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T
he ongoing season of European elections serves as a 
timely reminder of the enduring ties between the 
Arab world and Europe.

The calendar from May to January covers several 
major — and some minor — polls across the conti-
nent. On May 7, France has the second round of its 
presidential election. In June, it elects its parliament 

and Britain conducts a general election. In September, Norway 
has an election and so does Germany.

These elections will not all attract the same level of attention. 
Some of them, however, are especially noteworthy for the Arab 
world

When French voters denied Marine Le Pen, the anti-immigrant 
far-right candidate for president, the lion’s share of the vote on 
April 23, they offered hope that the forces of bigotry and Islamo-
phobia would be defeated.

On to Germany where the disarray within its small, pugna-
cious, anti-Islam Alternative for Germany party also suggests 
that Europe’s biggest economy will probably not vote for intoler-
ance come September. This, despite the many problems that 
came with German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s controversial 
decision to take in a million Syrian refugees from the autumn of 
2015.

The United Kingdom’s post-Brexit election, as well as the 
German vote, may matter to the Middle East and North Africa 
region in many ways. As in the French election campaign, a good 
part of the debate in Britain and Germany will turn on issues of 
immigration, fighting extremism and terror, as well as the war in 
Syria and continuing conflict in Iraq.

Indeed, European elections can have profound consequences 
for the region in terms of war and peace. They also have a direct 
impact on the Arab diaspora in Europe.

There is no denying that many European nationals of Arab 
origin have not been fully integrated in their adoptive countries 
for various reasons. Even so, many ethnic Arabs have, over the 
decades, become fully fledged citizens of the European Union. 
Europe has, despite the xenophobia of recent years, largely been 
hospitable towards Arabs and Muslims.

Of course, the links between Europe and the Arab world go 
beyond the diaspora. More unites the Arab world and Europe 
than joins either of them to any other region. For Europe, the 
Middle East is literally next door. Both regions share deep 
historical ties — parts of Europe such as modern-day Spain, 
Portugal and Sicily were once ruled by Arabs. In philosophy and 
in science, there was much give and take, not least the transmis-
sion of ancient Hellenic texts to Europe via the Arabic language.

The European Union is a key partner in terms of investment 
and trade. It is also bound to help the war-ravaged MENA region 
with reconstruction when the guns fall silent. Continued educa-
tional and scientific exchange is crucial to train a new generation 
of Arabs.

Meanwhile, the Europe of today offers another crucial lesson 
to the Arab world. Its programme of ever-closer union serves as a 
role model to fractious Arabs and a remarkable example of 
pragmatic idealism. In other words, the European project shows 
the Arab world that differences do not have to be an obstacle to 
shared goals and determined progress.

European vote matters 
to the Arab world

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Can Marwan Barghouti
be the next Yasser Arafat?

M
arwan Barghouti is 
at it again. To 
Israel’s annoyance, 
the famous 
Palestinian 
prisoner is leading 

another collective hunger strike. 
More than 1,500 prisoners in Israeli 
jails are taking part in the strike, a 
testimony to the man’s capacity to 
unite Palestinians regardless of 
their political affiliation.

A few months ago, Fadwa Bargh-
outi, Marwan’s wife, strongly criti-
cised Fatah for not nominating her 
husband to its Central Committee. 
Marwan Barghouti’s recent actions 
are reminding Fatah members of the 
party’s central role in the Palestin-
ian struggle.

Hamas, the rival organisation con-
trolling the Gaza Strip, is irked by 
the uproar surrounding Barghouti’s 
hunger strike, which began April 17. 
It does not make Hamas look good, 
especially considering its claim 
to represent the real resistance to 
Israel.

As for Fatah, it has been accused 
of having become a governing party 
giving priority to international 
concerns and demands and, in the 
process, losing a lot of its lustre 
and appeal. Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas has turned Fatah 
into his choice instrument of au-
thority and power.

Hamas has stayed out of Bargh-
outi’s strike as if to say that it does 
not recognise the man’s leadership. 
It continues to ignore any Palestin-
ian action outside its control and is 
further bothered by hearing Bargh-
outi’s name frequently mentioned 
as the likely next president of the 
Palestinian Authority.

The timing of the hunger strike 
is significant. Abbas was scheduled 
to meet with US President Donald 
Trump on May 3.

The hunger strike came at a cru-
cial time when the new US admin-
istration is establishing its Middle 
East policy. American officials are 
travelling all over the Middle East 
to fix Washington’s alliances in the 
region. Of course, Israel will be part 
of those alliances and Washington 
wants Israel’s role to be clear and 
transparent.

It seems Trump has revived the 
Palestinian question after it had 
been discarded by his predecessor. 
During President Barack Obama’s 
time in office, the situation in the 
Palestinian territories was bogged in 
the same rotten quagmire. Negotia-
tions faltered and Israeli settlements 
flourished.

The new US president is clearly 
biased towards Israel. He has 
promised to move the US embassy 
to Jerusalem. He is hoping for a 

settlement that is not necessarily 
advantageous to the Palestinians as 
much as it is a manoeuvre to have 
Israel openly recognised as an ally to 
the Arabs under US auspices.

There were signs of this strategy 
during the Dead Sea Arab summit. 
By renewing their call for the Arab 
Peace Initiative and offering a road 
map to that end, Arab leaders seem 
to have implicitly accepted US strat-
egy in the Middle East.

By inviting the Palestinian presi-
dent to visit, Washington seems to 
have started implementing the plan. 
The final outcome, however, is going 
to necessitate painful sacrifices from 
both Israel and the Palestinians.

In their reports about the hunger 
strike, Western media have conspic-
uously mentioned Barghouti’s name 
as a likely replacement for Abbas. 
This is not surprising since Bargh-
outi enjoys widespread popularity 
among Palestinians.

If that scenario becomes a reality, 
Barghouti’s presidency might usher 
a great historic settlement in the 
Palestinian territories.

Barghouti is very skilled at read-
ing international trends. He is a 
media favourite and has said over 
and over again that he seeks peace 
and that fighting Israel does not 
preclude negotiating with it. He has 
continued to repeat the same mes-
sage even from his jail cell or from 
courtrooms during his trials.

He has purposely stuck to the 
spirit of the Oslo Accords. Barghouti 
has led the recent hunger strike to 
demand better conditions for all 
Palestinian prisoners as if to say 
that the place for political demands 
is outside prison walls.

At this juncture, what the world 
needs to do is to liberate “Pales-
tine’s Mandela.” For Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s 
government, this is out of the ques-
tion.

It is, however, rumoured in 
Western media that Barghouti’s 
liberation is being advocated in 
international corridors as necessary 
since he can play a crucial role in 
convincing his fellow Palestinians 
to accept more painful concessions 
to realise the great historic accord. 
Similar sentiments were expressed 
about Yasser Arafat before the Oslo 
accords.

The world might be in need of 
another Arafat but what is really 
needed is a change in the mindset 
of Israeli decision-makers. The 
same mindset that was considered 
to have erased Arafat’s legacy is 
still in power and will definitely not 
tolerate another Arafat.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.
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