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Bourguiba’s statue symbolically reinstalled in Tunis
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

he statue of Tunisia’s first 
president Habib Bour-
guiba was restored to its 
original pedestal on June 
1st, the 61st anniversary of 

his return from exile in France.
Bourguiba loyalists cried as they 

witnessed the twist of destiny near-
ly 30 years after the statue had been 
moved from the centre of Tunis to 
a suburb. Others, however, saw the 
transfer of the statue as a bid by Tu-
nisia’s leaders to promote unity as 
the country faces high unemploy-
ment, jihadist threats and regional 
upheaval.

“Bourguiba is the father who gave 
me the freedom to go to school, to 
live free and divorce the man I do 
not like. God bless his soul,” shout-
ed a young woman with tears in her 
eyes.

Asked her name, she said: “A Tu-
nisian daughter of Bourguiba”.

Mohamed Bejaoui, 32, however, 
said he was disgusted with the cer-
emony. “The authorities wasted 
Tunisia’s money for a nonsensical 
move,” he said. “The money spent 

on this statue would have been bet-
ter gone on job creation or equip-
ment for hospitals in remote areas.”

When asked about those tearfully 
admiring the statue, Bejaoui said: 
“I do not understand that. I cannot 
feel their strong emotions.”

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi, who often says he is a disci-
ple of Bourguiba, unveiled a marble 
plaque on the statue that said: “The 
statue of Habib Bourguiba was re-
turned to its place on June 1, 2016.”

Bourguiba returned from France 
in 1955 after talks on Tunisia’s in-
dependence and was welcomed by 
huge crowds in central Tunis to de-
clare Tunisia a free country. June 1st 
is now celebrated as Victory Day in 
Tunisia.

“I was a small schoolboy when he 
came back. A sea of Tunisians wel-
comed him. People joined hands 
and moved him across this street 
where his statue is erected now. It 
gave me some confidence and trust 
in the future to see his statue back 
here,” said Mohamed Jouini, a trader 
at the Kasbah, the old city of Tunis.

“After they moved away his stat-
ue, I felt its absence like a black hole 
on my mind. All this must teach all 
of us a lesson: Nothing remains ex-
cept what is essential to improve hu-
man situations,” he said.

Bourguiba was replaced by his 
prime minister, Zine el-Abidine Ben 
Ali, on November 7th, 1987, after 
doctors declared him, at 82 years of 
age, incapacitated. His statue was 
removed from Habib Bourguiba Av-
enue in central Tunis to the port city 
of La Goulette, 10km from Tunis.

The statue was returned to the 
street where thousands of people 

gathered on January 14th, 2011, to 
chant “Game over” hours before 
Ben Ali left the country for exile in 
Saudi Arabia.

“Habib Bourguiba came to power 
a humble man and was gone with-
out any money. He owned eight 
olive trees at the beginning of his 
presidency in 1956. He had no penny 

beside that when he died in 2000,” 
said Makthri Salah, 78, a retired mil-
itary officer.

“He is not like the leaders of Tu-
nisia now. Bourguiba was a man of 
strong values. If our current lead-
ers own one-tenth of his values, the 
country would be more stable and 
prosperous.”

Not everybody among the crowd 
surrounding the statue agreed. “If 
Bourguiba did not hoard money, it 
is just because as a dictator he be-
lieved he owned the whole coun-
try,” said Slim Agrebi, 34-year-old 
accountant, as he joined the im-
promptu debate about the former 
president.
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Habib Bourguiba’s statue after it was reinstalled on the avenue bearing his name, on June 1st.

The return of Habib Bourguiba

T hirteen years after 
his death, Habib 
Bourguiba has 
returned to the 
avenue that bears the 
late president’s name 

in downtown Tunis. The statue 
depicting Bourguiba on horse-
back was reinstalled on Habib 
Bourguiba Avenue in a June 1st 
ceremony attended by Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi.

A few objected to the symbolic 
gesture but overall there was no 
significant opposition to return-
ing Bourguiba’s statue to its 
original location in central Tunis. 
It had been removed about three 
decades ago.

More than anything else, 
Bourguiba is remembered as the 
embodiment of Tunisia’s fight 
for independence and its sense of 
national pride. Last March he 
was named by 77% of Tunisian 
respondents in a nationwide poll 
as the leading figure of the 
struggle for independence, 
ahead of trade unionist leader 
Farhat Hached (42%) and 
Bourguiba’s nemesis Salah ben 
Youssef (15%).

Bourguiba also is credited with 
a host of iconic legacies. In the 
same poll, Tunisians listed the 
main achievements of the 
country since independence as: 
the army (92%), free education 
(83%), the republican regime 
(74%), general access to public 
health (66%), birth control (66%) 
and women’s liberation (64%).

All of these achievements were 
elements of Bourguiba’s modern-
ist nation-building vision. A 
vision based on civilian not 

military rule. A vision that 
pinned hope on civil not religious 
institutions.

Bourguiba knew what and 
whom he did not like. On the top 
of the list of his most disliked 
figures were ideologues whom he 
saw as opposed to progress. He is 
probably turning in his tomb over 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s recent remarks about 
birth control: “People talk about 
birth control, about family 
planning. No Muslim family can 
understand and accept that!” 
Bourguiba both understood and 
accepted it and firmly believed in 
family planning the same way he 
believed in other rights for 
women.

The return of Bourguiba’s 
statue to its former setting came 
at a time many Tunisians, 
especially the country’s young, 
yearn for a clear sense of identity. 
That need was strongly felt by 
secularist-leaning Tunisians in 
particular when Islamists and 
Salafists burst onto the political 
and cultural scene after 2011. 
During the last five years, 
Tunisia’s “culture wars” have 
been felt as existential challenges 
over the country’s “ways of life”.

It is no mere coincidence that a 
few weeks ago, Tunisia’s presi-

dency feted Hannibal in a 
cultural event that honoured the 
great Carthaginian general who 
died around 183BC in modern-
day Turkey. Hannibal is cel-
ebrated in Tunisia as a pre-
Islamic symbol of Tunisia’s past 
glory and as evidence of the 
country’s deep and rich history.

As in all exercises of nostalgia, 
there is much glossing over of 
Bourguiba’s shortcomings. 
Tunisia’s first president was a 
man with a vision but with no 
attention to the details of 
socio-economic management. A 
larger-than-life figure, he had an 
inflated ego that did not allow 
him to see his political contem-
poraries as legitimate rivals. He 
saw to his own crowning as 
president-for-life and objected to 
the attempts of liberal activists, 
including Caid Essebsi, to make 
democratisation one of the 
country’s priorities.

His most serious shortcoming 
was, however, his inability to 
step down when his health was 
clearly failing him. When he 
visited Washington in June 1985, 
Bourguiba illustrated De Gaulle’s 
wry comment that “old age is a 
shipwreck”. He tried to impress 
his American hosts while he 
could barely stand. He appar-

ently could not imagine Tunisia 
without him at the helm.

Even in his twilight years, 
though, Bourguiba would not 
compromise on Tunisia’s sover-
eignty. He was deeply angered 
when the White House seemed to 
condone an October 1985 Israeli 
air raid on Palestine Liberation 
Organisation headquarters in 
Tunisia that killed 61 Palestinians 
and 12 Tunisians.

In an official statement, 
Bourguiba “underlined with 
force and insistence the need for 
the United States to reconsider its 
negative and unexpected 
position”. He was only appeased 
when the United States refrained 
from using its veto power against 
a UN resolution denouncing the 
Israeli action. A first in the annals 
of US votes on Israeli actions.

A couple of weeks later, 
then-US President Ronald Reagan 
described Tunisia’s leader as “a 
gifted statesman” and reminded 
Americans during his weekly 
radio address that Bourguiba 
“was one of the very first to urge 
a negotiated settlement of the 
Arab-Israeli conflict”.

Pragmatism in peacemaking is 
another legacy of Bourguiba. 
When the demagogues of armed 
liberation carried the day, 
Bourguiba called on Arabs to opt 
for a gradualist approach in their 
search for an equitable solution 
to the Palestinian problem. It did 
not make him popular among the 
region’s more radical leaders but 
ultimately it is the course the 
Arab world has adopted.

In an age when regional and 
international powers dictate the 
Arab agenda, when jihadist 
extremists try to lure confused 
youths into murderous missions 
and when future prospects 
appear increasingly dim, people 
in the Arab world are looking for 
heroes. Habib Bourguiba is, 
despite all, one such a hero.
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Weekly.
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