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The Arabic-German rap song about Tunisia’s woes
Roua Khlifi

Bradaa, Tunisia

A 

group of young rappers 
from a small Tunisian 
coastal village are win-
ning acclaim for a song 
condemning terrorism.

Tunisian authorities launched 
Youth Against Terrorism, a nation-
al awareness-building campaign 
against the dangers of radicalism, 
in December. People under 30 
were called upon to make cultural 
and artistic contributions.

The programme was aimed at 
creating “youth ambassadors” in 
interior regions, border towns and 
working-class neighbourhoods 
around Tunis.

A group of young people in a 
small coastal town were enthused 
by the idea. They lived in Bradaa, 
best known for olive production, 
near Mahdia, 210km south of Tu-
nis.

The town has become known 
among Tunisian youth and fans 
of rap as the hometown of rappers 
behind the song Zaama (I wonder).

Bilel Hammouda, Abdallah 
Jomaa and Mourad Ghrab collabo-
rated to produce the song, which 
they released on the fifth anniver-
sary of the 2011 Tunisian uprising.

The rappers produced the song 
and posted it online with the help 
of the Youth Centre of Bradaa. The 
lyrics, in Arabic and German, re-

flect the anguish of Tunisians as 
they see their country struggling 
with the problems of terrorism, 
illegal migration and unemploy-
ment. Ghrab, who had lived in Ger-
many, provided a German transla-
tion of the lyrics.

Mohamed Mbarek, who works 
at the Youth Centre, acknowledges 
the challenges faced by young peo-
ple in Bradaa.

“This is a small town full of tal-
ents and young energy but the so-
cial rules and inner restraints often 
prevent them from believing in 
and produce some concrete work 
so it goes away with time,” he said.

“This group of young people had 
great passion for music and rap 
and wanted to bring their work to 
the public.”

Ghrab said it was not easy to 
form the rap group, especially 
since he was new in town.

“We formed a group and we 
started working together. We even-
tually agreed to write a song about 
the country,” Ghrab said.

The song’s lyrics reflect on the 
many issues that the country faces. 
With “saddened by the fate of my 
country”, as a refrain, the lyrics 
mention young people who joined 
jihad abroad but were often igno-
rant of its real danger. The song 
calls on young people to protect 
the beauty of the country and its 
people, lamenting over recent ter-
rorist attacks.

Ghrab emphasised the role that 
rap can take in relaying the mes-
sage to people, especially youth.

“Looking at what is happening 
in the country, I wanted to write 
something about this situation,” 
he said. “This is about how I see 
it. People were very enthusiastic 

about the song. I was surprised 
that it appealed to young people 
but also to older generations and 
different age groups.”

“I think these words are more 
powerful in the sense they reached 
all listeners and managed to trans-
mit the reality of things in the 
country. Even people abroad liked 
the song when they heard the Ger-
man part,” Ghrab added.

Ghrab said he sees a role for rap 
in Tunisia. “Rap music remains 
misunderstood and there will be a 

time when people will understand 
it. Rap is to express yourself. The 
rappers in the group and I want to 
keep the spirit of truth in our rap 
and mostly keep it authentic. We 
want to talk about the issues of the 
country,” he explains

In a small town such as Bradaa, 
where little cultural activities or 
entertainment are possible for 
young people, youth centres, 
Youth Against Terrorism and other 
initiatives can provide a space for 
creativity.

Ghrab points out: “We are just 
simple people who are expressing 
their own stories. We worked on 
this song to touch people’s hearts. 
With what is happening in the 
country especially terrorist attacks 
and with people’s frustration with 
unemployment, one cannot just 
watch. We need to do whatever we 
can.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor for The Arab 
Weekly. She is based in Tunis.

From right to left: Mourad Ghrab, Bilel Hammouda and Abdallah Jomaa.

The lyrics, in Arabic 
and German, reflect 
the anguish of 
Tunisians as they 
see their country 
struggling with the 
problems of 
terrorism, illegal 
migration and 
unemployment.

Leila Aboulela discusses The Kindness of Enemies
Dunia El-Zobaidi

London

W 

ith growing pres-
sure on UK profes-
sionals to report 
signs of religious 
extremism, Leila 

Aboulela’s novel The Kindness of 
Enemies is timely, drawing a paral-
lel between the jihad perpetrated 
by the Islamic State (ISIS) and a 
case of 19th-century Sufi jihad in 
Russia.

Speaking at Bare Lit Festival in 
London, Aboulela contrasted the 
two types of jihad.

The Kindness of Enemies, 
 Aboulela’s fifth work of fiction, 
runs two stories in parallel. In the 
present day, Natasha Wilson, born 
in Khartoum as Natasha Hussein to 
a Russian mother and a Sudanese 
father, is an academic working at 
a Scottish university. Her field of 
study is the campaign of resistance 
led by Sufi Imam Shamyl, against 
Russia in the Caucasus in the 19th 
century. Natasha spends time in 
the home of one of her students, 
Oz and his mother Malak, who are 
descendants of Imam Shamyl.

There is an interweaving of nar-
ratives presenting Natasha at the 
university with Oz, and the histori-
cal stream of the novel, which be-
gins in Caucasian Georgia in 1854 
when Anna, a noblewoman, is tak-
en hostage by the imam in retalia-
tion for his son, Jamal al-Din, who 
has been a captive of the Russians 
since 1839.

“I was interested in Imam Sha-
myl for quite some time. I wrote a 
radio play about him and I was in-
terested in what he did. He reunit-

ed the tribes of the Caucasus and 
announced jihad against Russian 
expansion,” Aboulela said in an in-
terview with The Arab Weekly.

“I was interested in him fighting 
jihad from a Sufi aspect. This kind 
of jihad is different from what we 
see practised by ISIS and al-Qaeda. 

Imam Shamyl was eventually ex-
iled in Moscow. He didn’t fight un-
til death. He accepted peace and he 
accepted he lost the war,” Aboulela 
said.

The author described how when 
he went to Russia, the Imam mar-
velled at the advances Russians 

had achieved and he admired the 
Christian compassion towards him 
and his family.

“When the Russians fell into 
his hands, he treated them badly 
whereas the Russians treated him 
well in their country,” Aboulela 
said. “He knew there were politi-
cal motives behind that but he was 
fair-minded, he was educated, he 
was hard on himself as a Sufi. He 
questioned his motives, his feel-
ings of pride.”

Speaking about the way Shamyl 
would have perceived ISIS brutal-
ity, Aboulela said he would be ruth-
less against them. “He would have 
fought and killed them and be to-
tally unforgiving towards them. He 
would be a huge Muslim supporter 
of the war on terror,” she said.

In her novel, Aboulela under-
scores the ambiguous issue of 
monitoring extremism as she read 
a few articles in the Guardian about 
a student who was arrested be-
cause he downloaded an ISIS train-
ing manual.

“That scared me as I have chil-
dren,” Aboulela said. “Once you 
become a parent, you get into the 
habit of worrying about them. I 
created Natasha’s character to be 
ambiguous as I feel the situation 
with terrorism now is ambiguous. 
There is an element of not being 
sure what you can say or do. There 
are changes in laws here every day.”

The author also explains the di-
lemma of having two identities. 
“Natasha is ambivalent about her 

faith because she wants to fit in and 
deceives herself. She volunteers to 
do the training course. She ends 
up reporting certain students but 
not all and Oz is not reported. The 
reader questions why she reported 
the rest but not him,” she said.

Anna’s story, that of a stranger in 
a strange land, mirrors Natasha’s. 
As time passes, Anna comes to 
feel acclimated with her captors, 
though not comfortable. The same 
applies to the Imam’s son, Jamal al-
Din, who ends up living almost his 
whole life among the Russians. By 
the time he returns to his father’s 
house, he no longer feels any sense 
of belonging.

“I understand the situation Ja-
mal al-Din was in. When you read 
his story from Russian sources, 
he’s portrayed as a tragic hero who 
did not want to go back to the Cau-
casus at all,” Aboulela said. “I felt 
he had mixed feelings. Jamal al-Din 
feels he is Russian but misses his 
father and his brother. He believes 
he was going backwards from so-
phistication to a harsh mountain 
climate. He felt the struggle of 
fasting during Ramadan in a hot 
climate.”

Explaining more about her pro-
tagonist, Natasha, Aboulela said 
she needed a modern character to 
bridge the gap between the past 
and present. “I received good ad-
vice from an editor that I should 
make sure the present is as strong 
as the past,” she said. “That was 
a big challenge and I still hear my 
readers prefer the past.”

The Kindness of Enemies by Leila 
Aboulela was published in August 
2015 by Grove Press.

Dunia El-Zobaidi is a regular Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Leila Aboulela, author of The Kindness of Enemies

“Imam Shamyl 
would be a huge 
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the war on terror.”
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lyrics.


