the one hand, while they maintained traditional social controls on the other.

Thus, contrary to Bourdieu’s and Sayad’s hypothesis, group organization encouraged 
mutual help and social control, which in turn allowed for the sustainability of temporary 
migration. For example, in a research report about a field survey in a Kabyle village, Miyaji 
(1978: 129) pointed out that the role played by the kinship group is replaced by village 
organization, and that social organization plays an important role in both the society of 
origin and the host society. According to Miyaji, village organization not only supports 
mutual aid among migrants in the host society, but also helps migrants participate in their 
village councils (tajmaa), thus helping them maintain bonds with their society of origin 
(Miyaji 1976: 56−69; 1983: 304−305). Sammut (1976) made a similar point regarding 
Kabyle migration to France, indicating that although tribal organization at the village level 
weakened, kinship solidarity at the level of living quarters was reinforced, supporting the 
sustainability of temporary migration. The present paper focuses on the role of organization 
in the host society (as Miyaji described) and further argues that the nature of the migrant 
community in the host society reinforces the group bond with the society of origin.
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Table 3 Ratio of migrants traveling through the Office of Tunisians Abroad to number of migrants abroad

Region Governorate
Migrants abroad 

(1989) 
(individuals) (a)

Migrants through 
Office of Tunisians 
Abroad (1969–89) 
(individuals) (b)

Ratio of
(b) to (a)

Migrants abroad
(1989)

(individuals) (c)
Population
(1989) (d)

Ratio of
(c) to (d)

Tunis Tunis 74,540 21,022 28.2 48,280 815,795 5.9
Ariana 12,790 517,829 2.5
Ben Arous 13,470 297,087 4.5
Nabeul 27,070 12,842 47.4 22,350 520,765 4.3
Zaghouan 4,720 127,864 3.7
Bizerte 20,110 8,872 44.1 20,110 439,635 4.6

Northwest Beja 10,720 7,746 72.3 10,720 295,787 3.6
Jendouba 24,350 16,561 68.0 24,350 396,552 6.1
Kef 23,030 9,550 41.5 15,600 266,392 5.9

Center Siliana 7,430 380,278 2.0
Kairouan 15,500 7,570 48.8 15,500 320,065 4.8
Kasserine 21,340 13,089 61.3 11,370 305,032 3.7
Sidi Bouzid 9,970 651,106 1.5

Sahel Sousse 81,660 25,655 31.4 24,720 239,607 10.3
Monastir 23,210 479,344 4.8
Mahdia 33,730 345,714 9.8
Sfax 35,450 15,992 45.1 35,450 328,809 10.8

South Gafsa 51,910 7,055 13.6 9,590 270,087 3.6
Tozeur 3,820 75,052 5.1
Kebili 38,500 111,190 34.6
Gabes 23,680 17,849 75.4 23,680 270,092 8.8
Medenine 55,440 15,678 28.3 31,920 340,305 9.4
Tataouine 23,520 115,146 20.4

Total 464,800 179,481 38.6 464,800 7,909,533 5.9
Source: For the number of migrants through Office of Tunisians Abroad: INS (various years); for the 

number of migrants abroad: unpublished document from the Office of Tunisians Abroad; for 
population by governorate: INS (1990).

Note: Number of migrants abroad (1989) is the estimation by the Consulate Social Attaché, who is generally 
from the Office of Tunisians Abroad, and it is based on the number of Tunisians registered at Tunisian 
embassies and consulates abroad.

Ⅱ. Socioeconomic Characteristics of Ghomrassen

1. History of migration
Ghomrassen is located in the Jbel (meaning ‘mountain’) region of southern Tunisia, 

between the Dahar plateau leading to the Sahara desert in the west and the coastal plain of 
Jeffara leading to Libya in the east. The Jbel is an area of low mountains of 300 to 400 
meters altitude (Kassab and Sethom 1981: 150), in the steppe zone, and its residents’ 
traditional way of living combined agriculture and pasturage. In winter and spring there is 
little rainfall, and residents would stay dispersed in their mountain villages for wheat 
cultivation. The rest of the year was spent outside the Jbel for pasturage (Kassab and 
Sethom 1981: 152−154). Some residents of the Jbel worked in coastal cities during the off-
season to earn money. Rainfall in the Jbel is scarce and unreliable, the groundwater is saline 
and the soil is calcareous, making agriculture difficult (Gouvernorat de Tataouine, 1985). 
These ecological conditions led the residents to invent a combined lifestyle based on 
settlement and migration.

The Jbeliya (residents of the Jbel) have long been migrants; indeed, the 17th century 
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historian Qayrawani noted migration by the Jbeliya in his book (Prost 1950: 71). A 
prominent feature of the Jbeliya migration is that each village has its own profession. For 
instance, Chenini villagers are newspaper vendors in Tunis, Douiret villagers are porters in 
the central market in Tunis and Tlalet villagers are grilled-chickpea vendors.

The Ghomrasseni (residents of Ghomrassen) are known for working as ftairi (fried-
doughnut vendors) in Tunis and other cities. Many migrated to Tunis during the two World 
Wars, as confirmed in texts written by French administrators during the French Protectorate 
era(9). According to these texts, the Ghomrasseni had their own quarter in the Tunis medina, 
with their own association, and they worked as ftairi (Service des Affaires Indigènes 1931: 
9−10).

Unlike other villagers in the Jbel, the Ghomrasseni migrated not only to Tunis but also 
to other cities, including cities in Algeria and Libya, such as Algiers and Constantine. 
Although the history of their migration before the Second World War is not known, we may 
suppose that the nature of their profession made it easier for them to migrate. As ftairi, they 
only needed wheat flour, sugar and eggs, and they were not limited in where they could 
work.

Before independence from France in 1956, the major destinations of migrants from 
Ghomrassen were Tunis and cities in Algeria. However, since independence, and especially 
since the 1960s, France has been their major destination. Two routes became available for 
their migration to France: step migration via Tunis and cities in Algeria and direct migration 
from Ghomrassen. In both cases, migration to France increased rapidly during the 1960s, 
which can be attributed to two social and political changes.

The first change was the decline of the regional economy, which was triggered by two 
years of drought (starting in 1946), the evacuation of French troops and increasingly strict 
controls for entering Algeria (making trade with Algeria difficult). This economic stagnation 
led to a tremendous rural exodus to Tunis from all over southern Tunisia, including the Jbel.

The second change was the beginning of the mass Algerian migration to France. After 
Algerian independence from France in 1962, France enacted a labor migration agreement 
with the new Algerian government and took the lead in accepting Algerian workers. 
Because the Ghomrasseni worked in Algeria also, some of them migrated to France with the 
Algerians to work for Renault and other automobile manufacturers.

2. Situation in the late 1980s and early 1990s
According to a survey conducted by the Tataouine Governorate Branch of the Office of 

Tunisians Abroad, in 1989 the proportion of Tunisians registered at Tunisian embassies and 
consulates from the Ghomrassen district (muʿtamadīya) out of the regional population was 
17.5% (Table 4). This figure may overestimate the actual ratio, because the number of 
people registered at Tunisian embassies includes those who died, those who moved to 
another country and those who returned to Tunisia(10). Nevertheless, comparisons with the 
corresponding ratios in other districts are useful: Ghomrassen district was most likely to 
send migrants abroad, followed by Bir Lahmar district. Among the Ghomrasseni registered 
at Tunisian embassies and consulates abroad, 62.3% lived in France and 36.0% in Algeria. 
Ninety-three percent of the migrants from Ghomrassen were workers, which is a higher 
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proportion than in other districts in Tataouine; on average, in 1989, 79.9% of migrants from 
the Tataouine governorate were workers(11).

Another survey conducted by the Tataouine Governorate Branch of the Office of 
Tunisians Abroad in 1989 revealed that Ghomrassen district had a distinctly higher 
proportion of households that depend upon migration abroad (Table 5). In fact, migrants’ 
households (married migrants abroad with a wife and children remaining in Ghomrassen 
district) accounted for 67.0% of all households in the district.

Table 4 Ratio of migrants to the total population in Tataouine governorate (1989)
Population

(a)
Number of migrants abroad

Total (b) Ratio of (b)
to (a)District France Algeria Other

Tataouine 65,348 3,746 35 179 3,960 6.1
Ghomrassen 20,739 2,258 1,305 62 3,625 17.5
Bir Lahmar 7,446 626 309 97 1,032 13.9
Smar 10,333 635 0 21 656 6.3
Remada 7,992 203 0 5 208 2.6
Dehiba 3,895 44 0 37 81 2.1
Total 115,753 7,512 1,649 401 9,562 8.3
Source:  Unpublished document of the Tataouine Governorate Branch of the Office of Tunisians Abroad (in 

Arabic).
Note: The number of migrants abroad consists of those who lived outside Tunisia at the time of the survey 

conducted by the Tataouine Governorate Branch of the Office of Tunisians Abroad.

Table 5 Ratio of women and children who have a husband or father abroad to population (1989)
Population

(a)
Migrant's household

Total (b) Ratio of (b)
to (a)District Migrant Wife Children

Tataouine 65,348 2,235 2,235 6,713 11,183 17.1
Ghomrassen 20,739 2,749 2,749 8,403 13,901 67.0
Bir Lahmar 7,446 576 576 1,477 2,629 35.3
Smar 10,333 483 483 1,448 2,414 23.4
Remada 7,992 84 84 178 346 4.3
Dehiba 3,895 35 35 101 171 4.4
Total 115,753 6,162 6,162 18,320 30,644 26.5
Source: See Table 4.

Migration to France has had a large impact on Ghomrassen society. The most visible 
signs are rapid urbanization and the decline of agriculture (INSEE 1992: 173). Until the 
1960s, Ghomrassen was a small village, much like the other villages in the Jbel. However, 
it grew into a town, and the residential area rapidly expanded in the valley that had been 
used for agriculture until the 1950s. According to Boubakri (1985: 97−98), the traditional 
house in Ghomrassen was a ghorfa (or hush), which is a type of cave house in the mountain 
slope. However, many residents started to move to the current residential area, and people 
have been building new houses there since the 1970s.

According to the 1984 census, 75% of the houses in Ghomrassen were estimated to 
have been built between 1974 and 1983(12). When I visited Ghomrassen in 1991, many of 
the houses in the residential area were of concrete construction. Obviously, the money 
earned by the migrants in France had made a huge contribution to the construction boom. 
Bouhaouch (1983: 123) reported that construction workers had even migrated to 
Ghomrassen from other regions in Tunisia.
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Agriculture became a secondary source of income, whereas previously migration to 
Tunis had been a secondary source of income. This created the interesting phenomenon of a 
shortage of agricultural labor. Bouhaouch (1983: 108) pointed out that women made up for 
the lack of male laborers by working in the agricultural fields, but this contribution was 
limited because women usually do not (or cannot) work outside their homes.

The shortage of agricultural labor led to the abandonment of cultivated areas, which 
was highlighted by the abandonment of the traditional irrigation area called jessur. 
However, few families sold their land (Bouhaouch 1983: 125), because land is regarded as 
family property that should be sold only in times of economic need(13).

Since the 1980s, Ghomrassen has become such a wealthy town that the neighboring 
people refer to it as a ‘bourgeois area.’ According to the housing census in 1984, 
Ghomrassen had the highest percentage of households with a telephone, refrigerator, 
television, radio and car in Tunisia(14).

It is obvious that money earned by migrants has been largely responsible for this 
wealth, as shown by the amounts of remittances. In fact, the per capita amount of money 
received from abroad through the post office for Ghomrassen is estimated to be 3.5 times 
higher than the average for the country (Table 6)(15).

Researchers who have studied migration in this region argued that the regional 
economy, which largely depends upon migration, is unsustainable or unstable in nature 
because migration is assumed to be an ephemeral phenomenon (Mzabi 1979: 51; Baduel 
1981: 20). Migration is unstable because it is affected by the immigration policies of the 
host countries. However, residents do not seem to perceive migration as ephemeral. 
Migration is a historically developed tradition in the region and, as such, it is embedded in 
the regional economy. In regions that have poor climate and geographic conditions, 
migration is an integral element of the economy. An important livelihood strategy for many 
households is to look for or create employment opportunities outside the region.

Table 6 Amount received through money transfers via the post office (1989) (unit: Tunisian dinar)

District Population (a) Amount received 
(TD) (b)

Per capita amount 
(b)/(a) (TD)

Tataouine 65,348 2,325,233 35.6 
Ghomrassen 20,739 1,058,676 51.0 
Bir Lahmar 7,446 330,533 44.4 
Smar 10,333 84,138 8.1 
Remada 7,992 82,835 10.4 
Dehiba 3,895 20,936 5.4 
Total 115,753 3,902,351 33.7 
Tunisia 7,909,555 110,616,100 14.0 

Source: See Table 4.
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Ⅲ. Mechanisms for Sustaining Temporary Migration: Structure 
in the Society of Origin

This section examines how the family structure in the society of origin functions to 
maintain temporary migration (based on the author’s field interviews)(16).

The Arabic word aila is a broad term for family that sometimes covers the patrilineal 
group. However, as far as I understood from the field observations, the aila is generally 
used to refer to the close kinship between the head of the household and his wife/children, 
parents and brothers and sisters. For families who depend upon income obtained abroad, the 
migrant’s income is sometimes shared with his father’s brothers’ families. Therefore, family 
as defined in this section extends to the father’s brothers’ families.

Table 7 shows the proportion of workers abroad from the Tataouine governorate who 
are temporary migrants. As seen, most married workers abroad left their spouses and 
children behind in their hometowns. Unmarried workers abroad from Ghomrassen also left 
their family members behind. Sayad (1970) argued that for unmarried young men, the act of 
migration is an act of liberation from the kinship group in the society of origin. However, in 
case of Ghomrassen, migration is heavily influenced by the immigration policy in France, 
and it is easier for the youth from Ghomrassen to enter France than it is for young men from 
other regions, for two reasons.

First, many young men from Ghomrassen have a father in France(17), which means they 
can enter France on a family reunion visa. Second, many Ghomrasseni migrants work as 
merchants in France, so they can enter France on a commercial visa. Obtaining 
authorization for a commercial visa is much easier than for tourist or work visas. In fact, 
there are many cases in Ghomrassen of workers who obtain commercial rights from their 
family and then apply for a commercial visa, which facilitates acquisition of a carte de 
séjour (Ma Mung, 1990: 40).

Table 7 Proportion of temporary migrants in Tataouine Governorate (1989) (%)
Unmarried Divorced Married Total (Number)

District Alone With family
Tataouine 8.7 0.4 90.9 88.3 11.7 100.0 2,784
Ghomrassen 15.3 0.1 84.6 96.4 3.6 100.0 3,373
Bir Lahmar 11.8 1.6 86.6 86.9 13.1 100.0 765
Smar 5.9 0.9 93.2 94.7 5.3 100.0 547
Remada 4.2 2.5 93.3 76.4 23.6 100.0 118
Dehiba 8.0 4.0 88.0 79.5 20.5 100.0 50
Total 11.7 0.5 87.8 91.8 8.2 100.0 7,637

Source: See Table 4.

Regardless of whether migrants obtain entry into France through a family reunion or 
commercial visa, the crucial point is that they require help from their family. The family is 
thus important capital for migrants who wish to enter France.

An important reason why temporary migration is sustainable for the Ghomrasseni lies 
in their family types. According to Baduel (1980: 79), who did fieldwork in Kebili (southern 
Tunisia) in 1976, in approximately 80% of cases, the migrant’s wife lived with her 
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husband’s family, which typically consisted of his parents and uncles, and these family 
members shared the income earned abroad. Ghomrassen and Tataouine were similar, as the 
migrants’ income tended to be shared not only with their wives and children, but also with 
the migrants’ parents and sometimes with uncles living in other households.

In such a family type, as Bourdieu and Sayad noted, migration may be a collective 
rather than an individual decision. For example, Mrs. G (newly married in 1992) wanted to 
move to France with her husband, who worked in a restaurant in Paris. However, she was 
living with her husband’s parents and was in charge of cooking (in place of her husband’s 
mother), so her family decided not to let her go. She said that she might be able to join her 
husband in Paris when her husband’s younger brother marries, as his wife would then be in 
charge of the housekeeping.

Demographic pressure influences the family type. Relative to other Arab countries, 
Tunisia has experienced a rapid decline in fertility, but there is a great deal of regional 
variability. The Tataouine governorate had the highest fertility in Tunisia until the end of the 
1990s. Under these circumstances, leaving their wives and children in their hometown is an 
effective way for migrants to raise their standard of living. They can support their family 
members by staying alone in France, saving money and sending it home to their families in 
Tunisia.

Another reason the Ghomrasseni are able to sustain temporary migration is the role the 
family plays in supporting the migrants’ wives and children. Baduel (1980: 95) reported 
that, in Kebili, 85% of the people who received money from migrants were the migrants’ 
male kin or friends. This is true of migrants from Ghomrassen too, who typically send 
money to their fathers or brothers, who are responsible for keeping the money and 
managing the household budget. Generally, migrants’ wives are not in charge of keeping the 
money, in part because the money is intended to be used by the extended family, but also 
because of a clear gender division. Women are responsible for keeping the household, and 
men are in charge of all of the matters outside the house. In general, a migrant gives his 
wife and children money based on discussions held with male family members (his father 
or brother) when he is back home on vacation or by telephone. The rest of the money is 
kept by a male family member for future investment.

It should be noted that in some cases wives were responsible for keeping the money. 
An example is Mrs. D, a woman in her 50s, whose husband was working in a café in Paris. 
She was living with her husband’s brother and his wife and children during her husband’s 
absence. However, because her husband’s brother (who was in charge of looking after the 
money) ‘snatched’ her husband’s money, she built a new house in Tataouine city and moved 
away when her eldest son entered high school. From then on, her eldest son (now in his 30s, 
working with his father in a café in Paris) was in charge of keeping the money.

Another support for temporary migration is also related to the gender division. For 
women, couple life may only be one part of family life. Mrs. F stayed with her husband in 
Paris for a while after her marriage, but then returned to Ghomrassen. She said that she 
came back because ‘Life is the same in Paris as in my hometown. In fact, we lived in an 
apartment full of Ghomrasseni. The food was same as in Ghomrassen, couscous and 
macaroni. I rarely went outside my apartment. I did go shopping by myself, but in a 
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Tunisian shop in the neighborhood. If I went out, it was to a relative’s house nearby. I felt 
controlled because my husband was beside me.’ Thus, she felt that ‘it is better to stay in 
Ghomrassen, although my husband is absent, because I can see my family.’ 

In Ghomrassen, the high season is summer. It is the season of weddings and also the 
time when migrants come back home from France for vacation. In Mrs. M’s house, her 
husband and sons all worked in Paris, and the only man in the house was her husband’s 
retired father. She lived with her daughters and her husband’s mother. The situation was 
similar for Mrs. G’s female relatives. While their husbands were absent, she and her 
relatives wore conservative clothes to avoid attracting male attention. However, when their 
husbands came home, they wore gold accessories and luxurious clothing, and sometimes 
makeup. They took their carpets out from the closet to welcome their husbands. When the 
summer ended and their husbands went back to France, they returned to wearing 
conservative clothing, which is considered appropriate behavior in the absence of one’s 
husband and serves as a way of keeping social order in the absence of men.

A man’s absence gives his wife some freedom. Some women chose to stay in 
Ghomrassen while their husbands were abroad. The period when men were back home was 
reserved mainly for couple life, whereas the wives spent the rest of the time with female 
relatives and friends, taking tea, talking and working in the agricultural fields together. For 
the women of Ghomrassen, this cycle of time, divided into summer when their husbands 
were back home and the rest of the year among women, was typical. Because of the long 
history of temporary migration in this village, separations and reunions are embedded in the 
women’s life cycles.

During my fieldwork, I saw female high school students riding scooters with male 
students, a phenomenon not seen in nearby Tataouine city. Furthermore, I met women who 
worked in the administrative offices in Ghomrassen. According to a woman who worked in 
the Ghomrassen city office, it was easier for women to work while their fathers and brothers 
were absent.

Ⅳ. Mechanisms for Sustaining Temporary Migration: Structure 
in the Host Society

When migrants come from a society with strong blood ties and travel to a host society 
through family or kinship networks, they are likely to form communities that are similar to 
those in the society of origin. However, Ghomrasseni migrants are a distinct case because 
they operate businesses in France. This section focuses on the mechanism of their business 
operations in France(18).

According to statistics from the Office of Tunisians Abroad (Table 8), in 1989 
migrants from Ghomrassen were more likely to work in commerce than migrants from 
other districts in the Tataouine governorate. Seventeen percent of the migrant workers from 
Ghomrassen were merchants, which is high compared with other districts in the Tataouine 
governorate. If those working for shop owners (who were categorized as ‘workers’ in this 
scheme) had been added to the number of merchants, the proportion of migrants engaged in 
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commerce would have been much higher(19).
In 1975, more than half of the migrants from Ghomrassen lived in Paris or its suburbs 

(Simon, 1979: 272). They worked in Tunisian patisseries or restaurants as owners or 
employees, and lived in the northwestern area of Paris, notably in La Goutte d’Or quartier 
(Boubakri, 1984: 59). Approximately 70% of the people in this quartier were foreign, the 
majority of whom were from the Maghreb (Georges 1986: 82). Thus, migrants frequently 
met others from their hometown. Moreover, some migrants shared rooms with relatives. 
Thus, it was very easy for them to maintain the lifestyle and customs of their hometowns in 
the host society because they worked and lived together.

Marty (1948) investigated the mechanisms of Ghomrasseni commerce in Tunis in 1945 
and explained that ‘ftairi organize an association that has an amin as its head. They operate 
a shop with their relatives or friends. The co-owners are those from the Ghomrassen arsh 
[tribe]. The replacement of workers takes place in the beginning of summer, and in the form 
of rotation’ (Marty 1948: 181).

The association was organized by the arsh and, according to Pirson, its head (amin) 
functioned as a mediator between the families in the home village and the members in 
Tunis. He was in charge of ‘solving problems among the members, but also monitored their 
behavior, especially whether the members regularly sent money to their families’ (Pirson, 
1976: 277).

Migrants typically worked away from home for six months to two or three years. 
During this period of migration, ‘they return to their home village after they have finished 
teaching their brothers and cousins who will work by rotation how to make ftair.’ … ‘After 
several years of engagement in agriculture in their home village, they return again to Tunis. 
This is when the money that they earned in Tunis is finished’ (Marty 1948: 181).

Instead of this traditional ftairi, which is still the business of many Ghomrasseni in 
Tunisia, the Ghomrasseni in France operate Tunisian patisseries or restaurants. Such 
businesses attract not only Tunisian clients but also French clients. According to Boubakri 
(who did a field survey in Paris), 82.5% of merchants from Ghomrassen work in Tunisian 
patisseries or restaurants (Boubakri 1985b: 49).

However, although the type of commerce differs from the traditional migrant work 

Table 8 Professions of migrant workers from Tataouine governorate (1989) (%)
Tataouine Ghomrassen Bir Lahmar Smar Remada Dehiba Total

Worker 96.8 81.9 85.6 99.8 96.6 92.0 89.3
Merchant 1.3 17.2 10.5 9.1
Primary school teacher 0.2 0.1 0.4 0.9 0.2
Secondary school teacher 0.5 0.1 0.5 0.3
Medical staff 0.4 0.0 0.4 0.2
Liberal profession 0.1 0.1 0.0 1.7 4.0 0.1
Specialized profession 0.0 0.1 0.7 0.8 4.0 0.2
Student 0.7 0.5 1.9 0.2 0.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
(Number) 2,784 3,373 765 547 118 50 7,637
Source: See Table 4.
Note: (1) The classification of professions is according to the source document.
(2) ‘Worker’ here is an unskilled, waged worker in, for example, an automobile factory, shop, etc.
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within Tunisia, migrants manage their businesses the same way in France as they do in 
Tunisia. First, they form of an association of two or three partners who share the capital and 
labor. These are called associations in halves, thirds, or fourths depending upon the partners’ 
original contributions to the business. Second, there is a rotation system in which each 
partner works for three, four or six months, depending upon the number of partners in the 
business. When one partner comes from the village for his rotation, the other partner goes 
back to the village. Under this system, the profits are divided equally between the partners 
every month, three months, or six months, after calculating the variable costs and fixed 
costs that would be needed for the next rotation.

The Ghomrasseni prefer this type of management. According to Boubakri’s field 
survey in Paris in 1984, two thirds of the shops operated by Ghomrasseni were co-owned 
(Boubakri 1984: 91). Individual management of a business is not common among the 
Ghomrasseni, mainly because of the difficulty of raising sufficient capital to open a 
business. Borrowing money from a bank or other financial institution is rare. According to 
Boubakri (1984: 91), a small number of Ghomrasseni migrants in Paris opened shops on 
their own, but one quarter of these already co-owned a shop, which meant they had 
sufficient capital to fund the new business; the rest did not have enough money saved from 
their factory wages, so they borrowed money from relatives or a bank.

Joint ownership may be preferred because it avoids the risk of repayment default, as 
each investor also has to take responsibility for the management of the business. If the 
capital to open a business is borrowed from relatives or a bank, it must be repaid. The 
association is therefore a good solution for those who want to invest or who want to borrow 
money.

This type of joint investment system requires regularly scheduled distribution of profits 
among partners, which prevents an increase in working capital. For this reason, it may not 
be an efficient system at the shop level. Instead, the partners try to increase their gain while 
avoiding risk by increasing the number of shops they jointly own. After making enough 
savings from a shop that is earning a good profit, they open a new shop with their 
colleagues rather than investing the profits in the existing shop.

Indeed, joint ownership makes it easier to expand the business. For instance, some 
Ghomrasseni co-own several shops in France, Tunisia and sometimes in Algeria. After 
working for a while as partners in a shop, the owners may use their money as start-up 
capital for their sons or other relatives who want to open a business.

A crucial point about joint management is that it depends upon trust. Partnership 
contracts are oral, so the participants must be able to trust each other. This is the advantage 
of partnerships among family members, because there is a greater level of perceived trust 
than with non-family members.

Family partnerships are also advantageous for labor management. When there is a 
labor shortage during Ramadan, for instance, shop owners might hire employees from 
neighboring areas in Tunisia (such as Tataouine), but usually they recruit family members. 
Family members are preferred because they can be paid less than strangers and because it is 
easier to demand overtime work, even when it is illegal. Some Ghomrasseni repeatedly 
enter France using tourist visas (for visiting their family in France), work for several months 
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in the family member’s shop, and then return to Ghomrassen. For the employers, illegal 
workers are advantageous for labor management, because they can hire workers when they 
are needed and fire them when business is slow. Although this type of labor recruitment 
may not seem ideal for employees, it should be noted that it is attractive for young 
Ghomrasseni. Not only is it a job opportunity in France, the work experience is a kind of 
training period, and after several years they expect to be able to open a shop with the help 
of their family members.

It is clear that this type of business management reinforces family bonds, because 
family solidarity is advantageous for business partnerships as well as for labor recruitment. 
In addition, the rotation system allows family members to keep in touch with their society 
of origin, as they can return to their hometown regularly for long periods. In general, the 
length of the return trips to Ghomrassen varies with the number of business partners. If 
there are three partners, the return trip is four months for each partner; if there are four 
partners, it is three months; and so on. This allows for return trips that are much longer than 
for wage workers, whose vacation time is limited to one month.

It should be noted that maintaining family solidarity is important not only for those 
engaged in commerce, but also for those working as wage employees in France and for 
young men in their hometowns. Working in commerce is highly regarded because of the 
high social status, income and freedom of labor. Thus, many Ghomrasseni migrants who 
work as wage laborers hope to open a business one day. In fact, many shop owners started 
out as wage laborers in factories.

Conclusion

This case study of migrants from Ghomrassen examined the sustainability of 
temporary migration in terms of both the society of origin and the host society. The findings 
can be summarized as follows.

First, with respect to the society of origin, Ghomrassen, temporary migration is 
sustained by (1) the extended families that are typical in the village, (2) high fertility and (3) 
the gender division in social life that encourages women to stay in the society of origin. It 
should be emphasized that many women in Ghomrassen prefer to stay in their society of 
origin because when their husbands are working abroad they enjoy greater freedom in their 
homes.

Second, with respect to the host society, temporary migration is sustainable because 
Ghomrasseni work abroad is commercial, characterized by joint business ownership and a 
rotating work system. Ghomrasseni migrants open a shop by investing jointly, and they 
recruit workers from among their family members. The Ghomrasseni imported this 
traditional system of commerce, which has a long history in their country of origin, into 
France via Tunisian patisseries and restaurants. Partnerships among family members are 
advantageous because they help with risk management and business development, and they 
provide job opportunities for successive generations.

As discussed in Section I, Bourdieu and Sayad maintained that individualistic values 
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would replace the collective norms among migrants working abroad, leading to a decline in 
temporary migration and an increase in migrants becoming permanent residents in their host 
countries. However, the work experience of Ghomrasseni migrants in France does not 
match the individualistic pattern that Bourdieu and Sayad imagined. The Ghomrasseni 
partially reconstructed the structures of their own society in France, not only in their home 
life but also in the workplace. Temporary migration is sustained through the mutual 
reinforcement of behaviors and social control in both places.

Moreover, the nature of their commercial activity reinforces the structure of their home 
society. Because their commercial activity is a family business, it affects the behavior of 
those at home through recruitment for employment.

Commercial activities characterized by joint ownership and rotation have been seen as 
a strategy for traditional societies to adapt to modernization during the transition to a 
capitalist economy. Such commercial activities allow traditional obligations to be met and 
customs to continue (if only symbolically or through conventional formalities) even as the 
traditional society erodes. For instance, Geertz (1962) regarded commercial activities 
characterized by rotation as a way of adapting traditional society to modernization, and 
claimed that such commercial activities would disappear with modernization (Geertz 1962: 
260−263).

However, many commercial activities are carried out in this way(20): Ghomrassen is not 
unique in this regard. Thus, this form of commercial practice cannot be seen as appearing 
only during the transition period. Rather, it can be used to manage risk and to expand 
business opportunities by diversifying investment capital. In addition, such commercial 
practices ensure free decision making in business and home life. In the case of the 
Ghomrasseni, it is this commercial specialization that reinforced their family system and 
their long history of temporary migration.

Notes

(1)  This paper is based on Iwasaki (1996).
(2)  For the migration pattern from the Maghrib to France and Europe in general, see, for 

example, Sayad (1970), Simon (1979) and Zehraoui (1971).
(3)  Sayad (1970) described the transition process from temporary to permanent migration 

as having three stages, based upon the Algerian migration to France. See Sayad (1970) 
for details. 

(4)  In the French census, ‘family’ is defined as a unit composed of a couple and unmarried 
children less than 25 years old (this includes units composed of a single parent and 
children) (INSEE, 1985: 34–35).

(5)  Migrants from southern Morocco (especially the Sousse region), the Kabylie region in 
Algeria and southern Tunisia are known to prefer temporary migration, although they 
started migrating a long time ago. See, for example, Simon et al. (1990: 101).
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(6)  ‘Family’ here is the term used for a household in the Tunisian census, and it refers to a 
couple (or a single parent) and children (INS 1984b: 49–52).

(7)  The percentage of 46.1% is calculated by subtracting the total number of migrants 
through the Office of Tunisians Abroad (52,192 individuals) from the number entering 
France through the French Immigration Office (96,882 individuals) from 1969 to 1989. 
Sources: For the number of migrants entering through the French Immigration Office: 
OMI (1991); for the number of migrants entering through Office of Tunisians Abroad: 
INS (various years).

(8)  This ratio could be overestimation, because the number registered at Tunisian 
embassies includes the deceased, those who moved to another country and those who 
returned to Tunisia.

(9)  See, for example, Service des Affaires Indigènes (1931: 9–10), Marty (1948: 179–180) 
and Pirson (1976: 277). 

(10)  For instance, according to the information I obtained from the Office of Tunisians 
Abroad, the number of Tunisians registered at the Tunisian embassy and consulates in 
France in 1989 was 284,000. In contrast, the number of Tunisian nationals recorded in 
the French census in 1990 was 206,336 (INSEE, 1992: 16).

(11)  Calculated from an unpublished document from the Office of Tunisians Abroad (in 
Arabic).

(12)  Estimation using the number of houses by construction year in CERES (1992: 173) and 
the number of houses from the 1984 census (INS, 1984c).

(13)  Another reason cultivated areas were abandoned lies in the land policy. As a result of 
French military occupation during the French Protectorate era, the land was registered 
on the basis of tribal units, and there were still many areas that were registered as tribal 
land. In addition, the privatization of tribal land did not progress until the 1990s. In 
1990, approximately 20% of the arable land was tribal land, according to the 
Ghomrassen District Office.

(14)  The percentage is calculated from INS (1984b, 1984d).
(15)  There are three ways for money to be transferred from abroad: (1) through the post 

office; (2) through a bank; and (3) delivered in person as cash when the migrant returns 
home, or entrusted to another migrant to take back to his family. According to Boubakri 
(1985b: 149), the third way is the most popular way. It is estimated that only one third 
of all the money transferred goes through the post office.

(16)  Fieldwork was conducted mainly during 1991–1992 and 1994–1995. See Iwasaki 
(2005) for the gender relation and family in Tataouine.

(17)  In 1989, Ghomrassen had two schools for junior high and high school: Ghomrassen 
Junior High School and March 2nd Junior High/High School. The percentages of 
students at these schools whose father was abroad were 33.6% and 26.3%, respectively 
(1989) (Calculation based on an unpublished document from the Tataouine 
Governorate Branch of the Office of Tunisians Abroad).

(18)  For commercial migration from Ghomrassen and Tataouine to Tunis, see Iwasaki 
(2006).

(19)  According to the Tataouine Governorate Branch of the Office of Tunisians Abroad, 
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‘merchant’ in this context referred to shop owners, and it did not include workers in the 
shop, who were classified as ‘worker’. The percentage of commercial workers 
categorized as ‘worker’ was estimated to be 44%. 

(20)  See for example, Waterbury (1969: 134–158), Van Velsen (1960: 265–278), Ardener 
(1969: 201–239) and Geertz (1962: 241–263).
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