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W 

ith elections in 
Italy and Hungary 
approaching, many 
in Europe said they 
were concerned 

about the rise of anti-migrant dis-
course amid fears of an increase in 
populist nativism.

Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor 
Orban, who is seeking to secure a 
third term in office in parliamen-
tary elections April 8, proposed a 
“global alliance” against migration 
during a state of the nation speech 
February 18.

Orban, a combative right-wing 
nationalist, warned of the “Is-
lamisation” of Europe, describing 
Christianity as the continent’s “last 
hope.”

“If hundreds of millions of young 
people are allowed to move north, 
there will be enormous pressure 
on Europe. If all this continues, in 
the big cities of Europe, there will 
be a Muslim majority,” he said.

Orban pledged solidarity with 
“those Western European people 
and leaders who want to save their 
country and their Christian cul-
ture.” He specifically named the V4 
— the so-called Visegrad Group of 
former communist-bloc countries 
Hungary, Poland, Slovakia and the 
Czech Republic.

“We don’t think the fight is hope-
less. On the contrary, we are win-
ning,” said Orban, who heads the 
right-wing populist Fidesz party. 
“The V4 is firm. Croatia has come 
around. Austria has turned in the 
patriotic direction and, in Bavaria, 
the [Christian Social Union] CSU 
has created a resistance.”

“We are waiting for the Ital-
ian elections, during which Silvio  

Berlusconi can again occupy the 
government positions,” Orban add-
ed. Berlusconi, however, is banned 
from political office because of a 
tax fraud conviction.

While Orban’s Fidesz is predict-
ed to win comfortably in the April 
8 elections, a right-wing coalition 
in Italy’s elections is going from 
strength to strength ahead of a 
March 4 vote but it may not secure 
an outright parliamentary major-
ity.

The coalition, which is led by 
Berlusconi’s Forza Italia and in-
cludes the far-right Brothers of 
Italy and the Northern League, is 
seeking to exploit anti-migrant 
sentiment.

All three parties have issued 
strong anti-migration statements, 
with Berlusconi, who has three 
times been Italy’s prime minister, 
describing migrants as a “social 
bomb ready to explode” and prom-
ising to deport 600,000 illegal im-
migrants.

Northern League Federal Secre-
tary Matteo Salvini has explicitly 
listed Orban as one of his political 
idols.

“Donald Trump and Viktor Or-
ban are role models,” he told the 
Britain’s Daily Express newspaper, 
praising their populist nativist eco-
nomic and social policies.

“He [Orban] is a role model be-
cause he builds walls in the heart 
of Europe to stop migrants. He de-
fends borders, defends banks, de-
fends the currency and stops im-
migration,” Salvini said.

“If I have to choose a well-gov-
erned country, I choose that one 
[Hungary],” he added.

Italy has seen an increase in 
anti-migrant sentiment, includ-
ing a high-profile attack against 
migrants February 3 in the central 
Italian town of Macerata. Luca 
Traini, a failed Northern League 

election candidate, shot six mi-
grants days after a Nigerian mi-
grant was arrested in connection 
with the death of 18-year-old Mac-
erata resident Pamela Mastropi-
etro. Her dismembered body was 
found hidden in two suitcases.

In the last opinion polls issued 
before the March 4 elections, Ber-
lusconi’s right-wing coalition was 
predicted to win the highest share 
of the vote but would fall short of 
an absolute majority. Italy bans 
election polls the final two weeks 
before voting.

The YouTrend poll, which com-
piled the data from seven polling 
institutes in the second week of 
February, put Berlusconi’s bloc 
ahead of competitors with 37.2% of 
the vote. The anti-establishment 
Five Star Movement was second 
with 27.8% of the vote, ahead of 
Italy’s left-wing bloc, which in-
cludes the ruling centre-left Demo-
cratic Party, at 27.4%.

Even the Five Star Movement, 
which refuses to join electoral coa-
litions as a matter of policy, has 
adopted strong anti-immigration 
views. It pledged to increase the 
number of police and strengthen 
checkpoints, as well as calling 
for the immediate repatriation of 
illegal immigrants. The Demo-
cratic Party has acknowledged 
the swelling anti-migrant senti-
ment amid a weak economy and  

high unemployment.
“Nativist and Eurosceptic ac-

tors… spurred ideas of migrants as 
a security threat in order to attack 
the government and build support 
for their far-right agenda,” a state-
ment from the European Council 
on Foreign Relations warned.

“This effort has been remarkably 
successful at painting migrants as 
the root of Italy’s problems, leav-
ing the government feeling that 
it had no choice but to respond 
with an anti-migration stance of its 
own.”

Italian law mandates that a party 
needs at least 40% of the vote to 
secure an automatic majority. Lo-
cal media reports indicate that as 
many as 10 million Italians are un-
decided on the election although it 
is certain that migration will be a 
central issue.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Democracy crisis. Women walk past torn candidates’ posters in Rome, on February 21.                     (AFP)
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C
ulture shock, identity 
crisis, racial recogni-
tion — these can all 
be experiences that 
an individual grow-
ing up in a multicul-
tural world struggles 

with. This can especially be the 
case for young adults making the 
move from Westernised cultures 
to an Eastern way of life and 
mentality.

Even though times have moved 
on and ways of life have changed 
over the years, there are traditions 
and mentalities, focusing mainly 
on the Eastern tradition, that have 
stayed true to their cultural roots.

For a young adult born and 
raised in a Westernised society but 
having to stick to a less mod-
ernised way of life due to ethnic 
identity, it can sometimes be hard 
to be comfortably placed within 
society. This is especially true 
when the world is dictating a one 
way of life but traditional rules are 
dictating another.

The West offers freedom and 
liberalism that are not always 
found in most Arab and Middle 
Eastern countries, whether that 
be down to culture, tradition or 
religion. This can be a struggle for 
those who are trying to identify as 
both modern and traditional, find-
ing it confusing and sometimes 
conflicting.

“It has been difficult trying 
to maintain the culture in the 
Western society as the culture I 
was brought up in had many rules. 
A lot of the times my parents had 

to make sure that I understood 
where I come from and make 

sure that I know my origin by 

speaking to me in Arabic so that I 
don’t forget about the language.” 
This was the response of Sylvia 
Salib, a young teacher raised in the 
United Kingdom and brought up 
in an Egyptian household.

She said: “A lot of the times my 
parents would comment on things 
my friends would do which in 
Arab culture were forbidden (e.g. 
boyfriend, smoking) and this is 
what was difficult to try and stay 
away from. Usually, if my friends 
are doing it, then it meant I can 
but that is what divides us. I guess 
that’s why I ended up making 
friends with people from Arab ori-
gin as the culture was very similar 
instead.”

Salib recently moved to Egypt. 
As a young adult, she described 

the move as a culture shock and 
that it was hard to adjust to a new 
way of life.

“I received the biggest culture 
shock when I first arrived,” she 
said. “There are a lot of rules 
against women and there is no re-
spect for each other. I had already 
had the first argument in the 
airport as no one understood the 
meaning of a queue and people 
were pushing in from everywhere. 
Every time I asked someone 
anything, I would get the same 
response: ‘It’s normal over here.’”

The biggest cultural change and 
adjustment, however, was Salib’s 
treatment as a young woman in 
an Arab-dominant society. “The 
culture shock of a woman being 
told what she can wear and what 

she shouldn’t wear when going 
out. That was very annoying, es-
pecially when they claim that such 
rule would prevent a woman from 
being harassed,” she said.

Not all Arab countries have such 
an extreme divide when com-
pared to the West. Julie Khalil, a 
33-year-old woman of Egyptian 
origin who was also raised in the 
United Kingdom, moved to Dubai 
in her adult life and described the 
culture shock that came with her 
move as very trifling.

“Dubai is multicultural and 
doesn’t feel very Eastern,” she 
said. “In fact, it doesn’t have much 
of its own culture and you’re 
therefore surrounded by so many 
different cultures.”

Khalil also spoke of growing up 
in a Western society while sticking 
to her traditional roots. “It was 
challenging to have to stick to 
our traditions while faced with 
encouragement to do the opposite 
on a daily basis,” she said.

Both women agreed that they 
prefer living in a Western coun-
try where there is more freedom 
along with non-gender bias. They 
said living in a Western coun-
try makes young Arab women 
feel more comfortable and safe 
knowing that they have the right 
to choose and decide on how to 
live. In Western countries, these 
women have a voice to be heard.

Although Eastern societies offer 
rooted traditions that keep young 
people grounded, some of the less 
modern and liberal “rules” may 
need to catch up with the present 
world that young British Arabs are 
being brought up in to avoid cul-
ture shock and identity struggle.

Growing up as a British-Arab woman

Maria Asaad

Not all Arab 
countries have an 
extreme divide 
when compared 
to the West.

is a British-Egyptian 
writer in London.

East meets West. The Egyptian-American Muslim Elhariry family 
and their friends take part in an Iftar dinner during Ramadan in 
Manalapan in New Jersey, last May.                                                (Reuters)

Viewpoint

A right-wing coalition 
in Italy’s elections is 
going from strength to 
strength ahead of a 
March 4 vote but it may 
not secure an outright 
parliamentary 
majority.
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