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Is the Maghreb too conservative to be swayed 
by the model of France’s Macron?
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

he new political model 
emerging in France since 
the election of 39-year-
old Emmanuel Macron as 
president has not gone un-

noticed in the Maghreb where socie-
ties tend to take cultural and politi-
cal cues from their former colonial 
power.

They seem too conservative, 
however, to follow the new French 
model, despite the countries’ young 
people clearly yearning to break 
economic stagnation and rigid po-
litical and social hierarchies.

France is the main exporter of 
goods and ideas to the Maghreb de-
spite the fierce and relatively new 
competition from the Middle East’s 
religious, cultural and political in-
fluences.

Macron, a former investment 
banker who had never held elected 
office, won presidential elections 
based on a pragmatic left-to-centre 
platform. The political consequenc-
es of his victory are still being felt 
as the previously ruling Socialists 
were left fighting for relevance and 
their rival right-wing Republicans 
are eager to become the main politi-
cal force in parliament after the June 
elections.

Macron’s La République en 
Marche (Republic on the Move) 
party presented new faces as candi-
dates for the parliament — men and 
women who are mostly newcomers 
on the political scene.

Macron’s ascendency to the 
French presidency spawned dreams 
and comparisons in the region’s elite 

salons and popular cafés in Casa-
blanca, Algiers and Tunis.

However, unlike past French po-
litical waves that had been quickly 
embraced by Maghreb’s youth, from 
communism in the 1920s to May 
1968 youth protests to the wom-
en’s rights movement, the Maghreb 
mindset appears politically too 
traditionalist to adopt the Macron 
model.

“Between Macron and Ould Ab-
bes, the comparison goes beyond 
the issue of age. Macron moves on 
the right direction of history while, 
with the latter, history is frozen,” Al-
gerian writer Abed Charef said about 
the new French leader and the long-
time Algerian politician.

Djamel Ould Abbes, 83, led Alge-
ria’s National Liberation Front (FLN) 
campaign in the May 4 parliamen-
tary elections. The FLN, which is led 
by President Abdelaziz Bouteflika, 
80, took the most seats in the leg-
islative elections, described by op-
position groups as a “vote hold-up” 
because of alleged wide-scale fraud.

Ould Abbes argued during the 
campaign that: “The FLN of Boutef-
lika will always win elections with-
out staging campaigns. The FLN will 
remain the winner of polls for an-
other century.”

“This freshness and youth of 
Macron reverberated with peculiar 
strength in a country like Algeria 
where stereotypes and conserva-
tism run deep in contrast with a re-
ality dominated by the yearnings of 
a population where more than half 
are 20 years old or less,” said Charef.

Algerian officials broke with tra-
dition and openly backed Macron 
during the French presidential cam-
paign, calling him “Algeria’s friend” 
based on the diplomatic calculus 
that Macron could give a new impe-
tus to bilateral relations if elected.

From another perspective, 
though, the stunning emergence of 
Macron in French politics remind-
ed many in Algeria that the bright 
pages of their country’s history had 

been written by young men.
“The six leaders who staged the 

liberation war against French co-
lonial rule had an average age of 31 
on November 1, 1954. The veteran 
among them was Mostefa Ben-Bou-
laïd, aged the same as Macron to-
day,” said Charef.

“They were not only young. They 
had a new political project of inno-
vation and freedom.”

In Morocco, the landscape out-
side the royal palace where reform-
minded King Mohammed VI has put 
the country on a path to prosperity 
and development is not likely to fol-
low the Macron example despite the 
huge interest in the country raised 
by his success.

“The resurgence of a new leader-
ship from outside the current politi-
cal structures is a very difficult and 
thorny exercise in Morocco because 

of the stifling conservative political 
environment making the formation 
of elites follow and obey to a rigid 
hierarchy,” said Rabat University po-
litical scientist Hassan Tareq.

“Macron created a new political 
movement in 12 months and suc-
ceeded in convincing the French 
with his new project because the 
French enjoy a particular political 
culture that is not strong in Moroc-
co.”

“A phenomenon like Macron`s 
cannot be imagined happening in 
Morocco. Big families, business in-
terests and conservative standards 
command tightly the process of 
elites here,” he added.

In Tunisia, which is widely recog-
nised for its 2011 youthful uprising 
that toppled the authoritarian re-
gime of Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, the 
comparison with the Macron model 

has highlighted the country’s deep 
conservatism.

“The renewal of politics in France 
had given birth to a radical trans-
formation of political and ideologi-
cal concepts. Meanwhile, Tunisia, a 
country that is rich with innovative 
youth, is basking in the most nox-
ious forms of conservatism,” former 
Tunisian diplomat Farhat Othman 
said

The country’s young democratic 
experience has been to a large ex-
tent dwarfed by unemployment-
related social unrest.

Dominant secular elites are also 
wondering whether the resurgence 
of Islamists in Tunisia since 2011 
would harm the chances of trans-
forming the country into a more 
modern and prosperous state, push-
ing it to another form of political 
conservatism.

Soft power. Emmanuel Macron, head of the political movement En Marche! (Onwards!) and then 
candidate for the 2017 French presidential election visits the Basilique Notre Dame d’Afrique in 
Algiers, last February.                          (Reuters)
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Turkey’s Erdogan might be strong 
at home but is isolated in the West
The Arab Weekly staff

London

F 

resh from a referendum 
victory granting the Turk-
ish presidency sweep-
ing new powers, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Er-

dogan is stronger than ever at home 
but abroad, in meetings with NATO 
allies and EU leaders, he remains 
isolated with US President Donald 
Trump ignoring his entreaties to halt 
US support for Syrian Kurds fighting 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

With the second biggest armed 
forces in NATO and borders with 
Syria, Iraq and Iran, Turkey is an im-
portant member of the 28-country 
alliance with airbases from which 
the US-led coalition warplanes carry 
out air strikes on ISIS in their cam-
paign to drive the extreme jihadists 
from the cities of Raqqa and Mosul.

Turkey, however, has exasper-
ated NATO by its diplomatic flirta-
tion with Russia and its blocking of 
cooperation with 41 non-member 
countries due to Austria’s opposi-
tion to Ankara’s decades-old bid to 
join the European Union. Ankara 
has also become embroiled in a spat 
with Germany after stopping Ger-
man members of parliament visiting 
German troops in Turkey.

EU leaders have accused Turkey 
of not respecting human rights and 
cracking down on the opposition. 
Nearly 50,000 people have been 
arrested over alleged links to last 
July’s failed coup and 150,000 state 

employees suspended or sacked.
EU countries were deeply angered 

by Erdogan accusing Dutch and Ger-
man leaders of behaving like Nazis 
for refusing to allow Turkish ref-
erendum rallies in their cities. The 
reintroduction of the death penalty 
in Turkey, which Erdogan said he 
would support, is a red line for the 
European Union and would mean 
an immediate end to Ankara’s bid to 
join the bloc.

Erdogan has accused the Europe-
an Union of not holding up its part of 
a deal to open talks on new chapters 
on Turkey’s accession process in re-
turn for Ankara’s stopping the mil-
lions of Syrian refugees it hosts from 
heading to Europe.

“We are not trying to break away 
from the European Union but the 
bloc should fulfil its responsibili-
ties,” Erdogan said at a news confer-
ence before leaving for Brussels and 
the NATO summit. The European 
Union should not see his country 
“like a beggar,” he said.

“What we will be discussing with 
them is: What do you want? Why are 
you still waiting? It’s been 54 years,” 
he said, referring to the time since 
Ankara first tried to join what was 
then the European Economic Com-
munity.

While encouraged by the election 
of fellow populist Trump, Erdogan 

has not fared much better with the 
United States. Earlier in May, on his 
first visit to Washington since Trump 
became president, Erdogan failed in 
his stated goals of persuading the US 
leader to drop American support for 
Kurdish-led groups fighting ISIS in 
Syria, speeding up the extradition 
of Turkish cleric Fethullah Gulen, 
blamed for July’s failed coup, and 
securing the release from a New 
York jail of a Turkish-Iranian busi-
nessman charged with violating US 
sanctions against Iran.

The visit was instead overshad-
owed by video footage of Erdogan’s 
bodyguards attacking and kicking 
pro-Kurdish demonstrators outside 
the Turkish ambassador’s Washing-
ton residence.

Erdogan has more fully taken over 
the reins of Turkish foreign policy 
in the last two years, sidelining 
other influential figures in the rul-
ing party such as former Prime Min-
ister Ahmet Davutoglu and former 
President Abdullah Gul. Few are left 
within the party who have the stat-
ure or will to stand up to Erdogan, 
analysts said.

Erdogan’s irascible rhetorical style 
has endeared him to the masses in 
Turkey but his repeated taunts that 
foreign leaders should “know their 
place” have had the opposite effect 
abroad.

Erdogan’s visit to Washington and 
his broader foreign policy were like 
watching a train crash in slow mo-
tion, wrote Ilhan Tanir, a US-based 
Turkish journalist who works for 
the staunchly secularist Cumhuri-
yet newspaper, which has seen sev-

eral of its editors jailed on charges of 
supporting terrorism.

“The train crash is happening be-
fore our very eyes,” Tanir wrote on 
the ozguruz.org website. “No one is 
there to say stop, there are just those 
pouring more petrol on the flames… 
and competing to tell the world to 
“know its place.”

After meeting Erdogan on the 
sidelines of the NATO summit, Eu-
ropean Council President Donald 
Tusk tweeted: “We discussed the 
need to cooperate. I put the ques-
tion of human rights at the centre of 
our discussions.”

Since Turkey became a candidate 
for full membership of the Europe-
an Union in 1999, European leaders 
have seen the accession process as 
a way of binding Ankara into demo-
cratic values and respect for human 
rights. The union applauded as Er-
dogan in his early years in power 
stripped the military, which had car-
ried out three coups since 1960, of 

political influence.
However, with just one of the 35 

EU negotiating chapters concluded 
in the 12 years since the accession 
process began, Turkey’s progress 
towards EU membership remains 
stalled, though neither side appears 
to be the one to walk away.

Erdogan’s meetings with EU lead-
ers in Brussels were “not a signal 
that we are coming back to business 
as usual,” Reuters quoted a senior 
EU official as saying. “It’s a sign that 
we want to continue talking.”

Erdogan has threatened to call a 
referendum to ask the Turkish peo-
ple whether they want to keep try-
ing to join the European Union but 
has not yet done anything to bring 
such a vote about.

“The EU seems to be in a mood as 
if waiting for Turkey to pull out and 
we say: If there is such a situation 
then you make this decision and we 
will not make it difficult for you,” he 
said.

Cold shoulder. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L), 
British Prime Minister Theresa May (C) and US President Donald 
Trump attend a working dinner meeting during the NATO summit 
in Brussels, on May 25.                                    (AP)

Few are left within the 
ruling party who have 
the stature or will to 
stand up to Erdogan.


