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The Sousse terrorist episode   and the Tunisian exception
Tunis

F 

riday, June 26th, at noon 
marked one of the sad-
dest moments in the his-
tory of Tunisia. For a fate-
ful half hour, the city of 

Sousse was no longer the “Pearl of 
the Coast” as it is often referred to 
in Tunisia.

The postcard image of the 
Tunisian Riviera was tragically 
shattered. On that gloriously sunny 
day, the blood of European tourists 
seeped gruesomely into the sea and 
into the pools of one of Sousse’s 
top hotels. The lives of 38 British, 
German and other Western holiday-
makers were brutally interrupted by 
a Kalashnikov-wielding terrorist.

His shooting was random but 
there was a pattern to his madness. 
The 23-year-old Tunisian terrorist 
conspicuously spared the lives 
of other Tunisians. Much like the 
perpetrators of terrorist acts that 
day in Kuwait and Paris, he was 
blinded by a monochrome vision of 
humanity that sees no value in the 
lives of people of other faiths, sects 
or creeds.

He was also committing the 
ultimate hypocrisy by sparing 
Tunisian lives while destroying 
the livelihoods of some 400,000 
Tunisians who depend on tourist 
dollars.

But the economic fallout is part of 
a deeper and multifaceted terrorism 
threat.

Seifeddine Rezgui, the 
perpetrator of the Sousse attack, is 
representative of a lost generation 
of young Tunisians drawn to the 
jihadist narrative of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) and al-Qaeda through 
mosques and, above all, the internet. 

Not many years ago, he was a 
breakdance enthusiast successfully 
pursuing graduate studies in 
electrical engineering. He was an 
assiduous student not known to 
have even travelled abroad.

Why? That is the anguished 
question that keeps coming up in 
Tunisia these days. Politicians are 
expediently blaming each other for 
the situation. Points of contention 
include the government errors 
committed during the last four 
years. The most serious of them 
were unfortunate political decisions 
that led to the fraying of the security 
system.

After 2011, especially under 
the rule of the Islamist-led 
government, Salafists were allowed 
to take advantage of the country’s 
new freedoms as well as of the 
power vacuum that emerged in 
neighbouring Libya after the fall of 
despot Muammar Qaddafi.  That 
vacuum facilitated the transit of 
weapons and Tunisian would-be 
jihadists across borders. Security 
sources told Reuters on June 30th, 
Rezgui is “likely to have trained in 
a Libyan camp”. About 4,000 young 
Tunisians are estimated to have 
travelled to the killing fields of Syria 
and Iraq.

It should have surprised no one 
that the same Salafist networks 
eventually promoted jihad at 
home. The mosques that served 
as venues for recruitment and 
radicalisation of Tunisia’s foreign 
legion helped brainwash people like 
Rezgui. No fewer than 80 mosques 
remain under the sway of radical 
preachers. Tunisian authorities 
have promised to take control of 
them within a week. A number of 
non-governmental organisations 
are suspected of channelling funds 
to Salafists. They are also being 
investigated.

But it is not just the mistakes 
of the last four years. There was 

Terrorism and 
economic failure 
could kill democracy

The economic fallout 
is part of a deeper 
and multifaceted 
terrorism threat

Oussama Romdhani

The Sousse attack is not an attack on Tunisia alone

T
he June 26th attack in 
Sousse, Tunisia, 
which killed 38 people 
and wounded dozens 
more, will surely have 
a tremendous effect 

on Tunisia’s tourism economy. 
But the attack should not be seen 
as an attack on Tunisia alone.

Rather, this most recent attack 
and the shootings three months 
ago at Tunisia’s Bardo National 
Museum are assaults on the West 
and would probably have been 
directed at the United States as a 
target, if the perpetrator had the 
ability to have done so.

These attacks come on top of 
Islamic State (ISIS) destruction of 
priceless antiquities in Iraq and 
Syria. Whether the attacks are by 
ISIS or other groups or individu-
als who share their motivation, 
they are meant to stamp out any 
vestige of Western culture and 
serve as an ominous warning of 
the determination of the Islamist 
extremists to see Western 
influence stopped.

Tunisia has succeeded so far in 
its path to democracy and 
establishing a working democracy 
in the small North African 
country, hitherto relatively free 
from violence, was achieved in a 
relatively short time .

Tunisia is a fitting example of 
what the West needs more of: 
countries in the Mediterranean 
region that can achieve democ-

racy rather than turn to violent 
chaos as in the case of Libya, Syria 
and Iraq.

Tourism is a very important 
bridge in protecting the free 
world’s ability to share experi-
ences and Western values. When 
terrorists can stifle such bridges, 
we all will pay a heavy price and 
give a victory to a very dangerous 
element.

The United States and Europe 
have pledged support to Tunisia 
and have been providing assis-
tance but much more has to be 
done. US President Barack Obama 
has cited Tunisia numerous times 
in recognition of its achieve-
ments, against tremendous odds, 
of becoming a true democracy. It 
is important that Obama ensure 
that these are not just congratula-
tory words, but are supported by 
financial and security support for 
Tunisia.

Tunisia cannot bear alone the 
sacrifices and the risks its citizens 
have made to bring democracy to 
their country.

If Tunisia’s penalty for having 
achieved a Western-type, demo-
cratic political system and 
providing Western vacationers 
with an open-minded country 
that welcomes some 6 million 
Europeans and Americans is to 
become yet another target for 
jihadists, then the West will have 
forsaken the one country in an 
otherwise troubled neighbour-
hood that has had the backbone to 
implement a Western form of 
democracy despite all the risks 
involved.

Jerry Sorkin has been involved 
in marketing and business 
development in Tunisia as well 
as other MENA countries with an 
emphasis on cultural tourism. He is 
founder and president of TunisUSA 
and Iconic Journeys Worldwide.

Jerry Sorkin

View point
Tunisia is 
a fitting 
example of 
what the 
West needs 
more of

The attack will surely 
have a tremendous effect 
on Tunisia’s tourism 
economy

Tourist and police patrol a few days after the attack


