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The strange battle over Brexit

British Prime Minister David Cameron at the EU Council 
headquarters during the EU leaders' summit addressing the talks 
about the so-called Brexit and the migrants crisis, in Brussels, last 
February.
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W 

hen viewed through 
the prism of Britain’s 
history, the country’s 
lack of emotional 
engagement with 

Europe, which puzzles many on the 
continent, is quite understandable. 
It has not been invaded for close on 
a millennium and has enjoyed a be-
nign experience of self-government 
since the 17th century.

This explains why it is able to 
judge supranational experiments 
by their merits not as steps to a cer-
tain “manifest” destiny. Contrary to 
many countries across the channel, 
such as Germany and Spain, Britain 
is not running away from its past.

That said, the timing of its great 
democratic consultations on Europe 
is unfortunate. When voters were 
consulted in 1975, two years after 
Britain joined the European Eco-
nomic Community, they could not 
have guessed what the club’s ambi-
tions nor who its future members 
would be.

A vote after the Single European 
Act was adopted would have made 
sense. Next June’s vote is running 
ahead of history. Were it just a ver-
dict on the past three decades of 
membership the only reasonable 
conclusion would be that Britain is 
richer today than it was in 1985. Con-
trary to what the Brexit supporters 
argue, membership of the European 
Union cannot have been a disaster.

By the same token, nobody knows 
what the future holds. If integration 
gets tighter and the eurozone gains 
the characteristics of a country, then 
Britain would be in an invidious po-
sition of being forced to respect rules 

made elsewhere. Were the European 
Union to unwind or disintegrate, the 
consequences for Britain could be 
equally severe. A British exit from 
Europe could “explode” the Euro-
pean Union.

The timing of the referendum is 
risky because Brexit is but one of 
four fractures that put the future of 
the European Union at risk. West Eu-
ropean countries have discovered, to 
their dismay, that some East Europe-
an countries, which they gave plenty 
of cash to modernise their econo-
mies after the fall of communism, 
are refusing to share the burden on 
refugees. The populism of the Hun-
garian prime minister is hardly new 
but the behaviour of Poland’s new 
government is making life uncom-
fortable for German Chancellor An-
gela Merkel.

The second line of fracture is the 
euro and it runs north-south. The 
Greek position is as untenable today 
as it was nine months ago. Italy’s 
banks are under pressure and Spain 
has paid a heavy price in lost jobs 
and lower wages for the austerity 
policies Germany has insisted upon 
across the continent.

The third line of fracture con-
cerns the refugees — Greece cannot 
carry the burden of hosting so many 
refugees and if Italy were to be en-
gulfed by a new wave of refugees, 
the Schengen system of passport-
free travel could quickly shrink to 
France, Germany and the Benelux 
countries.

A key question remains unan-
swered: Why has the European Un-
ion done nothing to tackle the traf-
fickers who collected an estimated 
$2 billion 2015? How is it that so 
many refugees seem to land on Eu-
rope’s shores with euros on them?

A Europe in permanent crisis or 
disintegrating is hardly good news 
for southern rim Mediterranean 
countries because it focuses discus-
sions between countries that border 
it on security.

It also reinforces authoritarian 
regimes in the south where Tuni-
sia survives as the sole successful 
democratic experiment five years af-
ter the Arab revolts began. Anaemic 
economic growth in many European 

countries does little to encourage 
trade or investment with its south-
ern partners.

By the same token, terrorism in 
Tunisia and Egypt has cost both 
countries a large portion of their re-
ceipts from tourism. Morocco alone 
has benefited from its more stable 
environment.

North Africa has only figured 
on the British radar since the early 
2000s. Before that it was viewed 
in London as a French preserve. In 
2012 North Africa became a separate 
department in the Foreign and Com-
monwealth Office in London. The 
United Kingdom has a military atta-
ché in Tunis where the embassy also 
houses the UK embassy to Libya. The 
terrorist attack against the gas field 
of Tigentourine in south-eastern 
Algeria three years ago brought the 
first visit by a British prime minister 
to Algeria since that country became 
independent in 1962. In Algiers, the 
recently reopened British council 
is swamped with requests to learn 
English. Shell and BP are active in 
Algeria. Brexit would hardly weaken 
such links as close cooperation in 
military and intelligence matters be-
tween European and North African 
countries would survive.

In the House of Commons, De-
fence Minister Michael Fallon an-
nounced that Britain had agreed 
with Tunisia to deploy 20 British 
military instructors to help counter 
illegal cross-border movement from 
Libya. This is the second phase of an 
ongoing process — the first military 
agreement between Britain and a 
democratically elected Arab coun-
try. Military cooperation between a 
democracy is easier than with an au-
thoritarian system in which there is 
no such control.

For Tunisians, broadening cooper-
ation on such matters outside their 
traditional relations with France and 
the United States to include Britain, 
whose geostrategic view is broader 

than that of most European capitals, 
is all benefit.

Mayor of London Boris Johnson 
has subordinated the future of Brit-
ain in the European Union to his own 
self-interest and career plans, not to 
those of the city he governs, which 
stands to lose a lot from Brexit.

Comparing himself to Winston 
Churchill, Johnson argues he will 
end up on the right side of history, 
which is preposterous. The great 
war-time prime minister did not 
come out against Adolf Hitler in the 
1930s for reasons of personal ambi-
tion but because he saw the threat 
the German fuhrer’s ambitions 
posed to democracies — Britain, 
France and other countries in Eu-
rope.

The Tory party has boasted great 

statesmen over the generations, 
none more so than Viscount Palm-
erston, who was foreign secretary 
three times and twice prime min-
ister in the 19th century. It was he 
who said, in one of the most famous 
quotes in Britain’s history: “Nations 
have no permanent friends or allies, 
they only have permanent interests.”

It is in Britain’s interest to stay in 
Europe; in the European Union’s to 
have Britain remain as a member, in 
the broader interest of Mediterra-
nean countries to see the only coun-
try in Europe, with France, that has 
nuclear weapons and a well-trained 
army remain.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Anaemic economic 
growth in many 
European countries 
does little to 
encourage trade or 
investment with its 
southern partners.

North Africa has 
only figured on the 
British radar since 
the early 2000s.

Trump makes bigotry acceptable

W 
hether he wins 
or loses, 
whether he 
progresses far, 
fast and further 
or not at all in 

his campaign to become president 
of the United States, Donald 
Trump has achieved a remarkable 
distinction not generally afforded 
American public figures: He has a 
starring role in an al-Shabab 
recruitment video targeting black 
Americans and Muslims.

The Somalia-based, al-Qaeda 
affiliate appears to think Trump is a 
gold mine. That is proof of just how 
divisive Trump is for the United 
States and its millions of Muslim 
citizens and residents. If young 
American Muslims — of what-
ever ethnicity — pay attention to 
al-Shabab’s 51-minute video, they 
may come away with a disturbing 
view of their country and their 
place in it.

There is Trump calling for Mus-
lims to be banned from entering 
the United States, for mosques to 
be closed and for Muslims in the 
country to be listed in a govern-
ment database.

There is companion footage on 
the video of Yemeni-American 
cleric Anwar al-Awlaki, once al-
Qaeda’s leading English-language 
recruiter. Before he was killed by a 
US drone strike in Yemen in 2011, 
Awlaki warned that the United 
States would surely turn against its 
Muslims. Trump’s remarks about 
Muslims appear to make Awlaki 
dangerously prescient. And believ-
able.

Consider the anguish expressed 
by Saqib Bhatti in the Huffing-
ton Post. Bhatti, a fellow at the 
Roosevelt Institute, describes 
himself as the “American-born son 
of Pakistani Muslim immigrants”. 
He wrote that Trump is not spread-
ing bigotry and racism in America 
so much as “unleashing it. He is 
saying the things that a lot of peo-
ple already believed but were too 
polite or afraid to say in public.”

What hope can there be for a 
cohesive America if even some 
such as Bhatti, a Yale graduate and 
a community-minded citizen, says 
that Trump is saying the unsaid? 
And that  “a lot of” his fellow 
Americans already think the things 
that Trump has been saying? That 
Trump has given voice to a deep 
anti-Muslim sentiment within 
America. That his bully-boy pro-
nouncements on America’s Muslim 
problem somehow shine a bright 
light on a deep and unsettling 
truth, which Bhatti describes as fol-
lows: “Deep down many of us have 
long feared but were afraid to say 
out loud: We don’t belong here.”

It is clear that whatever happens 
to Trump and his political aspira-

tions, he has lit the touch in the 
so-called civilisational clash in 
America. All that remains is for the 
gunpowder to ignite. Not in physi-
cal terms but in the more destruc-
tive sense of a combustion that rips 
through communal harmony.

Trump has set out his 21st-
century version of the Crusades. 
In January, he said that Christians 
abroad were being massacred and 
Christians at home were under 
cultural and political siege. He 
pledged: “We’re going to protect 
Christianity.”

This may seem at odds with 
Trump’s business interests in the 
Middle East and his long deal-
ings with Muslim potentates and 
corporations but political expedi-
ency is a cynical trade-off. The real 
danger, as Joseph Nye, a former US 
assistant secretary of defence and 
chairman of the US National Intel-
ligence Council, has said, “is not 
that Trump will do what he says if 
he reaches the White House but the 
damage caused by what he says as 
he tries to get there”.

For a long time after this presi-
dential election season, America’s 
politicians will be struggling to 
explain — at home and abroad — 
why Trump’s outrageous remarks 
about Muslims were cheered by 
thousands of American voters who 
attended his rallies. Why weren’t 
they shocked? Why didn’t they boo 
and jeer such unfair stereotyping of 
an entire religious community?

Why, as CNN has reported, did 
Hoyt Wood, a 68-year-old military 
veteran at a Trump rally in South 
Carolina, have the guts (and the 

bad taste) to say the following: “Is-
lam is not a religion. It’s a violent 
blood cult. OK? All they know is 
violence. That’s all they know.”

Why did retired factory worker 
Lee Walter from Iowa unabashedly 
chant on camera at a Trump rally 
in Des Moines in December: “Hey, 
hey. Ho, ho. All the Muslims have 
to go!”

And so it goes on.
Public Policy Polling, a firm 

ranked by the Wall Street Journal 
as one of the more accurate in its 
field, in February said that 56% 
of Trump supporters in South 
Carolina say either Islam should be 
illegal in the United States or are 
not sure that it should be legal.

So what are America’s Muslims 
doing about the hostility un-
leashed by Trump?

So far, there are few signs of 
mobilisation but that is entirely to 
be expected. Despite some pockets 
— for instance, Middle Eastern 
groups make up the largest ethnic 
segment of Dearborn, Michigan; 
Somalis in Minneapolis — Ameri-
can Muslims are a scattered faith 
community. It is not monolithic 
and has differing priorities.

That said, Trump’s attack on 
Muslims’ right to belong to Ameri-
ca opens a domestic front line that 
makes casual bigotry acceptable 
with all the terrible attendant con-
sequences on both sides.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on 
Twitter: @rashmeerl.
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