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T
he election of Labour MP Sadiq Khan as London’s first 
Muslim mayor is a victory over Islamophobia. How-
ever, the election of any Muslim mayor anywhere in 
Europe is unfortunately bound to be surrounded by 
controversy.

A recent poll by the French agency IFOP shows, for 
instance, there is substantial resistance to the idea of a 

Muslim mayor in France and Germany: 44% of those polled in 
France and 27% of Germans asked said they are opposed to the 
election of a mayor of “Muslim origin”.

The very presence of a “Muslim community” is perceived as a 
“threat” by 47% in France and 43% in Germany, the poll indicated. 
Furthermore, 68% of French respondents and 71% of Germans 
asked do not see Muslims as integrated and they blame Muslims 
primarily for a “refusal to integrate”.

The French, who are arguably Europe’s most secularist in out-
look, appear particularly resentful of Muslim displays of symbols 
and rites of their faith. Some 63% of the French questioned said 
such displays were “too conspicuous”. About half of Germans and 
French stated opposition to the building of mosques.

These are not signs that the gap between Muslims and the rest of 
European societies is narrowing. At the opposite, there are indica-
tions it is breeding violence.

A report published May 2nd by the French National Consultative 
Commission of Human Rights (CNCDH) shows that anti-Muslim 
crimes and threats rose 223% in 2015 — and this counts only 
reported incidents.

The increased hostility towards Muslims is clearly related to 
terror incidents perpetrated by jihadists. “Peaks” of violence were 
recorded in January 2015 (after jihadists attacked the staff of the 
French magazine Charlie Hebdo) and in November 2015 (when 
terrorists carried out a series of attacks in Paris), according to 
CNCDH President Christine Lazerges.

The report shows that Muslims and Jews in France have a lot in 
common. The latter remain the target of about 40% of hate inci-
dents but, as a minority, they are better accepted than black people, 
Maghrebis or Muslims and attacks on Jews decreased 5% in 2015.

It remains to be seen whether fear of Muslims in France and other 
parts of Europe will prove impervious to broader changes towards 
more tolerance in European societies. More than 50% of French 
people said in 2015 they were not “racist” and 33% rejected the 
notion of race.

Most Muslims in France are French nationals. As such, they 
deserve the same treatment as fellow citizens of different faiths. It 
is crucial that integration of the Muslim minority, which is mostly 
of North African descent, becomes the rule rather than the excep-
tion, be it in France and in the rest of Europe.

It takes an effort from both sides to bridge the current gap. This is 
an urgent task as complacency about this problem or further 
polarisation around it will offer no solution to Europe’s security 
problems. Muslim community leaders in Europe should help in the 
integration of Muslims by distancing themselves from extremists 
and advocating more moderate behaviour that can allay the fears of 
non-Muslims in Europe. If left unaddressed, the problem can only 
lead to further tragedies.

The gap between the Muslim 
minority and European 
societies needs to be bridged
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Iranians playing with 
fire in the Gulf

I
n an act of precarious 
defiance, the deputy 
commander of Iraq’s 
powerful Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guards Corps 
threatened to bar access to 

the strategic Strait of Hormuz to 
the United States and its allies if 
they “threaten” the Islamic 
Republic.

The narrow strait that lies be-
tween Iran on one side and Oman’s 
Musandam peninsula on the other 
provides the only sea passage to 
the open ocean from the Arabian 
Gulf. It is one of the world’s most 
strategically important choke 
points.

At its narrowest, the strait has a 
width of 54km, making it relatively 
simple to block. Crippling one or 
two supertankers, of which there 
are no shortages going through the 
busy strait on a daily basis, would 
close the passage to all shipping.

Blocking the strait would cre-
ate an oil shortage for parts of 
the world, diplomatic imbroglio 
and military enmeshment, with 

potentially grave conse-
quences.

On the oil front, with 
Hormuz closed, there 
would be an immediate 
fuel shortage. It is esti-
mated that about 20% of 
the world’s petroleum 
passes through the 
strait.

The closing of Hormuz 
would have serious con-

sequences for Saudi Arabia, whose 
super tankers need the Hormuz 
outlet to ferry the country’s oil 
and liquefied natural gas from port 
terminals in Eastern province, as 
well as for other Gulf Cooperation 
Council members.

Such action would create a 
scurry on the diplomatic front, as 
politicians and diplomats at all 
levels would try to reach a peaceful 
solution.

The United States would cer-
tainly intervene, as it has in the 
past to protect its US Navy 5th 
Fleet, which has its home port in 

Bahrain and is deployed mainly to 
protect international shipping in 
the region.

There is a memorable precedent 
of a similar situation pitting the 
US military against the Iranians 
when, in 1987-88, the US Navy set 
out to escort as many tankers and 
supertankers as it could, frequent-
ly engaging the Iranians who tried 
to attack the vessels.

But that was nearly 30 years ago. 
Today the region is very different 
and much more volatile. Following 
the uprisings of the “Arab spring”, 
it is much more explosive with 
several conflicts percolating.

Given the harsh realities associ-
ated with the closure of such a 
strategically important waterway, 
it is unlikely that the Iranians 
would actually go through with 
their threat to bar US ships from 
the strait.

However, the danger may come 
because hotheads in Iran, egged on 
by the country’s military successes 
in Syria and political achievements 
on the nuclear negotiation front, 
could be blinded and misguided by 
those limited accomplishments.

Iranian state media quoted 
Brigadier-General Hossein Salami, 
the acting commander of the Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, 
as saying: “If the Americans and 
their regional allies want to pass 
through the Strait of Hormuz and 
threaten us, we will not allow any 
entry.”

Earlier Iranian Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei criticised 
US military drills in the Gulf.

The last time the United States 
confronted the Iranians in the 
Gulf, the situation was contained 
but with conflicts raging in Yemen, 
Iraq and Syria and with jihadists 
creating potential trouble in the 
rest of the region, there are good 
chances for any Iranian-US conflict 
to escalate to very dangerous 
levels.

Claude Salhani is the Opinion 
editor of The Arab Weekly. Follow 
him on Twitter @Claudesalhani.

With regional conflicts 
raging, there are good 
chances for any 
Iranian-US conflict to 
escalate.
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Iranian warship Alborz, foreground, prepares before leaving Iran’s waters, at the Strait of Hormuz.


