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T 

he terror attacks in Kuwait, Tunisia and France 
betray dangerous new patterns.

Whether directly coordinated or not, the attacks 
show an ability to strike various targets at the same 
time and to recruit young operatives with no known 
criminal record.

The attacks resulted in more than 60 people killed on three 
continents. Beside death and destruction, the acts of terror were 
timed to cause maximum shock and horror around the world — 
and especially in the Muslim world, which is celebrating the holy 
month of Ramadan.

Let there be no doubt: This global enemy is dangerous. Based 
on the collective intelligence of its multinational membership, it 
is able to identify the vulnerabilities of Arab countries and those 
of the West as well.

The attack on Sousse, Tunisia, seemed designed to push 
Tunisia towards economic failure and chaos, as part of the 
blueprint by the Islamic State (ISIS) (and al-Qaeda before it) to 
create the right environment for the establishment of the 
sharia-ruled “caliphate”.

Tunisia likely will have to withstand more acts of terror, as its 
successful democratic experiment makes it an even more appeal-
ing target to jihadists who want to prove that democracy is not 
the answer. Libya’s security vacuum provides terrorists with a 
nearby launching pad for their activities in Tunisia, at the same 
time that Tunisian jihadists are exacerbating civil strife in Libya.

More perniciously, terrorists are trying to drive a wedge 
between Arabs and the West. The murder of 38 European tourists 
in the North African beach resort and the attack near Lyon are 
meant to tell Westerners they are not welcome in the Muslim 
world and not safe at home. Despite the understandable grief and 
fear caused by the killings, the Arab world and the West should 
not let the jihadists drive them apart.

Neither should the attack on Kuwait, one of the most open 
societies in the Arab world, be allowed to fuel sectarian animos-
ity. For centuries, Shias and other religious and ethnic minorities 
have lived in peace in North Africa and the Middle East. Terror-
ists should not be allowed to change that.

The most urgent task in the Arab and Muslim world is to face up 
to the jihadist narrative that has proven lethally attractive to a 
segment of the region’s youth population, which has come to 
disparage the values of modernity and proximity to the West. A 
counter-narrative that places value on life and promotes the true 
meaning of Islam is yet to be developed.

Furthermore, the shortcomings of socio-economic systems, 
the fraying of the family structure and the lack of vision by 
Western and Arab politicians alike have created the current mass 
system failures of MENA.

The stakes are high, for both the Arab world and the West, and 
there are no simple solutions. Terror will not go away any time 
soon. But there is still time to build the foundations of a terror-
free future. The missing elements are will and determination.
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The predictable 
tragedy of Tunisian 
youth

I  

t is a simple four-letter 
word that is the key to 
understanding the tragedy 
of youth in Tunisia. In the 
beginning of 2011, the Tuni-
sian people led a revolution 

that would change the face of the 
Arab world. The reasons behind 
the uprising were clear: high 
unemployment, corruption and 
inequality.

They fought for hope. Four 
years later, hope is nowhere to be 
found.

It is important to look at the 
past few years to understand the 
present. One must understand 
that the blame is both national 
and global.

On a national level, the numer-
ous inexperienced political parties 
created in 2011 failed to boost the 
economy and provide jobs for the 
unemployed. The only noticeable 
achievement, since 2011, is free-
dom of speech. Nothing else.

There are two pillars needed 
for every emerging country to 
succeed: a strong state of law and 
political stability. Tunisia had 
none of those during its democrat-
ic transition. Political parties with 
their own agenda have weakened 
state institutions. This has led to 
corruption and injustice. The kill-
ing of two opposition politicians 
in 2013 was a result of turmoil 
between the parties.

On a global level, chaos has 
spread in the Middle East and led 
to a new breed of jihadists, far 
more sophisticated than anything 
we have seen so far. The rapid ex-
pansion of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
is proof that terror has reached a 
new level.

Islamic extremists are no longer 
hiding in caves planning sporadic 
attacks on the West. They now 
have an ideal: a fascist Islamic 
caliphate spread across the Arab 

world. Like any corpora-
tion would, they invested 
in what they believe is the 
catalyst to achieve their 
dreams: human resources. 
Unfortunately, Tunisia 
has been their best market 
with more than 3,000 
nationals fighting among 
foreign jihadists in Syria 
and Iraq.

In Tunisia, successive 
governments (secular and Islam-
ist) have failed to provide the 
hope young generations dream of. 
For many of them, the situation 

is worse than it was before the 
revolution.

For young people with no 
perspective, ISIS and other terror 
organisations have become a plau-
sible alternative: offering a good 
salary and a promise of a good life 
all under God’s blessing. Hope that 
their own country does not offer 
them. A false promise that would 
lead them, with little doubt, to 
certain death.

What is truly worrying is that 
terror groups know exactly where 
and how to reach our youth. 
Extremist organisations use social 
media to promote their way of life 
and their ideas.

 

For example, ISIS has created 
dedicated teams to reach out to 
unemployed and bitter young 
people on social networks such 
as Facebook. In addition, they 
possess propaganda cells within 
Tunisia that use mosques as job 
centres. Hundreds of mosques are 
outside state control.

The equation is simple but 
seems so hard for our leaders to 
understand: If a state or a political 
system cannot provide hope to its 
youth through employment, sta-
bility and economic growth, they 
will find it in another system, an-
other ideal, which happens to be 
the one provided by the zealots. 
They are offering a false promise 
of a future, one that has crystal-
lised over the past few years with 
the fall of strong secular regimes 
in Libya, Tunisia and Syria.

 That is the most important 
difference between the past and 
now.

Therefore it is crucial that the 
broken system gets fixed quickly 
through investing in Tunisia’s 
most valuable asset: its youth. 
Otherwise this tragedy will bring 
a harsh stop to the only success-
ful democracy in the Arab world. 
Then hope will be lost forever.

Hatem Ben Salem is a former 
Tunisia minister of education and 
deputy minister of foreign affairs. 
He is an international affairs 
analyst and a legal scholar.
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