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Opinion

S
o Sadiq Khan has been 
elected London’s first 
Muslim mayor. The 
news was widely 
reported across the 
Arabic and Islamic 

world as a landmark moment — a 
victory for tolerance and multi-
culturalism. People described 
this as some sort of glass-ceiling-
shattering event. As both a 
Londoner and a Muslim, my 
response to the election of 
London’s first Muslim mayor is 
simple: So what?

I voted for Khan but, as with 
the vast majority of the 1.3 million 
Londoners who voted for him, this 
had nothing to do with him being 
a Muslim. Local issues dominate 
London mayoral elections: the 
price of a ticket on the tube, crime, 
council tax and housing.

I voted for Khan for his policies, 
not because of his skin colour 
or heritage or which direction 
he faces when he prays. Most 
Londoners could not care less 
about that.

London is one of the most 
multicultural cities in the world; 
it even has its own dialect — 
Multicultural London English. 
According to the 2011 census, 
more than 300 different languages 
are spoken across London and 
there are some 50 non-indigenous 
communities with a population 
of more than 10,000 in the British 
capital.

To put it another way, being a 
Londoner has nothing to do with 
where you come from or what God 
you worship. The same goes for 
being London’s mayor.

The issue of religion only 
reared its ugly head in the London 
mayoral race after Conservative 
candidate Zac Goldsmith sought 

to portray his Labour rival 
as a “radical” Muslim. 
This was a move made 
out of desperation, after it 
became clear from polling 
that Khan had amassed 
a healthy lead, and was a 
campaign shift that reached 
the highest echelons of 
the Conservative party 
machine.
Suddenly, questions were 

being asked about Khan’s career as 
a human rights solicitor, as well as 
his sharing platforms with alleged 
Islamic extremists. In parliament, 

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron accused Khan of sharing 
a stage with a supporter of the 
Islamic State (ISIS) — a claim he 
had to retract and apologise for.

It turns out that Imam Sulaiman 
Ghani does not support ISIS 
but rather the vague concept 
of an Islamic state (something 
that many Muslims support). 
More than this, Ghani had been 
a Conservative supporter, had 
previously met Goldsmith and 
attended numerous Conservative 
party functions.

The Conservative’s London 
mayoral campaign is a perfect 
example of “dog-whistle politics” 
in which coded language is used 
to raise specific issues or appeal to 
certain voters. In this case, anyone 
worried about Islamic extremism, 
which in a post-ISIS world, is 
everybody.

Khan, though, is patently not 
an extremist of any bent. It was 
absurd for the Tories to try to 

suggest he is. Khan is a modern 
secular Muslim who voted for gay 
marriage, who called for his own 
party to tackle anti-Semitism in 
its ranks and has pledged to lead a 
trade delegation to Tel Aviv.

This toxic and divisive campaign 
was doomed to failure. This kind 
of negative campaigning simply 
cannot succeed in multicultural 
London. It is also dangerous, 
raising the spectre of division 
at a time when unity is needed 
more than ever. Many in the 
Conservative party have called 
for an urgent inquiry into the 
Goldsmith campaign due to 
allegations of Islamophobia and 
fears of how this could affect the 
party’s fortunes among British 
Muslims.

In a world where presumptive 
Republican presidential 
nominee Donald Trump has 
been successfully campaigning 
on the idea of banning Muslims 
from entering the United States 

(although he has now graciously 
offered to make an exception for 
the new London mayor and has 
backtracked a bit on his original 
statement), British politicians 
must refuse to pursue the same 
opportunistic policies. If there is 
a Trump effect in US politics, then 
perhaps Khan’s election as mayor 
can be viewed as the anti-Trump 
effect.

In the grand scheme of things, 
Khan’s election as London’s first 
Muslim mayor is less important 
than the failure of the poisonous 
campaign led by his opponent. If 
Khan is too radical to hold office 
in Britain, then no Muslim can. 
Hopefully Khan’s election draws 
a line in the sand and he can now 
move on and focus on the job as 
London’s mayor and not London’s 
Muslim mayor.
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Mayor of London Sadiq Khan (R) speaks with Mayor of Paris Anne Hidalgo as they meet at St Pancras 
Station in London, on May 10th.
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F
rom the Baltic to the 
Black Sea, the armed 
forces of Russia and 
the United States 
confront each other in 
an increasingly 

aggressive and terrifying series 
of in-your-face stand-offs. With 
regard to Syria, however, it is a 
different story.

Far from threatening or 
lecturing the Russians, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry 
is bending over backward to 
acknowledge Moscow’s help in 
putting together the cessation of 
hostilities agreement and giving 
the Russians credit for playing 
a constructive role in trying to 
settle a civil war that has cost 
hundreds of thousands of lives 
and generated at least 4 million 
refugees. What gives?

Kerry, on May 10th, said it 
would have been 
impossible to achieve 
the initial ceasefire in 
Syria without Russia’s 
help, telling CNN: “We 
would not have gotten 
the initial ceasefire 
without Russia. Tens of 
thousands of lives were 
saved.”

Kerry even tried 
to put a positive and 
understanding spin on 

the inevitable division of views 
between the nuclear powers, 
with US President Barack Obama 

determined to force Syrian 
President Bashar Assad out of 
power in Damascus and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin equally 
determined to keep him there.

“Right now they [Russians] are 
angling for the political solution 
they want and it’s not necessarily 
a workable equation,” Kerry said. 
“We understand that.”

Kerry insisted on giving Moscow 
the benefit of the doubt, arguing 
that Russia had a vested interest 
in not getting “bogged down” in 
Syria because it would not want 
to become “a target” of Islamic 
extremists or the entire Sunni 
world.

Close cooperation between 
Kerry and his Russian counterpart, 
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, 
was responsible for forcing 
through the cessation of hostilities 
agreement in Geneva on February 
26th and since then it has proved 
surprisingly durable. Dozens of 
additional militant groups have 
signed on to it.

However, terrorist organisations 
such as the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
al-Nusra Front are frozen out from 
the agreement.

Why is the United States so 
happy to cooperate with Russia 
in Syria and accommodate its 
interests there when it remains 
fiercely determined to maintain 
the territorial integrity of Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania and Georgia 
and is committing increasingly 

large forces to training a new 
ramshackle army to replace the 
old one in Ukraine?

First, Obama and his top 
strategic and military officials 
are relentless in their denigration 
of Russia and they remain 
consistently eager to give Iran the 
benefit of every doubt.

Second, while Obama and US 
Defense Secretary Ashton Carter 
remain confident, however 
unwisely, that their policy of 
deterrence and confrontation 
towards Russia in Europe makes 
sense and will work, they are at 
sea about what to do in Syria.

The fiasco in trying to turn 
the Free Syrian Army into any 
militarily significant force 
conceivably cost US Central 
Command head General Lloyd 
Austin his dreams of being the 
next US Army Chief of Staff. He 
was allowed to serve out his term 
of duty to a full and predictable 
chorus of empty praises for a job 
supposedly well done.

Still, the United States has no 
credible option except endless 
chaotic and unfocused air strikes 
to try to roll back the ISIS forces 
in Syria and all the laborious 
successes US-backed forces have 
managed in Iran threaten to be 
undone by the latest eruption of 
Shia mob power spearheaded by 
Muqtada al-Sadr and his Peace 
Companies in Baghdad.

In these circumstances, Obama 

and Kerry have been forced to 
swallow their pride — and much 
else — and work with the Russians.

The partnership is by no means 
an idyllic one. The Syrian military, 
supported by the Russians, 
continues to bomb and use heavy 
artillery against opposition 
forces that it accuses of being 
Islamist in and around Aleppo. US 
negotiators try, usually in vain, 
to protect them and protest the 
bombardments.

In this, Lavrov and Kerry 
resemble an old, squabbling 
married couple, endlessly nagging 
each other but incapable of 
breaking off their relationship 
either.

Arab leaders and diplomats 
watching the strange diplomatic 
dance in Geneva can be forgiven 
for being both bewildered and 
alarmed. US policymakers who 
are so outspoken, so clear and so 
confident about putting Russia 
and China in their place in other 
parts of the world seem indecisive 
and unsure when it comes to 
confronting Syria and Iran.

There is good reason for such 
alarm.
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The US has no credible 
option except 
unfocused air strikes 
to try to roll back the 
ISIS forces in Syria.
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