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Opinion

Y
emeni peace talks in 
Kuwait are very 
important, particu-
larly as they will 
reveal if there is any 
real impetus to push 

for a new political formula in 
Yemen.

To put it another way, the Ku-
wait talks will show whether the 
parties have had their fill of war 
and whether the Houthis, who 
have benefited from an alliance 
with forces loyal to former presi-
dent Ali Abdullah Saleh, under-
stand that they no longer have any 
chance of achieving their objec-
tives through force of arms.

The Houthis captured the 
Yemeni capital, Sana’a, in April 

2014 and since then 
have been seeking to 
take control of the rest 
of the country. This, 
however, is something 
that they were not able 
to achieve, thanks, first, 
to Yemeni domestic 
resistance and then the 
arrival of the Saudi-led 
Gulf coalition.

In Sana’a, the Houthis 
revealed their true face, not least 
through the so-called Peace and 
Partnership Agreement that they 
proposed and that was given cover 

by Yemeni President Abd Rabbo 
Mansour Hadi and UN envoy Jamal 
Benomar. Houthi leader Abdul-
malik al-Houthi said that a new 
system had emerged in Yemen, 
based on what he dubbed “revolu-
tionary legitimacy”. This system, 
he said, replaced the Republic of 
Yemen, which had been in place 
since 1962.

From this standpoint, this 
round of negotiations in Kuwait is 
crucial. Kuwait has always been 
a place that has helped others 
reach compromises and it is one 
of the few regional states that can 
help the Yemenis at this critical 
juncture. This is based on Kuwait’s 
historic relations with Yemen as 
well as the lack of any Kuwaiti 
agenda regarding the southern 
Arabian peninsula state.

Indeed, this is not the first time 
that Kuwait was the site of Yemeni 
peace talks. After the Yemen civil 
war broke out in 1979, Kuwait also 
hosted negotiations.

Yemen needs to restore the 
foundations of its state, particu-
larly after all that has happened 
in the last few years, not least the 
Muslim Brotherhood hijacking the 
youth-led “Arab spring” for its own 
purposes.

In Yemen, there was the as-
sassination attempt on former 

president Ali Abdullah Saleh on 
June 3, 2011, and his decision to 
step down from power in February 
2012 as part of a Gulf initiative that 
left control in the hands of Hadi, 
Saleh’s deputy.

One thing is clear, the Saudi-
led Operation Decisive Storm has 
sounded the death knell for Iran’s 
project in Yemen. What is impor-
tant now is to move from a stage of 
conflict to one in which all parties 
can work together to discuss the 
new political formula for the coun-
try. This formula must include 
a determination that there is no 
room to return to the past. The 
main question, though, remains: 
Are the Houthis prepared to reach 
a settlement?

Yemen’s new vice-president, 
Ali Mohsen al-Ahmar, has played 
a role in every Yemeni war with 
the Houthis since 2004. He is a 
well-respected figure in the north 
with close family ties to Saleh, in 

addition to being co-founder of the 
Muslim Brotherhood-backed Islah 
party. His appointment represents 
a major development but will his 
presence help the Yemeni sides 
reach an agreement that can over-
come the past?

Much will depend on the will-
ingness, of both sides, to think 
outside the box and avoid political 
deadlock, particularly over the 
issue of Yemeni unity. For many 
Yemenis, such unity simply does 
not exist.

Given this division and disunity, 
will the two sides be able to reach 
common ground in Kuwait? What 
about the continuing hope among 
many southerners for secession? 
What does the future hold for 
Saleh, particularly given that many 
Yemenis in the capital support 
him?

Will the two sides be able to 
reach an agreement to end the 
conflict or will the Yemeni night-
mare continue? The world is wait-
ing for the results of the Kuwaiti 
negotiations to find out.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.
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How did Europe and its
Muslim communities end up here?

F rench satirical 
magazine Charlie 
Hebdo asks this 
anguished question 
in an eponymous 
editorial: “How did 

we end up here?” It is a reference 
to the sense of helpless outrage 
felt by Europe over terrorist 
attacks on its great cities by its 
own nationals.

The helplessness is not caused 
by the frustrations of fighting 
terrorism but by the perpetrators’ 
identity. They are second-genera-
tion immigrant Muslim youths of 
North African ethnicity. They are 
European except by affiliation. As 
Charlie Hebdo points out, Europe 
is unable to decide which of the 
following is most to blame for the 
state of affairs and thereby, the 
Brussels attacks: “An incompe-
tent police force? Unbridled mul-
ticulturalism? Youth unemploy-
ment? Uninhibited Islamism?”

These are important questions. 
Two disconnected but intersect-
ing events may be relevant in the 
search for an answer.

First, the outrage over Air 
France’s announcement that its 
female flight attendants must 
wear headscarves on renewed 
service between Paris and Teh-
ran. French unions accused the 
airline of launching “an attack 
on women” and Air France was 
forced to compromise. Female 
crew could opt out of flying the 
route to Tehran, the airline said.

The great howl of protest over 
the headscarf was instructive. 
It indicated increasing paranoia 
over any perceived Western 
surrender to orthodox “Muslim” 
values. And it showed the extent 
to which reason has abdicated to 
hysteria. Air France had simply 
restored a pragmatic business 

requirement that had 
been in place on its flights 
to Iran before the service 
was suspended in 2008. 
In business, as in elec-
toral politics, idealism 
must often lose to grubby 
pragmatism.

The second event 
occurred in Switzer-
land. A school near 

Basel exempted two Muslim 
boys from shaking their female 
teacher’s hand, a twice-a-day 
custom in schoolrooms across the 
country.

The teenage pupils argued that 
shaking hands with a woman 
went against the teachings of 
their faith. The Swiss Justice 
minister said her country “cannot 
accept this in the name of reli-
gious freedom. The handshake 
is part of our culture”. The Swiss 
Teacher’s Union agreed with her. 
The school in question said it was 
a “temporary and pragmatic” 
decision.

This is pragmatism of the sort 
that kills the dream. A member of 
the anti-immigration Swiss Peo-
ple’s Party darkly asked: “Today’s 
it’s the handshake, what will it be 
tomorrow?”

It is a legitimate question and it 
feeds back into the one posed by 
Charlie Hebdo: “How did we end 
up here?”

It is plain that Europe is in a 
terrible bind about its settled 
Muslim population, which is 
mostly immigrants who arrived 
on the continent well after World 
War II. European rationalism (and 

laws) allows for non-discrimina-
tory multiculturalism. There is an 
unsaid expectation that Muslims 
will return the compliment and 
fold themselves into Europe. In 
other words, that Muslims in 
Europe will become European 
Muslims and will take on at least 
some of the pragmatic ways of 
the countries in which they live.

The overly chaste teenagers in 
Switzerland obviously did not. 
Should the school have backed 
down citing pragmatism? Not 
in the opinion of Montassar Ben 
Mrad, president of the Federa-
tion of Islamic Organisations in 
Switzerland. “Can the denial of 
shaking hands be more important 
than the Islamic commandment 
of mutual respect?” he asked, ad-
dressing the question to Muslim 
students and parents.

Unfortunately, yet another 
group, the Islamic Central Council 
of Switzerland, responded with 
careless unconcern. “One would 
think that the continued exist-

ence of Switzerland’s core values 
was at stake,” it said, metaphori-
cally blowing a raspberry at Swiss 
concerns about integrating its 5% 
Muslims.

This is imprudent and bound 
to provoke reactionary measures 
that will lead to Muslim resent-
ment. In 2009, Swiss voters 
banned construction of minarets. 
Last year, one canton made it 
possible to punish the wearing of 
a burqa in public with a $10,000 
fine.

With Syrians continuing to seek 
sanctuary in the West, it is un-
wise for Muslims already settled 
in Europe to show themselves 
to be a perfidious lot. ‘Twas well 
said that you better think about 
the future for it is where you will 
spend the rest of your life.

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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