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Most Muslims are well integrated into American society

Washington

F 

or US Secretary of State 
John Kerry, bringing 
peace to Syria is not just 
another diplomatic issue: 
He sees his political lega-

cy at stake. Kerry, however, is fac-
ing strong resistance with Russia’s 
determination to keep military 
pressure on rebel forces threaten-
ing to frustrate his efforts to end 
the conflict.

Some analysts say Kerry is on a 
hopeless mission.

When his latest initiative to si-
lence the guns in Syria failed, 
Washington suspended bilateral 
talks with Russia.

“John Kerry is a modern-day 
Don Quixote,” said Andrew Peek, a 
professor of international relations 
at Pepperdine University in Cali-
fornia. Peek was alluding to Kerry’s 
efforts to work out a deal on Syria 
with Russian Foreign Minister Ser-
gei Lavrov in the face of US Presi-
dent Barack Obama’s reluctance to 
commit more American firepower 
to the cause.

Kerry, who has been America’s 
top diplomat since early 2013, has 
invested a huge effort and im-
mense political capital in his cam-
paign to halt the war in Syria but, 
as his tenure at the US State De-
partment enters its final stretch, it 
is far from clear whether Kerry will 
achieve a breakthrough in Syria 
and leave office on a high note.

Peek said Kerry’s repeated nego-
tiations with Russia had “turned 
from tragedy to farce” because he 
lacked the necessary backing from 
the White House. “He likes to be 
the guy on the ground” conducting 

negotiations, Peek said. “It is un-
derstandable but it’s not working.”

Other experts judged Kerry less 
harshly. “He inherited a bad situa-
tion” in Syria, Michael O’Hanlon of 
the Brookings Institution said, and 
he had to act within tight limits set 
by Obama.

Those limits became visible 
when Kerry met Lavrov for mara-
thon talks in Geneva to secure a 
Syria ceasefire. During a break in 
the talks, Lavrov complained to 
waiting reporters that US officials 
had trouble reaching a consensus 
among themselves. “It takes five 
hours for our friends to check with 
Washington,” Lavrov said.

As Lavrov spoke, Kerry was on 
the phone with Washington seek-
ing a green light on the ceasefire 
deal that included an exchange of 
intelligence between the United 
States and Russia and coordinated 
air strikes on extremist groups in 
Syria. He got strong resistance from 
US Secretary of Defense Ashton 
Carter, who said Russia’s support 
for Syrian President Bashar Assad 
made “the situation in Syria more 
dangerous”.

Following hours of internal ne-
gotiations Kerry overcame the 
scepticism and struck the deal with 
Lavrov — only to see the ceasefire 
crumble in a matter of days.

Since becoming secretary of 
State, Kerry spearheaded the nu-
clear agreement with Iran and 
coordinated the West’s response 
to Russia’s annexation of Crimea. 
He suffered several high-profile 
setbacks, most prominently the 
collapse of US-sponsored Israeli-
Palestinian peace talks in 2014.

Peek said “fruitless negotia-
tions” were a theme of Kerry’s time 
in office. One result, he argued, is 
that US allies in the Middle East be-
lieve that “America is seeking deals 

at any cost”, not as a power that 
stands up to players like Russia.

No one doubts Kerry’s energy 
and determination. Earlier this 
year, he broke the travel record for 
US secretaries of State when a visit 
to Bahrain pushed the total dis-
tance he has travelled in office to 
1.06 million miles.

In a recent editorial, the New 
York Times wrote that “there has 
been something honourable, even 
heroic, about the persistence, hard 
work and faith in diplomacy” dem-
onstrated by Kerry. However, as 
the paper noted, experts and even 
administration officials argued 
that Kerry “too often pursues un-
winnable goals and settles for im-
perfect outcomes”.

In the case of Syria, Kerry argues 
that there is simply no alternative 
to the diplomatic route given that 
the United States does not want to 

deepen its military involvement. 
In a recent speech in Brussels, he 
said he felt a “great sense of out-
rage that Russia has turned a blind 
eye to Assad’s deplorable use of 
these weapons of war, chlorine gas 
and barrel bombs, against his peo-
ple”. But, he added: “We are not 
giving up on the Syrian people. We 
are not abandoning the pursuit of 
peace.” Washington and Moscow 
would still discuss Syria as part of 
larger multilateral negotiations, he 
said.

“Kerry has spent a lot of time 
and energy but the premises are 
all wrong,” said Zaher Sahloul, a 
Syrian-American physician and 
humanitarian activist. Kerry was 
unable to change things on the 
ground because “diplomacy with-
out power is meaningless,” he 
added.

There are signs that Kerry disa-

grees with Obama’s reluctance to 
get more involved in Syria. When 
51 State Department diplomats 
publicly called for stronger US mil-
itary action against Assad to force 
the Syrian leader into peace talks, 
Kerry did not rebuke the critics but 
expressed support for their posi-
tion. Under Obama, US fighter jets 
have been attacking the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Syria but the presi-
dent is unwilling to target Syrian 
government troops.

Even though Kerry earlier this 
year hinted at an American “Plan 
B” for Syria that reportedly could 
include an increased military in-
volvement, Obama’s reluctance to 
use more and greater firepower has 
not changed, leaving the secretary 
of State with no option but to stick 
to the path of diplomacy.

“Obama is asking Kerry to do the 
impossible,” Sahloul said.

John Kerry’s political legacy at stake in Syria
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US Secretary of State John Kerry and UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura attend the 
International Syria Support Group Meeting at the Palace Hotel in New York, last September.
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T 

he picture drawn by 
the US media after an 
attempted lone-wolf 
attack is a familiar 
one. The suspect is a 
loner, someone who 

felt alienated by his or her larger 
community, who had “with-
drawn” into religion, which had 
turned him into a terrorist. The 
often unspoken but implied idea 
is that Muslims are not a part of 
American society, that their 
religion makes them too much 
the outsider, that they will never 
accept American values.

Republican Party candidate 
for president Donald Trump has 
seized on this theme, arguing that 
immigrants to the United States (in 
particular, those who are Muslim) 
should be tested to make sure they 
possess these nebulous American 
values.

In reality, the vast majority 
of Muslims who call the United 
States home are integrated into 
American society. They have 
played a key role in helping US law 
enforcement deal with terrorism, 
are as likely to earn $100,000 or 
more as any other American and 
a greater proportion of them have 
college degrees than the general 
US population.

They have also played signifi-
cant, award-winning roles in the 
country’s media and entertain-
ment industries.

Muslim Americans were re-
cently awarded some of the Online 
News Association’s top honours. 
Egyptian-American freelance pho-
tojournalist Sima Diab’s portrayal 
of Arabs’ lives won the James 
Foley Award for Conflict Report-
ing. (Foley was a freelance war cor-
respondent who was executed by 
his Islamic State captors in August 
2014.)

In Los Angeles, Rami Malek, one 
of the stars of the TV show Mr. Ro-
bot, won the Emmy for Best Actor 
in a Dramatic Series, a first for an 
Egyptian American.

So while Trump was proclaiming 
that “assimilation” is difficult for 
Muslims in America, he was ignor-
ing almost 300 years of history. 
Researchers have shown that Mus-
lims were in America before there 
was a United States and many 
fought in the Revolutionary war, 
the War of 1812, the Civil war, the 
first and second world wars, Korea, 
Vietnam, both Gulf wars as well 
as the war in Afghanistan. Muslim 
Americans continue to serve in the 
US military.

A 2016 survey by the Institute of 
Social Policy and Understanding 
found that Muslims who regularly 
attended a mosque were more like-
ly to work with their neighbours to 
solve community problems and be 
registered to vote than those who 

don’t attend a mosque.
Well-known researcher Dalia 

Mogahed has shown through her 
work with her former employer, 
the polling firm Gallup, that Mus-
lim Americans have a stronger be-
lief in the US judicial system than 
other Americans, that a majority 

of them do not say that religion 
should play any role in the adjudi-
cation of law and that among those 
who do, the percentage is actually 
lower than the number of Protes-
tant Americans who said religion 
should play a stronger role in legal 
proceedings.

A Pew Research study in 2011 
showed: “Living in a religiously 
pluralistic society, Muslim Ameri-
cans are more likely than Muslims 
in many other nations to have 
many non-Muslim friends. Only 
about half (48%) of US Muslims say 
all or most of their close friends 
are also Muslims, compared with 
a global median of 95% in the 39 
countries surveyed.”

The Pew study also indicated 
that Muslim Americans also have a 
very open attitude towards the role 
of women in society, with more 
than 90% of respondents saying 
that women have a right to work 
outside the home.

The key here is the word “inte-
grated”, rather than “assimilated”. 
Instead Muslim Americans are 
solidly integrated in US society, 
proud of their historical and reli-
gious heritage, but also proud to 
be Americans, a part of the diverse 
tapestry that is the real America.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, the 
Boston Globe and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation.
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