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M
osques in Europe have been hosting open-door 
events in recent weeks, a necessary and good 
thing. Brotherly Cup of Tea sessions in France and 
Visit My Mosque Day in the United Kingdom have 
helped answer many questions that the French 
and British public have about Islam.

Visits by US President Obama to a mosque in 
Baltimore in early February and by French President François 
Hollande to the Paris main mosque in January send a clear mes-
sage that the problem facing the West is not the religion of Islam 
but the radicals who twist its teachings to fit their extremist and 
terrorist designs.

One hopes that after Donald Trump’s unfortunate call for a ban 
on Muslims (following the San Bernardino attacks), US presiden-
tial candidates will avoid anti-Muslim remarks. Such comments 
only make life difficult for law-abiding US Muslims and create a 
climate of collective scapegoating that is hardly conducive to civil 
peace or to common will against the terrorist problem.

During recent congressional testimony, US Director of National 
Intelligence James Clapper said he expected the United States to 
remain “at least rhetorically” an enemy for many radical groups.

He went on to say that “home-grown violent extremists will 
probably continue to pose the most significant Sunni terrorist 
threat to the US homeland in 2016”. His alarm about domestic 
terrorism is probably justified but associating terrorism with the 
Sunni Muslim sect is unjustified since the followers of this 
majority sect of Islam are both diverse and overwhelmingly 
moderate. Careful wording can go a long way towards preventing 
dangerous generalisations and the introduction of sectarian 
overtones in America’s national security debates.

The results of a Pew Global Attitudes Project, published in early 
February, contain even more disturbing trends: 40% of Americans 
(and 65% of Republicans) polled said the next president should 
“speak bluntly even if critical of Islam as a whole”. Furthermore, 
about half of respondents in the Pew survey said “at least some US 
Muslims are anti-American”. In a previous Pew survey, 46% of 
Americans stated a sense that Islam is more likely than other 
religions to encourage violence.

Identifying terrorism with Islam plays into the Islamic State 
(ISIS) narrative that tries to convince aspiring jihadists that ISIS is 
defending Islam against the enmity of the West. It also paves the 
way for the persecution of Muslims because of their faith. Ironi-
cally, 59% of the US public in the Pew survey said they think US 
Muslims face “a lot of discrimination” and 76% said “discrimina-
tion against US Muslims is on the rise”. In February, hate crimes 
against mosques were reported in Connecticut and Florida.

Linking extremism to the faith of 1.6 billion people across the 
globe is dangerous and wrong. Terrorists and extremists are 
hijackers of Islam and its sects, not their representatives.

Many in the Muslim world today see the need for an arduous 
reform effort that makes sure their religion is better adapted to 
the requirements of modernity. But it is foolhardy to say that 
Islam encourages terrorism.

Muslims also have the right to be equal citizens of the countries 
they live in and not have their loyalty questioned because of their 
faith. Obama sent the right message when he told his Muslim 
audience at the Baltimore mosque: “You’re not Muslim or Ameri-
can. You’re Muslim and American.”

Blaming Islam for 
terror is unjustifiable

I
t is doubtful that a ceasefire 
can be imposed in Syria, 
particularly as Moscow 
seems to believe that any 
ceasefire should not include 
a halt to its bombardment of 

Aleppo and its environs. Russia is 
using the pretext of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to deny that it is an 
integral part of a war being 
waged on the Syrian people.
Amid talk of a vague “cessation of 
hostilities”, the question remains: 
What exactly is the objective of 
Russia’s military campaign in 
Syria?

With every day that passes, it 
becomes increasingly clear that 
this intervention is simply to 
defend Syrian President Bashar 
Assad in his war against the Syrian 
people, nothing more and nothing 
less. But what is Russian President 
Vladimir Putin willing to accept to 
step away from Assad?

The Russian campaign has 
forced opposition forces into 
retreat on more than one 
front, cutting supply lines and 
displacing tens of thousands 
of ordinary Syrians. Putin has 
always preferred to take the 
offensive, this is a policy that has 
worked for him and he has never 
encountered anybody who has 
successfully stood up to him. This 
is something he pursued from the 
very beginning during the second 
Chechen war in 1999-2000. The 
Russian siege of Grozny brought 
about destruction and devastation 
on a scale that had not been seen 
since World War II.

Putin built his career on the fact 
that nobody is prepared to stand 
up to him. That was clear from 
Russia’s actions towards Georgia 
in 2008 and Ukraine in 2014 and 
in Syria today. It is clear to Putin 
that the Europeans do not want a 
confrontation with Russia and that 
US President Barack Obama has 
no stomach to go beyond rhetoric, 
leaving him free to run the board.

After Ukraine, Europe and the 
Americans contented themselves 

with imposing sanctions 
on Russia but these have 
not stopped Putin from 
getting involved in Syria 
and using the situation 
there as a powerful 
bargaining chip with the 
West.

Assad’s continued 
presence is the bargaining 
chip that Putin currently 
holds. Is there anybody 
who is willing to pay the 

price demanded by the Russian 
president for this? It is clear 
that the Assad regime could not 

survive without the support 
of Moscow but sooner or later, 
Putin will realise that Syria is no 
Chechnya and that what worked in 
one situation will not necessarily 
work in another.

Putin has justified his Syrian 
adventure to the Russian people 
by saying it would not cost the 
taxpayers money, framing the 
military campaign as a training 
exercise for Russian forces.

To return to the question: Is 
anyone willing to pay the price 
required by Putin? It is difficult 
to imagine that anyone will be 
willing, particularly as in the 
long run, time is running against 
Putin and Russia, whose fragile 
economy is dependent on oil and 
gas.

At the moment, the price of the 
war is being paid by the Syrian 
people, who find themselves 
at the heart of events with the 
entire world seemingly conspiring 
against them. Russia cannot 
now easily extract itself from 
this situation, nor can Iran or 
Hezbollah. As for the United 
States, it has failed to go all in 
and is instead watching the 
destruction of Syria pass it by.

So, how long will it take until the 
Russian economy is in such dire 
straits that Putin must reconsider 
his position and negotiate, 
seriously, over the future of Assad 
and Syria?

Amid declining oil prices, the 
announcement of an agreement 
between Russia and Saudi Arabia 
to freeze oil production — albeit 
at near record levels — could be a 
powerful indication of changes 
to come. Saudi King Salman 
bin Abdulaziz Al Saud is to visit 
Moscow in March, perhaps 
indicating movement on this issue 
as Riyadh looks to stabilise the 
price of oil while protecting its 
market share.

Is this the first step to Putin 
reassessing his priorities in 
Syria and taking a second look, 
finally, at what he wants from this 
military intervention?

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer. The commentary 
was translated and adapted 
from the Arabic. It was originally 
published in the London-based Al 
Arab newspaper.
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