
By Ingrid Melander

When far-right National Front
leader Jean-Marie Le Pen made it
to the second round of the 2002

presidential election, shocked voters and
mainstream parties united to keep him out
of power. Fast-forward 13 years, and every-
thing has changed. His daughter Marine,
now leading the anti-Europe, anti-immi-
gration party, and targeting the French
presidency in 2017, topped the polls in the
first round of regional elections on Sunday
in a historic win. This time, panicked
Socialists and conservatives do not agree
on how to react. Even if they did, opinion
polls show many of their voters do not
want such alliances anymore.

“The old system died tonight,” Marine’s
niece Marion Marechal-Le Pen proclaimed
on Sunday after she won 40.5 percent of
the vote in southeast France. She may well
be right. In 2002, hundreds of thousands
took to the streets to say they didn’t want
the far-right in power and Le Pen senior
lost by a huge margin in the run-off after
left-wing supporters voted for centre-right
Jacques Chirac.

Ahead of this year’s regional elections
run-offs on Dec 13, there have been no
signs of any such rallies being planned
against the far-right party, which has been
boosted by fears over the Islamic State
attacks that killed 130 people in Paris last
month, as well as by record unemploy-
ment and immigration. “There is no com-
parison with 2002,” said Viavoice pollsters’
chief Francois Miquet-Marty.

“The National Front (FN) does not scare
people as much, Socialist voters are more
reluctant to vote for Nicolas Sarkozy’s
(conservative) party, and people are more
willing to accept the idea of FN regions, it
is not as repulsive to them as seeing Jean-
Marie Le Pen become president,” Miquet-
Marty said. Faced with the prospect of the
FN winning one or several regions on Dec.
13 and using them as a platform for the
2017 presidential  elections,  Socialist
President Francois Hollande and his pred-
ecessor Sarkozy took diametrically oppo-
site decisions. Both are proving divisive

within their own camp.
Sticking to a decades-old tradition of

mainstream French parties allying to keep
the far-right out of power at all cost -
dubbed the “Front RÈpublicain” or
“Democratic barricade” - the Socialists are
pulling out of at least two regions and
have called on their voters to back

Sarkozy’s Republicans there. But Sarkozy
and most of his party’s top officials have
rejected any such move, saying it is unde-
mocratic and could well be counter-pro-
ductive. Sarkozy first broke with that tradi-
tion four years ago and his party insists he
won’t budge.

‘No Accident’
“We do not own the voices of our vot-

ers,” Sarkozy’s former foreign minister Alain
Juppe said after the Republicans issued a
statement ruling out alliances with the
Socialists which they said “would give the
French the feeling that we are confiscating
the election by striking tactical deals

behind their backs”. The “Front Republicain”
term was first coined for a centre-left coali-
tion in 1956, when France was at war in
Algeria. It aimed to counter the rise of the
populist Poujadiste movement to which Le
Pen senior belonged at the time, and was
regarded as a bulwark against any threats

to French democratic values.
In 2015, with Marine Le Pen having

strived to “de-demonise” the FN to make it
more palatable to mainstream voters, many
think such alliances are no longer justified.
Besides, Juppe said, even if the Republicans
decided to pull out of some areas in favour
of the Socialists, the FN might still win.
Jean-Pierre Raffarin, a former conservative
prime minister, publicly disagreed, saying
that trying to beat the far-right should
trump any other considerations.

In another sign of how mainstream par-
ties are at odds internally over how to stop
the rise of the far-right, the Socialist candi-
date in the northeast is refusing to drop
out of the race for the run-off. And there is
no guarantee that either party will benefit
from their strategies. “There is a pressure
within the Left that is more about taking
the moral high-ground than about politics.
Does that guarantee that the FN will be
beaten in the second round? The answer is
no,” Harris Interactive pollster Jean-Daniel
Levy said.

And Sarkozy - whose hopes for a land-
slide win because of the weakness of the
Socialists were dashed by the rise of the
far-right - could see his presidential ambi-
tions for 2017 take a hit if the FN scores big
wins on Sunday. How to deal with rival par-
ties is all the more complicated for him
because opinion polls now show that over
half of his party’s voters do not rule out
alliances with the FN itself, political analyst
Sylvain Crepon said. Such pacts with the
far-right would represent a significant
reshaping of the traditional political land-
scape in France.

Another big difference with 2002 is that,
at the time, Jean-Marie Le Pen’s qualifica-
tion for the second round was completely
unexpected and he did not follow it up with
successes in other elections. He sought to
attract protest votes, not victories - but the
opposite is the case for his daughter, which
further explains why how dealing with her
rising popularity is such a major headache
for the mainstream parties. “What hap-
pened yesterday is no accident,” Levy said of
the regional election first round. “It is a
deeply entrenched trend.” —  Reuters 
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With her two-month-old baby on one arm,
Mariam Gary squats down in the dimly-lit
kitchen to fry fish over a wood fire as she

prepares dinner for her five children. Daily survival is
a struggle for Mariam in the simple clay house in a
small town in eastern Cameroon, home for the 33-
year-old and her children since they fled fighting in
the Central African Republic more than two years
ago. Since mainly Muslim Seleka rebels briefly seized
power in a coup in early 2013, the majority Christian
Central African Republic has been torn by religious
violence which has killed thousands, uprooted
almost a million and divided the nation.

“We fled Bangui and walked to Cameroon without
any belongings or money. I lost my brothers and sis-
ters along the way, cut to pieces by machetes,”
Mariam said, her eyes flooding with tears. Mariam is
one of 250,000 refugees from the Central African
Republic living in eastern Cameroon, more than half
of whom have fled across the border since the coup
sparked violent reprisals by Christian militia groups.

She is fortunate to have a home in the town of
Mandjou, where some refugees sleep outside and
people live off aid provisions of rice, beans and bis-
cuits, but the young widow still struggles to provide
for her children. “I am forced to sell most of the food I
receive to pay my monthly rent (of $8) and school
fees for my children - life is very difficult,” said Mariam,
whose husband died of malaria six months ago
because they could not afford to pay for treatment.

Almost a third of the refugees are spread across
camps while the rest live with families in local com-
munities. None of them know when they might be
able to go home, said Khassim Diagne, Cameroon
representative at the UN refugee agency (UNHCR).
Sectarian violence in the Central African Republic
risks derailing internationally-backed elections now
set for Dec 27 after being postponed in October due
to the fighting, leaving the fate of the refugees in
Cameroon in limbo. “We are not expecting masses to
suddenly march back to the Central African Republic,
but if you have peaceful elections then people may
start heading home in early 2016,” Diagne said.

Vote Offers Hope
Mariam is one of tens of thousands of women

refugees in eastern Cameroon who are striving to
make money to ensure an education for their chil-
dren, with the support of the United Nations and aid
agencies which provide supplies and equipment. In
the Gado-Badzere camp - home to 23,000 refugees,
half of whom are women and children - 27-year-old
Diarama Adama grins as she admires the sewing
machine she was given a fortnight ago and proudly
shows off the dress a customer has paid her to make.

Another woman, Awa, and her two sisters, grind
peanuts into groundnut oil to sell to other refugees
and on the streets outside the camp in the eastern
Garoua-BoulaÔ district to feed and school the 18 chil-
dren they have between them. “When women arrive
at the camp, they are sad, demoralised, and unmoti-
vated. But by offering income-generating activities,
we want to give them hope,” said Achille Ndong,
team leader for UN Women in the Gado-Badzere
camp.

Awa’s son, 15-year-old Mohamed Moussa, wants
to return home to help rebuild his country, and said
he begged his father and other men to register to
vote in the upcoming elections. “I saw how men
killed my neighbours, my uncle and my grandfather,”
said Mohamed, while playing with his friends. “I want
to become a judge to punish those who kill.” Almost
half of the 70,000 refugees living in camps who are
eligible to vote have registered to do so, and will cast
their ballots from polling stations within the camps,
according to Diagne from the UNHCR.

Sitting on a mat outside of a warehouse in the
camp, 64-year-old Celine Asta, who suffers from dia-
betes and anxiety, recalls how two of her six children
and her husband were killed as they fled the capital
Bangui two years ago. Despite the pain and trauma
she has suffered, Celine remains positive and hopeful
for the future of her country. “I am registered on the
electoral roll - my one dream is to vote for a candi-
date that will bring lasting peace to the Central
African Republic.” — Reuters 
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The president of the French far-right Front National party Marine Le Pen
reacts after the announcement of the results of the first round of the
regional election in the Nord Picardie region on Dec 6, 2015 in Henin-
Beaumont. — AFP 

By Edward McAllister and Yasmeen
Abutaleb

One brother liked to party and chase
girls. After high school, moved by
what he saw as his patriotic duty, he

enlisted in the Navy and received two
medals recognizing his contributions to
“the global war on terror”. The other was
deeply religious and became increasingly
intolerant, ultimately nursing a growing
hatred that led him, along with his wife, to
open fire on a San Bernardino holiday party
last week, in what law enforcement officials
have termed a terrorist attack.

Syed Raheel Farook and his younger
brother Syed Rizwan Farook grew up in the
same house, attended the same high school
two years apart and, as teenagers, often
socialized in the same groups. But as they
grew older their paths diverged. Rizwan is
now dead, gunned down by police in
Southern California after joining with his
wife in killing 14 people and injuring 21.
Raheel is alive and left to wonder what
went wrong.

The contrasting lives of the Farook
brothers, described by friends, neighbors
and former classmates who knew them
both, is a disturbing tale, in part because
there are so few clues to why they turned

out so differently. The family, including
Raheel, declined repeated requests through
their lawyers for comment for this story. But
those who knew the brothers say that by
high school, their differences were apparent
and growing. “Most people here go to
mosque to please their parents,” said Shakib
Ahmed, who attended mosque with the
Farooks.

Raheel, the older brother, was that kind
of kid, he said. He went to Friday prayers,
but he also liked to drink and had a girl-
friend in high school who wasn’t Muslim.
Rizwan was quieter and more serious - and
far more religious. Only with his older
brother, friends said, did they see Rizwan
lose his temper. “He was nice to everyone
else, but he was kind of the dominating
type. He would yell at his brother,” Ahmed
said.

Physical Distance
Soon after graduating from high school

in 2003, with the US invasion of Iraq just
months old, Raheel joined up and went off
to boot camp in Illinois, according to naval
records. In 2004, he was assigned to serve
on the USS Enterprise as an information sys-
tem technician. Back home, Rizwan, a bright
boy, finished high school a year early
according to school records. In the years

that followed, friends and neighbors say, he
quit wearing jeans and polo shirts and
donned robes. “I noticed a change with the
clothes and the beard,” said Ahmed.

At home, there was increasing turmoil. In
2006, the boys’ mother, Rafia Farook, filed
for divorce from her husband Syed after
more than 24 years of marriage, according
to court documents. In court filings, Rafia
cited multiple instances of domestic abuse,
asserting that her husband was “mentally ill”
and threatened “to kill himself on a daily
basis.” During one violent incident, she said,
her son came between them “to save me”.

Gasser Shehata, a friend of Rizwan’s from
a San Bernardino mosque, said that Rizwan
talked to him in recent years about his reli-
gious issues with his dad while growing up,
and how he came to side with his mother in
their disputes. Shehata said that Rizwan
told him that his father refused to pray reg-
ularly, which was a source of tension. When
Rizwan joined the dating site
bestmuslim.com in 2013, his profile
described how he spent much of his free
time “memorizing the Qur’an and learning
more about the religion.”

He was looking, he wrote, for a woman
“who takes her religion very seriously and is
always trying to improve her religion and
encouraging others to do the same”. Even as

the distance between the brothers grew,
they remained bonded. Attendees at
Rizwan’s wedding reception last year at the
Islamic Center of Riverside said Rizwan
seemed to enjoy his brother’s easy and
relaxed manner with the guests, even
though he said little and seemed with-
drawn. At one point, Raheel even teased his
younger brother, calling him “Rizi,” which
Rizwan took in good humor.

Some of those who knew the Farooks
have thought deeply about the brothers
and their differences in recent days. But
many of the things they come up with
could apply to any siblings. “Raheel was just
a normal ... guy,” said Usmaan Arshad, who
attended La Sierra High School with the
brothers. “No one talked to Rizwan,” he said.
Rose Aguirre, a neighbor of the family for
years, said the difference between the
Farook sons had seemed to her to boil
down to the fact that Raheel was “more per-
sonable, more Americanized” than his
brother.

But those characterizations worked only
before last week, when it became apparent
that the differences went far deeper.
Attorney David Chesley told CNN on
Monday that Raheel “is very upset with his
brother.” “He’s totally depressed and broken
with grief.” — Reuters 
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