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Nikolaos van Dam: Even with an agreement, 
it may take generations to ‘normalise’ Syria

‘Islam: An American Religion’ by Nadia Marzouki

D
utch diplomat 
Nikolaos van Dam 
attended a wedding 
in Damascus in 
September 2010 
with no sense of 
the quiet before the 

storm or that five years later he 
would be the Netherlands’ special 
envoy exploring contacts with a 
Syrian opposition locked in 
violent conflict with President 
Bashar Assad.

Van Dam had, however, high-
lighted the sectarian aspects of 
Ba’athist rule in his 1979 book “The 
Struggle for Power in Syria” and 
wrote, in the 1980 second edition, 
of the “danger of [Syria] being 
drawn into the throes of civil war.” 
Van Dam’s new book, “Destroying 
a Nation: The Civil War in Syria,” 
traces the roots of violence, analy-
ses the intricacies of the war and 
outlines potential outcomes.

Van Dam agreed his book makes 
no bones as to the sectarianism un-
derlying Ba’athist rule, which from 
seizing power in 1966 undermined 
its ideals of equality. “It’s like being 
caught in a net,” he said. “They 
might like to extend but to move 
beyond the Allawi makes them feel 
insecure.”

Van Dam was also scathing about 
Western policy. “Many countries 
took sides from the beginning and 
blocked the possibility they could 
mediate,” he said. “The French and 
Americans by the visits of their 
ambassadors to [rebel-controlled] 
Hama in 2011 chose the side of the 
opposition.”

Van Dam said the West’s ap-
proach has been contradictory. “If 
you want to help the opposition, 
then you must help them win,” he 
said. However, the West’s insist-
ence on Assad’s removal without 
real support for the rebels bred 
carnage.

“It’s immoral to stick to your 
principles when more people die 
because you can’t offer a solu-
tion,” said van Dam. “I think it’s 
unique to say to a ruler: ‘We want 
a [negotiated] solution but you 

must leave and face trial’.”
Euphoric over the “Arab 

spring” and what van Dam 

called “unrealistic” expectations 
of “Western-style democracy,” 
the West underestimated Assad’s 
resilience. “They ignored the fact 
that this regime had almost half a 
century’s experience of how to stay 
in power, in the most ruthless man-
ner,” he said.

Van Dam also criticised the Arab 
League, although he said he sees 
virtues in its 2012 initiative. “The 
Arab League should not have lost 
patience,” he said. “By freezing 
Syria’s membership, it lost contact. 
The first thing to help solve a prob-
lem is communication.”

Such views made van Dam an 
unusual choice as Netherlands’ spe-
cial envoy to Syria during 2015-16.

“When the minister asked me, he 

was aware I had published arti-
cles and made speeches [critical 
of Western policy]. As envoy, I 
explained to the opposition the 
official policy and what I thought 
was realistic,” he said.

“I remember in Geneva a conver-
sation between European envoys 
and the [Syrian opposition coalition 
High Negotiations Committee], 
when Mohammed Alloush of Jaysh 
al-Islam asked: ‘You have accepted 
UN Resolution 2254 [in 2015, calling 
for a political settlement], what will 
you do to implement it?’ This was a 
very good question.”

Van Dam used his fluent classical 
and colloquial Arabic to explain to 
the opposition that “whatever the 
[West’s] good intentions, military 

intervention had been excluded 
and the opposition would have 
only moral support.”

Whatever culpability lies 
elsewhere, “Destroying a Nation” 
exposes Syria’s political leaders on 
all sides. The book highlights the 
empty compromises offered: By the 
regime to accept opposition figures 
in government and by some rebels 
to accept transition regime figures 
“who do not have blood on their 
hands.”

“Destroying a Nation” outlines 
five possibilities: Continuing war; 
regime victory; opposition victory, 
perhaps with Islamist rule; Syria 
splitting into areas under different 
factions; political compromise.

Van Dam said a mixture of war 
and fragmentation is likely. “The 
opposition doesn’t want to scale 
down its expectations and the 
regime doesn’t either, as it feels 
threatened,” he said. “The future 
also depends on support the parties 
get from abroad. A senior Saudi 
once told me, ‘We have anti-Iranian 
feelings in our DNA.’ It’s not easy to 
find compromise.”

Van Dam argued the Americans 
may abandon the opposition if they 
sense a lost cause and will prob-
ably ditch the Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party once the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is defeated. “I suspect the 
[Americans] are giving up the idea 
of toppling Assad,” he said. “They 
dislike the radical [Islamist] forces 
and war radicalises.”

Van Dam’s professional detach-
ment in analysing Syria informs 
his writing and reflects diplomatic 
experience — including five ambas-
sadorial posts — in Egypt, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Jordan, Libya, Turkey, In-
donesia and Germany. His evident 
love for Syria stretches back to his 
first visit in 1964.

“Even with an agreement, it may 
take generations to ‘normalise’ 
Syria. The social fabric has been 
so damaged, millions are trauma-
tised. The war economy has put 
embezzlement and corruption on 
a far bigger scale. Perhaps 300,000 
young people have been indoctri-
nated in ISIS schools and it’s easier 
to indoctrinate someone than to 
clear his brain.”

T
he term “Islamopho-
bia” is spreading but 
remains controver-
sial. The late British-
American journalist 
Christopher Hitchens 
called it a “stupid 

neologism… which aims to 
promote criticism of Islam to the 
gallery of special offences associ-
ated with racism.” Conservative 
columnist and radio host David 
Prager said the aim was to scare 
Americans and prevent them from 
constructing arguments to 
critique Islam.

Anti-mosque groups that have 
arisen in several US communities 
say Islam does not deserve the 
same legal protections as other 
religions. Nadia Marzouki argues 
in her book “Islam: An American 
Religion” that this goes against the 
philosophy of liberalism, under 
which the law applies to all without 
exception.

Anti-mosque groups, however, 
seek to prove that the first amend-
ment to the US Constitution does 
not apply to Muslims. This anti-
liberal argument has emerged from 
ideas in the Tea Party movement.

Marzouki discusses how emo-
tions affect the relationship 
between defenders and opponents 
of mosques. She points out how 
the dialogue between them sounds 
more like a “lover’s quarrel” than a 

clash of civilisations: “How can 
you do this to us?” “How can you 

be so insensitive?”

Mosque opponents accuse Ameri-
can Muslims of being insensitive 
to the suffering of the families of 
9/11 victims. This can be inter-
preted as “proof of their capacity to 
harm American society,” Marzouki 
writes. Their seeming absence of 
emotion has been interpreted as a 
“violation of the rules of etiquette 
and the preconditions of social co-
hesion and, therefore, as a gesture 
of disengagement from the major-
ity group,” 
 she adds.

Marzouki 
warns that 
Americans 
may decide 
to suspend 
guaranteed 
constitutional 
protections 
when faced 
with what 
they per-
ceive to be a 
threatening 
minority 
that is not 
part of 
“the peo-
ple.” An 
example 
of this 
was seen 
dur-
ing the 
second 
world 
war 
when 

Japanese-Americans lost their 
protections and were placed in 
internment camps. The liberal 
approach to constitutional democ-
racy, which includes equal rights 
for all and extends legal protection 
to religious minorities, is not likely 
to be considered.

For years, many legal cases 
involving Muslims, in which clear 
references were made to sharia 
or Islam, had been handled by 
American courts with the upmost 
respect for American law and 
without causing a problem. Islam 

had been given little attention 
in legal debates 
regarding the first 
amendment. Then 

the threat of imple-
menting sharia law 

in the United States 
became an issue.

In 2010, the 
Oklahoma ballot 
initiative “Save Our 

State” banned the use 
of international and 
sharia law in Okla-

homa. Muneer Awad, 
former director of the 

local chapter of the 
Council on American Is-
lamic Relations (CAIR), 

said that by preventing 

Muslims from freely exercising 
their religious freedom in ordinary 
life and by “specifically” targeting 
Islam unlike other religions, the 
“Save Our State” amendment vio-
lated both the free exercise clause 
and the establishment clause of the 
first amendment.

It also violated the clause relating 
to the supremacy of the US Consti-
tution, Awad said, which affirms 
the priority of federal law over the 
laws of the states and requires that 
states respect international treaties 
entered into by the federal govern-
ment.

Ironically, the anti-sharia move-
ment has benefited Muslims by 
making the defence of Muslim 
rights an important agenda of many 
civil liberties organisations — such 
as the American Civil Liberties 
Union and the Southern Poverty 
Law Centre — as well as liberal 
think-tanks such as the Centre for 
American Progress. Progressive 
journalists, politicians and ordinary 
people have defended the Muslim 
cause. Moderate members of the 
Republican Party have denounced 
the exaggerated and unfair stance 
of the anti-sharia movement, as 
have Jewish and Christian religious 
authorities.

Although Marzouki’s writing 
style is average, “Islam: An Ameri-
can Religion” provides important 
insight into why some Americans 
feel threatened by Muslims and 
warns that this issue should not be 
ignored.

Gareth Smyth

Dunia El-Zobaidi
is a regular Arab Weekly contributor 
in London.
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The book provides 
important insight 
into why some 
Americans feel 
threatened by 
Muslims and warns 
that this issue 
should not be 
ignored.

The book makes no 
bones as to the 
sectarianism 
underlying Ba’athist 
rule, which since 
seizing power in 
1966 undermined 
its ideals of 
equality. Dutch diplomat Nikolaos van Dam.                                                            (Gareth Smyth)


