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Adviser to Clinton campaign says Arab-American 
presidency ‘will happen soon’
Washington

E dward Gabriel has 
known the Clintons 
for more than 25 
years, having 
served as president 
Bill Clinton’s 
ambassador to 
Morocco from 

1997-2001. Today, the son of 
Lebanese immigrants is advising 
Hillary Clinton’s presidential 
campaign on outreach to Arab 
Americans. Gabriel is also presi-
dent and chief executive officer of 
the American Task Force for 
Lebanon (ATFL).

Gabriel said in an interview that 
he supports Hillary Clinton because 
“we want to make sure that our civil 
liberties are protected. This goes for 
all Americans, and especially Arab 
Americans and Muslims, and Clin-
ton exhibited this with her defence 
of Muslims and Mr Khan.”

Gabriel was referring to Khizr 
Khan, a Muslim American whose 
son was killed in the Iraq war. 
Khan delivered a moving speech at 
the Democratic National Conven-
tion, during which he questioned 
whether Republican nominee 
Donald Trump had read the US 
Constitution and criticised Trump’s 
comments about immigration, mi-
norities, women and judges.

Trump responded by implying 
that Khan’s wife, Ghazala, who 
stood by her husband through-
out the speech, was “maybe not 
allowed to speak”, invoking the 
stereotype of oppressed Muslim 
women.

Trump’s comments sparked con-
troversy and even fellow Republi-
cans rebuked him.

For Gabriel, who proudly identi-
fies as an Arab American, this is per-
sonal. He recalls his early childhood 
in a small town in upstate New York 
as the quintessentially American 
experience: His family quickly 
became part of the fabric of their 

community but not without endur-
ing the provincial racism that many 
immigrants experience.

“I was called a Turk or a Jew — 
neither term intended as a compli-
ment — and a ‘camel jockey’ and the 
n-word,” he said.

However, he had an identical ed-
ucation and upbringing to many of 
his peers. “Same schooling, except 
our bread was round,” he recalled.

Lebanon is one of the issues 
near to Gabriel’s heart, especially 
in his capacity as head of ATFL, an 
advocacy group that aims to foster 
relations between the United States 
and Lebanon.

Since 2006, the United States has 
provided the Lebanese Armed Forc-
es (LAF) with more than $1 billion in 
materiel and training. Gabriel said 
this support should deepen, despite 
opposition in Congress concerned 
about members of Hezbollah serv-
ing in the LAF.

“The LAF is the most important 
institution in Lebanon,” Gabriel 
said. “We’ve never seen one inci-
dent where Hezbollah controls the 
LAF.” He added that the strain on 
Lebanon from the Syrian war makes 
the LAF even more essential.

Gabriel supports establishing 
humanitarian corridors to help Syr-
ians return home but said he fears 
that will take a long time to fully 
implement. Another solution, he 
said, would be for the United States 
to incentivise 100 countries to each 
take in 20,000 Syrian refugees who 
are now in Lebanon.

President Barack Obama’s ad-
ministration has been criticised for 
inaction and lack of leadership on 
Syria. While it is not clear what a 
Clinton presidency would do differ-
ently, Gabriel has some ideas.

“Our first goal should be to take 
out ISIS (the Islamic State),” he said, 
“but when we take land from ISIS, 
who do we give it back to? Assad?”

Gabriel said that, without a strong 
US military presence that actively 
seizes land from ISIS and prepares it 
for Syrian self-rule without Bashar 
Assad as president, Russia will not 
take Washington seriously.

“Without a military presence, 
Assad and Russia won’t care. They 
just bomb people they don’t like. 
We need to take and hold land, 
create safe zones and apply lessons 
learned from Iraq,” he said.

On the Maghreb, Gabriel said the 
Western Sahara conflict accounts 
for why the region has one of the 
lowest levels of intra-regional trade 
in the world.

“We’re dealing with a Soviet-era 
problem that needs to be settled. 
Morocco and Algeria are lacking 
infrastructure between them, like 
electricity and roads, because of the 
Sahara conflict,” he said. “America 
needs to incentivise especially Alge-
ria to cut a deal on the Sahara.”

Gabriel said that despite the mis-
steps and chaos of recent years, the 
United States still should attempt to 
“spread democracy” in the region, 
but with caveats.

“We’re going to help countries 
move in that direction only when 
they’ve chosen it and asked us to,” 

he said.
Gabriel suggested that the United 

States identify countries, such as 
Tunisia and Morocco, that want 
to commit to democracy and then 
launch a “strategic relationship” 
with them in which the United 
States asks: “How do we help you 
become more democratic, improve 
upon the rule of law, improve your 
human rights record? All of that is 
in our interest and in yours.”

Asked when he thinks the United 
States will have its first Arab-Ameri-
can president, Gabriel laughed.

“I don’t know when that’s going 
to happen,” he said, though he ex-
pects many Arab Americans to work 
in a Hillary Clinton administration.

“Given the fact that so many Arab 
Americans are over-achievers and 
great performers, an Arab-American 
presidency will happen soon,” he 
said.

Rasha Elass is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.
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he United States is likely 
to step up its military 
campaign against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in Syria 
after a new US president 

is sworn in next January but un-
seating Syrian President Bashar As-
sad is unlikely to be a priority.

Both major party nominees — 
Democrat Hillary Clinton and Re-
publican Donald Trump — have 
said they would escalate the bat-
tle against ISIS if elected. Neither, 
however, has emphasised the need 
to end a war that since 2011 has 
killed about 400,000 people and 
forced another 5 million to flee to 
neighbouring countries and be-
yond.

Clinton has said she would or-
der more air strikes on ISIS and “a 
broader target set” for US and al-
lied warplanes, as well as improve 
intelligence gathering. She also has 
called for more US special forces to 
be deployed against ISIS and more 

equipment provided to “viable 
Syrian opposition groups”.

With costly wars in Iraq and Af-
ghanistan fresh in voters’ minds, 
Clinton has stressed that she does 
not want “100,000 Americans in 
combat in the Middle East”. As 
for Assad, Clinton said she wants 
a political solution to the war and 
favours the creation of no-fly zones 
“that will stop Assad from slaugh-
tering civilians and the opposition 
from the air”.

She has not said how such a plan 
could be implemented in the face 
of opposition by Russia, Assad’s 
main international backer.

Trump has promised to send 
up to 30,000 US troops to fight 
ISIS. “We are going to defeat 
the barbarians of ISIS and we 
are going to defeat them fast,” 
Trump said at the Republican 
National Convention.

Trump also is reluctant to have 
the United States play a more ac-
tive role in political efforts to push 
Assad from power, a goal of Ameri-
ca’s regional allies Turkey and Sau-
di Arabia. “We must abandon the 
failed policy of nation building and 
regime change that Hillary Clinton 
pushed in Iraq, Libya, Egypt and 
Syria,” Trump said, referencing 
Clinton’s 2009-13 tenure as US sec-
retary of State.

In an interview with the New 
York Times, Trump said bringing 
down Assad was not as important 
as fighting ISIS. The Syrian presi-
dent was “a bad man” who had 

“done horrible things” but ISIS was 
a far greater threat to the United 
States, he said.

The reluctance by both candi-
dates to invest political capital and 
energy in ousting Assad clashes 
with the opinion of a group of US 
diplomats who demanded a more 
robust stance against the Syr-
ian president. In an internal memo 
leaked to the New York Times in 
June, 51 mostly mid-level US State 
Department officials involved in 
the Syria issue called for the use of 
military force against Assad’s gov-
ernment to push it to adhere to a 
ceasefire and “to negotiate a politi-
cal solution in good faith”.

Some analysts say Washington 
already has spent too much time 
and effort on Assad and should 
focus on ISIS instead. Clinton is 
caught in the crossfire more than 

Trump because she was secre-
tary of State when the con-

flict broke out and ISIS 
emerged.

Jeffrey Sachs, 
an economist 
at Columbia 

University, told 
US cable net-
work MSNBC that 
Washington fo-

cused on getting rid of Assad 
for too long, ignoring the growing 
threat posed by ISIS.

“The US priority in Syria has not 
been to defeat ISIS; it has been 
to overthrow Assad,” Sachs said. 
“That has created chaos.” He called 

on Clinton to change her foreign 
policy priorities because her record 
was “just terrible”.

Both Clinton and Trump are try-
ing to convince voters that they 
would deal decisively with ISIS and 
the Syrian crisis as commander-in-
chief but America’s top spy warns 
that there are no quick fixes.

“All our policymakers have are 
bad choices,” Director of National 
Intelligence James Clapper told the 
Washington Post columnist David 
Ignatius. He said the United States 
should be prepared for a long pe-
riod of instability and violence in 
dealing with terror groups such as 
ISIS or the former Jabhat al-Nusra, 
which used to be considered al-
Qaeda affiliate in Syria.

Although Clinton and Trump 
broadly agree that the United States 
should do more to defeat ISIS, they 
differ sharply on the refugee crisis 
sparked by the Syrian conflict. Clin-
ton wants the United States to ac-
cept 65,000 more Syrian refugees, 
a small number compared to the 
2.7 million hosted by Turkey or the 
hundreds of thousands who have 
migrated to EU countries.

Trump opposes taking in more 
Syrian refugees, saying in his con-
vention acceptance speech that 
“there’s no way to screen these 
refugees in order to find out who 
they are or where they come from”. 
Trump’s argument is contested by 
migration experts, who say that 
there is a rigorous screening pro-
cess in place.

US unlikely to move against Assad after elections
Thomas Seibert

US soldier puts on a military 
demonstration during the 
Global Coalition to Counter 
ISIL Meeting, hosted by 
Defense Secretary Ash Carter, 
at Andrews Air Force Base, 
Maryland, on July 20th.

Democrat Hillary 
Clinton and 
Republican Donald 
Trump have said they 
would escalate the 
battle against ISIS if 
elected.

“Without a military 
presence, Assad and 
Russia won’t care. 
They just bomb 
people they don’t 
like.”

Edward Gabriel


