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C
ommunities of friends, family and ad-
mirers in Washington, Massachusetts
and Jordan came together this week to
mourn the passing of John Sullivan,

former U.S. diplomat, husband, father, hu-
manitarian, cancer survivor and the life of
every party he attended. He was 37 years old.

“Sully,” as he was known, last worked at the
Financial Integrity Network, an advisory firm,
and lived in Washington with his wife, Haya 
Abu Sharar, who works at the International 
Monetary Fund, and their 9-month-old
daughter, Suzanne. He served the U.S. govern-
ment during three presidential administra-
tions, most recently as the Treasury Depart-
ment’s attache at the U.S. Embassy in Bagh-
dad. He was a longtime spokesman for the 
Treasury and State departments and a fixture 
in the Washington foreign policy community.

Sully was also well-respected and well-
liked in the several Middle East countries in
which he worked over his career. More than 
300 people visited his wife’s family’s home in
Amman, Jordan, this week to pay their re-
spects, Haya told me, some of whom knew
him only by his reputation as a generous and 
gregarious representative of the United
States who worked tirelessly to bridge gaps, 
solve problems and help people in need.

“He was for everyone, not only for me and
our daughter,” Haya said. “He never had an 
enemy, he never considered anyone an en-
emy. . . . He thought that he could change 
everything.”

While visiting his father, Lawrence Sulli-
van, in their home-
town of Worcester,
Mass., last week,
Sully collapsed and
was in an induced
coma for several
days. He died on
Monday evening,
surrounded by
family and friends.
The cause of death
remains unclear.

Sully was known
as a convener of
people whose so-
cial gatherings at
the embassy in
Baghdad grew so

popular he had to move to a larger room. He
was fiercely dedicated to his self- assigned
mission to prove the U.S. government could
be a force for good in the Middle East. He 
volunteered to go to Baghdad in 2014 and 
resisted evacuating when the Islamic State 
was marching toward the city.

“He embodied everything we wanted
America to be. He was generous, he was
smart, he wanted to make the world a better
place, he was willing to work for it, he was
willing to sacrifice for it,” said his longtime
mentor, Daniel Glaser. “Everywhere he went,
that place was better off because he had been
there.”

His father told me that ethos came from a
family history of service and sacrifice. Sully’s
maternal grandfather was a first sergeant
during the battle of Guadalcanal in World
War II. Lawrence served in the Navy during
Vietnam. Sully’s brother, Matthew, served as
a Marine in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

After eventually being forced to evacuate
to Amman, Jordan, Sully met Haya, who then
worked with the United Nations. There were
inseparable from their first encounter. “They
say love at first sight is a lie. It’s not,” Haya
said. “Everybody fell in love with him.”

Before marrying Haya, but not solely be-
cause of her, Sully converted to Islam and
took the Muslim name “Salah Addin,” after
the famous 12th-century sultan who fought
against the Crusaders. He admired Salah
Addin but also liked to tell people it could be
pronounced “Sully-Addin.” Sully patiently
earned the respect and love of Haya’s Jorda-
nian family, though they were skeptical at
first. 

Sully not only worked to build understand-
ing of America in the Middle East; he also 
worked to demystify the Middle East back at 
home. He persuaded his father to host an Iraqi
refugee who worked with the U.S. military and
had been forced to flee for his safety. 

“He always convinced everyone,” Haya
said. “He broke all the rules, that’s John.”

Though he wasn’t working for the
U.S. government at the time of his death,
Sully’s sudden passing hit hard in the Wash-
ington foreign policy community of which he
had long been a part. 

“The United States continues to benefit
from the trusted relationships that he forged
as a result of his force of personality and
remarkable expertise,” Sigal Mandelker, the
treasury undersecretary for terrorism and
financial intelligence, told me. “His laughter
was infectious and his zest for life was unmis-
takable.”

I knew Sully for more than a decade. What
began as a reporter-official relationship soon 
became a friendship. His belly laugh as he 
regaled me with his international adventures 
still rings in my mind. He was patriotic but not
political. He was honest to a fault. He spoke 
with deep knowledge of the region he was 
trying to help but also with deep respect for it.

“His ideology was basically, ‘do the right
thing and try to make things better,’ ” his
father said. “How many people in this world
get along with everyone?”

Sully was many things: a loyal Boston
sports fan, a doting father, an enthusiastic (if 
not talented) singer. But foremost, he was an
ambassador of the United States in the purest
sense. If our government had more people 
like Sully working in it, our country and the 
world would be better off. He will be missed. 

josh.rogin@washpost.com
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‘Everything 
we wanted 
America to be’

F
or both conservatives and liberals,
the 2020 election feels like a pivotal
moment in the United States’ long-
running culture wars. That’s under-

standable but mistaken. On the fundamen-
tal question of the culture war — how much 
Americans respect and want to preserve our
core institutions — conservatives underesti-
mate their strength. The biggest risk for the 
right is not that it will lose this battle. It’s 
that in mistaking victory for defeat, it will 
overreach at risk of all it has accomplished.

Conservatives have taken losses: Mar-
riage equality polled badly a decade ago; 
now it’s the overwhelmingly popular law of 
the land. The number of religiously unaffili-
ated Americans is up, and the marriage rate
among younger generations is down. We’ve
become more welcoming of immigrants. 
And issues that were previously too radio-
active to touch, such as transgender rights, 
are now splitting the country about evenly.

Demographic change, religious disaffili-
ation and the increasing “wokeness” of
corporate America all contribute to a per-
ception that conservatives are losing — and
that they need brawlers such as President
Trump to fight back.

 But this glum assessment makes sense
only if conservatives ignore their most
important strength. Despite the percep-
tion that institutions that conservatives
hold in high regard — the military, police,
the two-parent nuclear family and religion
— have taken hits, the public has a high
level of trust and attachment to them. And
that faith gives conservatives a huge, long-
term advantage.

Take the military and the police. Though
the military is only now grappling with a
prolonged sexual assault crisis and the
police faced serious, justified scrutiny in
the wake of the killings of Michael Brown,
Walter Scott, Eric Garner and other un-
armed black men, Americans remain de-
voted to both institutions.

Since 2003, the percentage of Americans
who have “a great deal” or “quite a lot” of
confidence in the military has mostly
stayed in the low-to-mid 70 percent range.
In 2017, the Pew Research Center found
that 64 percent of Americans still felt at
least somewhat warmly toward the police
and only 18 percent viewed them coolly.
Gallup also found that trust in police barely
budged after sustained protests: 57 percent
said they had “a great deal” or “quite a lot”
of confidence in the police in 2013, before
Brown died, sparking the Ferguson, Mo.,
protests. Fifty-three percent say the same
now.

Conservatives lament declining mar-
riage rates, lower birth rates, the increased
permissibility of abortion and the break-
down of the family. But though the shape of
marriage and the family are changing, the
traditional ideals are still popular; they
just feel further out of reach for many
young Americans. 

Contrary to stereotypes, almost half of
millennials are married, and more would
likely marry and have more children if they
could afford to. And while conservatives
may lament the rise in support for same-
sex marriage and adoption, these shifts still
reaffirm the value of the traditional family,
arguing that more people should be able to
participate in marriage and parenthood.  

And though conservatives haven’t
achieved total victory in all moral arenas,
they have established solid bedrocks. Pub-
lic opinion on abortion policy remains
extremely stable and split; roughly half of
Americans have consistently said abortion
is wrong. And though there has been a long,
steady increase in the percentage of Ameri-
cans with no religious affiliation, the per-
centage of Americans who identify as evan-
gelical Christians has remained remark-
ably stable, and even including those who
don’t attend religious services, 80 percent
believe in God and more than half believe
in God as described in the Bible.

The biggest danger for cultural con-
servatives, then, might not be demograph-
ic change, religious disaffiliation or in-
creasingly progressive opponents. It might
be misunderstanding their own hand. Con-
servatives could make real gains on their
priorities by focusing on pro-family eco-
nomic policies, finding candidates who
appeal to nonwhite Christians and casting
themselves as allies of — but not knee-jerk
partisans for — the armed forces and law
enforcement. They could win cultural vic-
tories while remaining fundamentally con-
servative.

But conservatives misunderstand their
situation. They not only believe they’re
destined to lose but also paint their predica-
ment in near-apocalyptic terms, as the con-
servative thinker Michael Anton did in his
argument that 2016 was a “Flight 93 Elec-
tion.” As a result, they overreach. They’re
courting backlash by passing extremely
restrictive abortion bans in states such as
Alabama. They’ve defended the rights of
Christians not to participate in gay couples’
weddings, and while doing so, they’ve al-
lowed Democrats to become the trusted 
party on the increasingly popular issue of
LGBTQ rights. They’re backing Trump — a 
man who is guaranteed to alienate some
potentially sympathetic nonwhite voters
with his often racist rhetoric. And rather 
than try to create a more family-centric
economic platform, they passed a tax bill
slanted toward the wealthiest Americans.

Conservatives have the winning hand.
They just don’t know it — and that’s why
they might lose.  

Twitter: @databyler
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Conservatives 
are winning — 
if they realize it

BY ALEX KARP

T
here are lively and necessary
debates underway on many
critical issues in the United
States, but when a small

group of executives at the largest
Internet companies in Silicon Valley
try to impose their moral framework
on America, something has gone se-
riously and dangerously awry. 

Companies and innovators in Sili-
con Valley have immense, almost mo-
nopolistic power. Many have lucra-
tive contracts with the government.
But under scrutiny from employees
and activists, they are being pres-
sured to avoid controversy by picking
and choosing which contracts to ac-
cept and which to abandon. Giving in
to this pressure will have the per-
verse effect of undermining the dem-
ocratic principles that Silicon Valley
leaders and activists pressuring
them profess to support.

Let me be brutally clear about this:
The young people who volunteer for
the Marines and get deployed over-
seas might not agree with every mis-
sion, but you can be sure they are
doing their jobs. Google earned mil-
lions of dollars working on Project
Maven, an artificial-intelligence and
machine-learning effort funded by
the Defense Department with the
potential to improve the military’s
drone accuracy and capabilities.
Some of the company’s workers ob-
jected — no problem there. But then
Google executives backed away from
the mission. The U.S. Marine serves;
the Silicon Valley executives walk.
This is wrong. 

Palantir, the company I lead, was

founded after 9/11 with a commit-
ment to helping those on the front line
use data analytics to protect the Unit-
ed States while putting in place priva-
cy protections others thought impos-
sible to achieve. Since then, we have 
continued to innovate and expand our
mission, helping multiple branches 
including Homeland Security Investi-
gations. Part of our broader work for 
HSI has helped to combat genocide, 
crack down on sex trafficking, break 
up terrorist plots, defeat drug cartels 
and even protect the United States 
from malicious computer-hacking 
software, accomplishments that are 
rarely noticed by the outside world.

In contrast, the limited use of our
platform by Immigration and Cus-
toms Enforcement has been widely
reported and engulfed by the broad-
er, often politicized immigration de-
bate. Indeed, internally it has also
been a topic of debate. Our company
is full of complex thinkers. We have
divergent views on every issue and
certainly on issues related to immi-
gration enforcement. I grew up the
son of two civil rights activists and
came of age in a progressive family
and adopted many of the move-
ment’s values as my own. But immi-
gration policy is not a software chal-
lenge; it’s a political one. The solution
lies with our political and judiciary
system, not with Silicon Valley’s 
C-suite.

I am deeply sympathetic to the
people who are concerned about the
use of software platforms in immigra-
tion policy. Every week or so, a small
group of them holds a rally outside
our office. What is worrisome is not 
their protests. What is worrisome is 

that some Silicon Valley companies 
are taking the power to decide these 
issues away from elected officials and 
judges and giving it to themselves — a
deeply unrepresentative group of ex-
ecutives living in an elite bubble in a 
corner of the country. They weigh 
their beliefs along with their complex 
business interests, both domestically 
and globally, and then make decisions
that impact the safety and security of 
our country. This is not the way conse-
quential policy decisions should be
made. I don’t believe I should have 
that authority.

No company should have to work
for the government. The challenge is
when they want to accept lucrative
law enforcement or military con-
tracts with one hand while stiff- 
arming the government with the oth-
er. Under those circumstances, a sup-
posed moral stand is tainted by self-
interest. And no leader should know-
ingly permit his or her products to be
used illegally. That requires taking a
stand. Indeed, there are immense
regulatory and policy challenges we
need to grapple with as a society,
including how to manage the explo-
sive growth of artificial intelligence
and facial-recognition technology. 

But let’s reframe the controversy
over immigration and look at it this
way: If we want to preserve a democ-
racy in which protests are part of our
DNA, we need to make sure the deci-
sions are made by elected represen-
tatives and judges, not by unelected
engineers running global businesses
in a precious corner of a Golden
State. 

The writer is chief executive of Palantir.

Stay out of politics, 
Silicon Valley
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A U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement officer in Escondido, Calif., on July 8. 

I
t’s back-to-school time. Hoorah! Or
perhaps not . . . It’s a tough few days.
As one of my friends says, it’s like
playing Time Tetris. Parents are

asked to think about all kinds of things:
What’s the transportation plan — bus,
carpool, walk? What’s the after-school
plan? Where will the kids be when, and
with which adults? Have you given all
relevant medical and allergen informa-
tion to the school nurse? How are you
handling lunches — make at home in the
morning rush or buy at school? Have you
signed all the forms about technology
use and anti-bullying? 

At the risk of piling on, here’s one
more question parents should think
about: Will your child have civics this
year? 

Civics refers to instruction that inte-
grates many subjects — social studies,
history, government, language arts and
media literacy — to help young people
grow into self-aware, well-informed,
equitable and effective democratic citi-
zens. Sometimes the classes show up
under the label “civics”; sometimes it’s
“U.S. government” or “problems of
democracy.”

Over the past few decades, our nation
has undergone a significant decline in 
the provision of civics education. We
downshifted from delivering three 
courses in civics to most high school 
students in the mid-20th century to now 
delivering one single-semester course to 
approximately 85 percent of students, as 
Michael Rebell points out in his recent 
book “Flunking Democracy.” He also re-
ports that by four years after the imple-
mentation of No Child Left Behind, a 
meaningful percentage of school dis-
tricts had reduced social-studies instruc-
tion to devote more time to English and 
math (33 percent in a nationally repre-
sentative sample of 299 districts). State-
wide skills tests that focus on math and

English language arts, important as
those subjects are, give schools no incen-
tive to invest in civics instruction.

The shift has been most significant for
low-income students in low-resourced
schools. As a 2017 report from the Educa-
tion Commission of the States puts it,
“Urban schools with low-income, di-
verse students provide fewer and 
lower-quality civic opportunities and af-
fluent white students are twice as likely
as those of average socioeconomic status
to study the legislative process or partic-
ipate in service activities and 150 per-
cent more likely to do in-class debates.” 

The results of our disinvestment in
civics education appear stark. Only
about 30 percent of U.S. millennials
consider it “essential” to live in a democ-
racy, while 72 percent of Americans born
before World War II do, according to
political scientists Roberto Stefan Foa
and Yascha Mounk in “The Democratic
Disconnect.” 

Indeed, scholars such as Kei
Kawashima-Ginsberg and Peter Levine
at Tufts University’s Jonathan M. Tisch
College of Civic Life argue that the
relative neglect of civics education in the
past half-century is a major root cause of
much civic and political dysfunction.

No democracy can survive if its citi-
zens do not believe that democracy is
worth having. The long-term future of
our system of government depends not
only on restoring a supermajority of
citizens who demand democracy but
also on ensuring that that percentage
exists across the generations. 

Nor is it enough for people simply to
believe democracy is essential if they
don’t know how to build, operate, main-
tain, fix and adapt democracies. This
means we also need to build a superma-
jority of citizens who have confidence in
their knowledge of how to use their
voices, skills of democratic coordina-

tion and shared political institutions.
That’s what our children could learn
through classes on U.S. government,
civics, and the problems and promise of
democracy.

We won’t be able to achieve these
goals unless we rebuild civics education
in our primary and secondary schools.
Nearly every state’s constitution guaran-
tees a right to education. As Rebell
demonstrates, the record of debates
around state constitutions shows that
the first and most important purpose for
public education was to support civics
education. Building a workforce was
also important, but the overarching,
overriding concern was preparing citi-
zens to exercise their rights and respon-
sibilities. 

Some states have recognized the need
to rebuild civics education. In 2010,
Florida passed the Sandra Day
O’Connor Civics Education Act, which
has dramatically ramped up civics edu-
cation in that state. More recently, Mas-
sachusetts, Illinois and Arizona have
passed important legislation or devel-
oped more demanding state depart-
ment of education standards around
civics. Other states are working on simi-
lar policy efforts.

But the simple fact is that we will not
be able to rebuild civics education un-
less parents ask for it just as they ask
schools to prepare their kids for jobs. 

Yes, graduates need jobs. Yes, schools
should support that. But democracies
also need citizens and effective and
equitable civic participants. Schools
should support that, too.

Hey, parents, can you take this ques-
tion to your children’s schools this year:
Got civics?

The writer, a political theorist at Harvard 
University, is a contributing columnist for The 
Post. 

DANIELLE ALLEN

Bring civics back to our schools
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John Sullivan

I’m a tech CEO, and I don’t think
tech CEOs should be making policy




