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Opinion

I
t took only days after the terrorist killing of Jacques 
Hamel, an 85-year-old Catholic priest in northern France, 
for demonstrations of interfaith solidarity to take place.

Particularly significant were the stands taken by French 
Muslims against recent horrendous acts perpetrated there 
in the name of Islam and which have cost the lives of more 
than 200 people since January 2015.

A number of French Muslims attended Hamel’s funeral at 
Rouen cathedral. Rouen’s Archbishop Dominique Lebrun told 
his Muslim guests that by their attendance they were “affirming 
that you reject death and violence in the name of God”.

Muslims attended mass in other French cities as well as in 
Italian churches compelling Italian Foreign Minister Paolo 
Gentiloni to laud Italian Muslims for “showing their communi-
ties the way of courage against fundamentalism”.

Another important development was the petition signed by 
more than 40 prominent French Muslims, including business 
leaders, lawyers, doctors and academics. The petition, pub-
lished by the French newspaper Le Journal du Dimanche, 
denounced jihadist attempts to “set part of the French popula-
tion against the other and destroy the national harmony that is 
still binding”.

This is an accurate diagnosis of one of the main aims of the 
jihadists who would like nothing better than to see a war of 
civilisations and religions erupt within Europe and the rest of 
the world.

Signatories to the petition touched on an emerging dilemma 
for Muslims in a number of European secular societies: Should 
Muslims in Europe consider faith a private matter or start acting 
as a community? “We were silent because we learned that in 
France religion is a private affair. Now we must speak because 
Islam has become a public affair and the current situation is 
intolerable,” said the signatories.

They noted that 75% of the 5 million Muslims of France are 
French nationals and are in their majority “young, if not very 
young”. They argued this must be taken into consideration 
when fashioning a narrative destined for “French Muslims in a 
secular republic”.

Now it is time for France’s naturalised or migrant Muslims to 
start playing a more active role as communities and as individu-
als to counter extremism. Muslim institutions will have a role to 
play especially when it comes to financing and managing 
mosques but as French Prime Minister Manuel Valls said: “The 
most important challenge is not that of institutions. It is that of 
our citizens of the Muslim faith who in their families, their 
neighbourhoods, must feel concerned and take their responsi-
bility in hand.”

Institutions representing the Muslim community must build 
on the progress made in recent weeks to review the financing 
and management of France’s 2,500 mosques, about 200 of 
which are said to be under the influence of radical salafists. The 
use of mosques as venues for radicalisation and recruitment has 
proven to be one of the factors leading to terror in Europe and in 
Muslim countries.

A proactive attitude by French Muslims could determine the 
future of not only France’s 5 million Muslims but that of inter-
faith relations in much of the world.

Progress in interfaith 
relations in Europe is a 
sign of hope
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The life or death
battle for Aleppo

T
he way in which 
Russia and Iran are 
exploiting the battle 
for the Syrian city of 
Aleppo is clear. After 
all, this is a battle 

in which Russian air strikes and 
Iran-backed militias are playing a 
leading role.

The aim is to present US 
President Barack Obama’s 
outgoing administration with 
a fait accompli, especially as US 
policy towards Syria and the 
region at large will certainly 
change, one way or another, 
whether the next US president is 
Donald Trump or Hillary Clinton.

Will Iran and Russia succeed in 
displacing Syrians from Aleppo? 
That is the main question as 
they seek to benefit, as much as 
possible, from Turkey’s domestic 
crisis and Obama’s desire to 
placate Tehran to protect what 
he views as the greatest foreign 
policy achievement of his 
administration, the Iran nuclear 
deal.

Clinton has sought to 
differentiate herself from Obama 
over Syria, advocating a far harder 
line than the US president whom 
she served under as secretary of 
State, including calling for the 
establishment of so-called safe 
zones and providing moderate 
Syrian rebels with heavy 
weaponry. If Syrian rebels were to 
have access to heavy weaponry, 
including anti-aircraft missiles, 
it would be a game changer, 
particularly in the battle for 
Aleppo.

If Hillary Clinton were to 
become president, she would take 
a completely different tack on 
the Middle East and Syria than 
Obama, She understands that the 
Syrian crisis is one of the biggest 
tragedies of the 21st century and 
until it is resolved the Middle 
East will only become more 
dangerous.

The Democratic Party nominee 
for president understands that 

Washington 
does not 
have to 
bend over 
backward to 
ensure that 
Tehran is 
happy with 
the nuclear 
deal as this 
is something 
that is 
greatly 
in Iran’s 

interests. A change of US policy 
in Syria does not mean that 

Tehran will rip up the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA). It is all posturing.

As for Trump, Clinton’s 
Republican Party rival, nobody 
can guess what he might do once 
he becomes president. Trump 
has not spoken much on US 
policy towards Syria but he has 
been an outspoken critic of the 
JCPOA. This means that Trump, 
unlike Obama, would not link 
Washington’s response to Syria to 
Tehran and the nuclear deal.

Syria is a maelstrom of 
competing interests between 
Washington and Moscow, Tehran, 
Ankara and others, while it is the 
Syrian people who are suffering. 
Obama’s policy of disengagement 
with the Middle East left a 
dangerous vacuum that rival 
powers sought to fill. This led to 
the rise of the Islamic State (ISIS), 
which is a blight on the region 
and a threat to the world.

Whether Clinton or Trump 
succeeds Obama in the White 
House, Syria will still be facing 
one of the biggest crises in the 
modern world. The crisis in the 
country, and the region, has gone 
way past the point where it could 
quickly and easily be resolved.

The damage that Syria has 
suffered is irreparable, whether 
we are talking about the scale 
of destruction, the death toll or 
the sheer number of people who 
have been internally or externally 
displaced. Who is left to rebuild 
the country after all this?

It is hard to imagine any 
effective US policy towards 
Syria that is not in coordination 
with Europe and Arab countries 
that are concerned with what is 
going on there, while it is just as 
hard to imagine any mechanism 
to reach such unprecedented 
coordination. All the while the 
battle for Aleppo is continuing, 
more Syrians are dying and 
the prospect for a solution — 
political or otherwise — becomes 
increasingly small.

What does the future hold for 
Aleppo, one of the oldest cities 
in the world? If this destruction 
continues, there will be no Aleppo 
to fight over.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.
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