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The Sousse terrorist episode   and the Tunisian exception

For a fateful half 
hour, the city of 
Sousse was no longer 
the “Pearl of the 
Coast”

Tunis

J 

ust hours after Seifeddine 
Rezgui killed 38 Western 
tourists at the Tunisian 
beach resort of Sousse, vid-
eo emerged on social media 

of the 23-year-old showing off his 
breakdancing moves and agility.

In the opening seconds of the 
video, a friend presents an adoles-
cent Rezgui as “Sésco”, “the young-
est breakdancer in the Ezzouhour 
neighbourhood”,  referring to part 
of Rezgui’s hometown Gaafour.

Dressed in a hip-hop cap, a gold-
en necklace and a long-sleeve black 
shirt emblazoned with a golden 
graphic that reads “This is me,” 
Rezgui performs stylish dances 
and spectacular somersaults to a 
remixed hit of Belgian rapper Stro-
mae.

Sésco’s early social media activity, 
as well as testimonies from friends, 
reveals a profile that resembles that 
of many Tunisian youngsters. He 
played football in the streets, sat at 
the local café with friends and lis-
tened to Shakira and Eminem.

In the space of a few years, how-
ever, Sésco transformed into “Abu 
Yahya al-Qayrawani”, the jihadist 
moniker Rezgui adopted once his 

radicalisation became complete. 
Kairouan, some 150 kilometres 
south of Gaafour and 60 kilome-
tres west of Sousse, is where Rezgui 
pursued his studies after graduating 
from high school and where he be-
came radicalised.

Since the 2011 Tunisian revolu-
tion, Kairouan has become a hub 
of extremist Islam. Ansar al-Sharia, 
a radical Islamist group linked to 
terrorist attacks in Tunisia and in-
volved in recruiting jihadists for the 
Islamic State (ISIS), had its second 
national rally there in 2012.

Rezgui showed signs of radicalisa-
tion after enrolling in a professional 
master’s programme in electrical 
engineering last October. According 
to a report by a Tunisian TV chan-
nel, he grew a beard and frequented 
suspect mosques where he, in all 
likelihood, was intensely indoctri-
nated.

Tunisian Prime Minister Habib 
Essid revealed in a news conference 
following the attack that Rezgui was 
completely unknown to authorities. 
He was issued a passport in 2013 but 
never travelled abroad.

Rezgui’s transformation also ap-
parently came as a surprise to his 
friends and family, who say that he 
was an affable and respectful man 
with introverted tendencies. News 
reports have shown an incredulous 
and shocked Hakim Rezgui, father 
of the assailant, bemoaning the fate 
of his son, saying: “He did not have 
any problems with anyone. I have 
no clue who put these ideas in his 
head.”

Seifeddine Rezgui was known to 
be an observant Muslim who prayed 
regularly but seldom talked about 
religion.

None of his relatives noticed any-
thing out of the ordinary in the days 
preceding the attack when Rezgui 
was home in Gaafour. His uncle 
Hassine Rezgui said that on June 
25th, a day before the attack, his 
nephew “took a shower, shaved and 
said that he was going out with a 
friend”. Rezgui told his grandfather 
the same.

One June 26th, Rezgui, clean-
shaven, carrying a beach umbrella 
and dressed in a black T-shirt and 
shorts, looked like any other holi-
daymaker as he strolled leisurely on 
the Imperial Marhaba Hotel beach, 

moments before shooting.
While it is almost certain that 

Rezgui had support in planning 
and executing the attack, the gun-
man’s affiliation with any organisa-
tions or groups remains uncertain. 
ISIS praised in an official statement 
the Tunisian jihadist’s “major raid” 
against “nationals of the crusader 
alliance countries” but the extent of 
its involvement is unknown.

It is possible that Rezgui’s at-
tack was that of a self-motivated 
lone wolf, though a Tunisian secu-
rity source told Reuters that Rezgui 
“was in contact with extremists 
outside of Tunisia, through the in-
ternet”.

Rafik Chelli, Tunisian secretary 
of the state to the minister of the 

interior, told the Associated Press 
on June 30th that Rezgui had ille-
gally crossed into Libya in January 
and received training in Sabratha, 
a town in north-western Libya con-
trolled by jihadists.

“It has been confirmed that the 
attacker trained in Libya with weap-
ons at the same period as the Bardo 
attackers,” Chelli said.

Rezgui was in Libya at the same 
time than Yassine Labidi and Saber 
Khachnaoui, perpetrators of the ter-
rorist attack against the Bardo Na-
tional Museum in March. The Bardo 
attack targeted tourists as well and 
was also claimed by ISIS.

Yassine Halila is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Tunis.
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increasingly a fertile ground for 
radicalisation well before; in 
the decades of socioeconomic 
development that were out of sync 
with reality; in the failed education 
policies that have not taught young 
people to value life, much less 
work; in the unfulfilled promise of 
modernity; and in the propensity 
of Tunisians to believe they will 
always remain an “exception” in the 
Arab region.

Such failures led desperate young 
people to take to the streets, in 2010, 
demanding jobs and dignity and 
toppling the regime on their way.

The Tunisian cultural exception 
has been atrophying for decades 
now. Artists and activists are 
trying today to fight back. But for 
at least a fringe of the population, 
the Bourguiba-bred values of 
moderation and openness have 
proved to be no match to the 
onslaught of religious extremism 
brought about by Middle Eastern 
preachers and amplified by satellite 
television and the internet.

Like the breakdancer who 
mutated into a mass murderer, 
thousands of successful, often 
middle-class students have chosen 
to become suicide bombers and 
brutal killers in Iraq and Syria.

Mass communication has proven 
the ultimate homogeniser of Arab 
youth. Too many young Tunisians 
have ended up being possessed 
by the same demons as their other 
Arab brethren. The same bellicose 
interpretation of Islam. The same 
reactionary spasms. The same 
anti-Western impulses. The same 
conspiracy theories to explain the 
world.

Inadequate development polices, 
corruption and ineptitude led to 
growth of the so-called informal 
economy, a euphemism for a 
trafficking activity that finances 
terrorism and does not provide 
unemployed young graduates with 
a reliable income.

For many years already, the 
instinct of self preservation had 
lost its meaning for thousands of 
ill-educated and impressionable 

young Tunisians who fell prey to 
utter despair. From taking their 
chance on rickety boats to Europe to 
seeking false martyrdom in foreign 
lands, it has been a thin line to cross.

The Sousse attack has left 
Tunisians feeling despondent and 
confused. But past the initial shock, 
Tunisians must take ownership 
of their problems. More than four 
years after having risen against 
an authoritarian regime that had 
outlasted its welcome, it is time for 
Tunisians to start building a normal 
state where security and sound 
economic management buttress 
democratic governance.

Tunisia could still be the 
exception as a successful democracy 
in the Arab world, but that requires 
success on the economic and 
security fronts. In the short run, the 
poster child of the “Arab spring” has 
to find the means and the adequate 
strategy to defeat terrorism without 
reverting to authoritarianism; the 
same way it has to defend freedom 
without letting extremists take 
advantage of it. Tunisia has also to 
stabilise its economy and put it on 
the path to recovery.

In the absence of such conditions, 
the democratic process will be in 
jeopardy. Terrorism and economic 
failure could kill democracy.

The Tunisian political class is 
generally viewed with scepticism 
because it has not been able to shed 
its divisiveness even as terrorists are 
hammering at the gates. National 
unity has yet to replace political 
sniping.

In Iraq and Libya, ostracised 
and persecuted former elites 
have sought revenge by providing 
support to jihadists. But Tunisia’s 
former elites never resisted regime 
change and have shown no affinity 
with the jihadists. Senior civil 

servants who served competently 
under the previous regime await a 
national reconciliation process that 
will allow them to contribute once 
again to their country and help it 
meet its challenges, including terror.

Other countries should stop 
selling Tunisians a pie in the sky. 
The Deauville and the Schloss 
Elmau Group of Seven summits 
did not send Tunisians the strong 
message of hope they wanted to 
hear. Disappointment with the West 

is widespread. So is the sense among 
Tunisians of being left on their own. 
The security challenge posed by 
regional dynamics of radicalism 
and terror is beyond Tunisia’s own 
capacity. The army, for instance, 
is still in need of helicopters and 
other equipment to effectively fight 
terrorists in the country’s forested 
mountains. Final delivery of some 
of that equipment will incredibly 
have to wait till 2018.

If there is ever going to be a real 

and lasting Tunisian exception, 
Tunisians will have to work hard 
to earn it. They will be obviously 
able to do so only with the help of 
friends. The strong sense of shame 
Tunisians feel today over the 
senseless deaths of foreign guests 
in their midst might be a clue that 
they have already started on that 
arduous path.

Oussama Romdhani is the chief 
editor of The Arab Weekly.
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