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N
othing has shown the 
similarities between 
the far-right and 
Islamist extremists 
more than the use of 
a van driven into 

Muslims leaving prayers in 
London’s Finsbury Park. The 
attack, which killed a 51-year-old 
man and injured 11 other people, 
was a chilling copy of the carnage 
claimed by the Islamic State (ISIS) 
on London Bridge and Borough 
Market that left seven dead and 
dozens injured.

The decision by the Metropoli-
tan Police to charge the alleged 
Finsbury Park perpetrator, Darren 
Osborne, 47, with terrorist 
offences as well as murder had the 
virtue of confirming the similari-
ties between extremists. ISIS 
quickly called for revenge.

London is probably the most 
global city in the world. Every 
nationality and sect can be found 
somewhere in the city. If this 
cosmopolitan nature has made 
London a tourist attraction with 
30 million annual visitors, it has 
also given it a vulnerability that 
can be exploited by those who 
seek to stir and exploit division.

Disparities in wealth are as 
striking as differences in culture or 
religion. Some of the world’s most 
expensive apartments sit near 
social housing blocks such as 
Grenfell Tower, North Kensington, 
which burned so spectacularly in 
mid-June, killing at least 

79 people.
The British government — like 

most governments around the 
world — faces a challenge in the 
alienation of young people, 
particularly in marginalisation 
caused by high levels of youth 
unemployment. Commentators 
well able to point out the role of 
jobless youths in the “Arab spring” 
seem to miss the level of disen-
chantment in Europe and the way 
it fuels extremism.

“There is so much elitism in the 
way the world is seen,” an Arab 
human rights lawyer working in 
Europe recently said. “In my own 
field, there’s a shocking lack of 
understanding or awareness of the 
situation faced by poor people in 
Europe. Poverty and disenfran-
chisement are associated with 
Africa and the Middle East. People 
pull faces when I suggest that 
some of the 
money spent 
on the 
Interna-
tional 

Criminal Court might be better 
invested in the London fire 
brigade.”

“Radicalisation” is a term 
usually applied in Europe to 
young Muslims who fall under the 
influence of extremists. The 
thousand or so from Britain — a 
figure determined by the Interna-
tional Centre for the Study of 
Radicalisation at Kings College, 
London — who have fought in 
Syria are part of a larger number 
sympathetic to militancy. Last 
year, however, one-third of 
referrals to Channel, a British 
government body dealing with 
political extremism, were over the 
far right. Osborne was hardly 
young but he was unemployed.

Social media are the chosen 
means both of Islamists and the 
far-right, who, like corporate 
giants Facebook and Google, have 

been quicker than 
governments to see the 
potential. It has taken 
atrocities such as 
London Bridge and 

Common enemy. People attend a vigil outside Finsbury Park 
Mosque in north London, on June 20.                                                 (AFP)

The common factors of far right and radical Islamist hatred
Finsbury Park, plus the prospect 
of jihadis returning from Syria as 
the ISIS caliphate crumbles, for 
British Prime Minister Theresa 
May to propose better regulation 
of the internet.

Given the international struc-
tures and power of the corporates, 
this will not be easy. John Mann, 
Labour member of Parliament for 
Bassetlaw, Nottinghamshire, has 
rightly argued for the application 
to social media of existing laws 
governing libel and incitement to 
hatred or violence. Put simply, 
whipping up violence, harassing 
others and criminal conspiracy are 
illegal.

Citizens too have responsibility. 
Nicola Benyahia — a 47-year-old 
whose son Rasheed, 18, died in 
Syria six months after he went in 
2015 to fight for ISIS — has estab-
lished Families for Life to offer 
advice and support for people 
worried that a friend or family 
member is being radicalised. Her 
eloquent voice warns other 
parents not to assume a child 
spending a lot of time with a 
gaming headset on is simply 
playing games; they might be 
communicating with extremist 
recruiters.

Friends and relatives of Darren 
Osborne said he showed few if any 
signs of the hatred of Muslims that 
led him to drive 250km in a hired 
van from his home in Wales with 
malice in his mind. However, 
material inciting such hatred is 
readily and freely available. It is 
time it was not.

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. 
He was chief correspondent in Iran 
for the Financial Times in 2003-07.
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N 

isreen Baker was wait-
ing for her husband at 
a Lebanese-owned bar-
ber shop in the western 
Canadian city of Ed-

monton. She overheard Arab men 
conversing in the waiting area. 
Baker said the men’s frank and una-
pologetic discussions over politics, 
identity and family sparked the 
idea for her documentary “Things 
Arab Men Say.”

Baker, an Egyptian-Canadian 
film-maker, said what she over-
heard at Jamal’s Eden Barber Shop 
was characteristic of discussions 
that Arab Canadians have in their 
homes over hard topics, especially 
when mainstream Western media 
tend to associate Arab culture with 
extremism.

To counter that negative portray-
al, Baker said: “I want to invite the 
Canadian public into our homes.”

Baker had her husband, his 
friends and other customers take 
part in her documentary, with Ja-
mal’s shop serving as the film’s 
set. Produced by the National Film 
Board of Canada, “Things Arab 
Men Say” aims to correct the media 
depiction of Arab Canadian men.

With a hockey game playing 
on a small corner screen and the 
sound of electric razors in the back-
ground, seven Arab Canadians, in a 
mix of Arabic and English, debated 
identity, politics, family, work and, 
of course, religion.

Baker selected the participants 
of her 52-minute documentary to 
serve as a microcosm of the Arab 
community. They were from vari-
ous Arab countries — Egypt, Sudan, 
Lebanon and Iraq — as well as from 
different faiths, including Islam, 
Christianity and Druze.

By having diverse participants, 
Baker said she wanted to “show 
the Canadian public the 50 shades 
of Arabs.”

“We range from the very liberal 
to the very conservative, from the 
religious to the non-religious,” she 
added.

Of the topics raised by the docu-
mentary’s participants, three stand 
out: Preserving Arabic culture 
while living in a Western society; 
stereotypes and challenges they 
face daily as a mischaracterised mi-
nority; and the elusive, unsettled 
relationship they have with their 
home countries.

Ghassan, Baker’s husband, de-
scribed his challenge of being a 
“stateless” Palestinian until be-
ing allowed to stay in Canada. He 
noted that throughout his career 
he has been subject to stereotypes 
and negative perceptions by co-
workers.

“The jokes are almost always 
about me being a terrorist, some-
thing about me blowing something 
up,” he said.

Faisal is a third-generation im-
migrant with Metis and Lebanese 
roots. He said Canadians of Arab 
or South-Asian backgrounds are 
“lumped all into the same catego-
ry. We’re terrorists and we’re [the 
Islamic State] ISIS and they have to 
protect against us.”

“That’s just being used as a polit-
ical ploy to gain votes,” Faisal said.

A recent report by Statistics 
Canada indicated that hate crimes 
targeting Muslims in Canada in-
creased 61% from 2014-15. The re-
port noted that religion motivated 
35% of hate crimes reported to the 
police in 2015. The report noted an 
increase in reported crimes moti-

vated by hatred of race or ethnicity. 
Much of the increase was the result 
of more hate crimes targeting the 
Arab and West-Asian populations.

Issues regarding their countries 
of origin were also debated in 
the documentary: How and why 
should they preserve their culture 
while in Canada, for example, and 
how can they relate to their own 
country after immigrating abroad.

Most men in the group said that 
teaching Arabic to their children 
was essential to maintaining cul-
tural links with their origins.

Hassan, an Egyptian-Canadian, 
said: “If you lose the language, 
you lose part of the culture.” Other 
communities, such as Québécois 
and the First Nations, in Canada try 
to preserve their culture through 
maintaining their languages.

Keeping the culture alive, how-
ever, does not mean they are not 
changing.

“I’ve changed compared to the 
Lebanese people,” said Adnan, who 
immigrated to Canada from Leba-
non in 2008.

The general notion of immigrants 
struggling to adapt to life in a new 
country while trying to define and 
construct their hyphenated iden-
tity is real. However, what also 
seems prevalent is a loss of belong-
ing to their country of origin due to 
exposure to different cultures and 
ways of life as well as conflict and 
underdevelopment in their home 
countries.

Baker said the issue of conflict-
ing identities observed in the docu-
mentary relates to her own experi-
ence.

“From my perspective,” said 
Baker, “my country, Egypt, has be-
come the home that is never going 
to be home. You change, and the 
(home) country changes, too, 
and unfortunately in two  

different directions.”
Baker said the sad reality is that 

the Arab world is deteriorating and 
failing to progress. When Arabs 
move to a developed country, how-
ever, they start to move forward.

“What’s a common identity?” 
asked Baker. “I think we are still 
trying to figure that out… [Some 
of the documentary participants] 
are trying to go back to their roots 
and some want to break out of their 
shells.”

The overall message that Baker 
aimed to deliver through her doc-
umentary is that Arabs and Arab 
Canadians are “a lot more than 
the one image they keep watching 
about us in mainstream media.”

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter: 
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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‘Things Arab Men Say.’ A scene from the trailer of “Things Arab Men Say” by Egyptian-Canadian 
film-maker Nisreen Baker.                                                                                                                                        (Vimeo)


