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Commentary 

Moderation will win war 
Take aim at only groups responsible for attacks. 
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By Michael Kirtley 
In 1981 a council of radical Islamic imams in Algeria issued a death warrant against me in reaction to an article I published in the magazine Geo. 

I adopted a moderate reaction: I did not hire a bodyguard or stop traveling, nor did I seek out media attention. I maintained open lines of communication, and eventually the imams rescinded their fatwa. 

This experience suggests that a moderate response to the Sept. 11 tragedy offers the best chance for America to win this new war. By "win" I mean the following: At the end of hostilities, the world should be a better place to live in than today. 

To be sure, the word moderation has no meaning to the al-Qaeda terrorists. They are murderous and intractable. But they shield themselves behind the veil of fundamentalist Islam, and therein lies the rub. 

Extremist Muslims - of whom bin Laden has become the symbolic leader - see Americans as carpetbaggers. Bin Laden's admirers are itching for us to kindle a holy vendetta pitting the Christian West against the world of Islam. For them, this ideological struggle will be counted not in decades, but in centuries. It will make Vietnam look like tiddlywinks. 

But if, too, we were to forgo moderation - if we were to go all-out to eradicate terrorist networks worldwide - reactionary Islamic fundamentalism would grow in strength, spewing hatred into even the most moderate of Muslim states, such as Indonesia or Morocco. New terrorist networks will arise, but their growth will go through periods of relative calm, lulling us into complacency. In the end, the only way we might "win" militarily is if we occupy every Muslim country in the world. Even if this is conceivable, do we really want to hand down such a legacy to our children? 
By suggesting a moderate approach, I certainly do not mean turning the other cheek. We need to think "outside the box," as President Bush has admonished us to do. My proposal incorporates a three-pronged approach: 

1) Enduring Patience: We should allow our government time to build a workable military strategy. On the other hand, we should not rush to give up our civil liberties, even to satisfy Attorney General John Ashcroft. Let's recover a little perspective before plunging into siege mentality. 

2) Measured Military Response, with the following strategies: 

Use nonviolent tactics pervasively, such as disinformation and freezing assets. Dehumanize bin Laden and other ringleaders before attacking: Broadcast to his followers how his actions show a profound ignorance of Islam and an insidious effort to further his own ambitions. This helps us win the psychological struggle over the minds of potential sympathizers and decreases the likelihood that radical Islam will spread further. 

Attack only the groups that are directly responsible for Sept. 11. Steer clear of guilt by association and do not carry the fight to nations or groups that did not attack us. Such restraint avoids stimulating hatred to the point where many more Muslims than today perceive America as their enemy. 

Make a concerted effort to avoid casualties within the civilian populations, for moral as well as political reasons. Offer immediate and massive humanitarian assistance to undercut the legitimacy of the Taliban. 

Develop a long-term strategy of containment. 

3) Combat hatred: 

While we compel regimes through political influence and military might, we must also build bridges to their peoples. It is not enough to have them as allies; where possible, they need to become our friends. The government could take the lead in promoting media-oriented events. 

We must avoid language that demeans Arabs and other Muslims. As Bush has indicated, Islam should be celebrated as a peaceful and tolerant religion. 

We should take great pains not to destabilize moderate governments, already hard-pressed to deal with the rising tide of extremist groups. Friendly countries should receive praise as vocal as the condemnation we cast at our enemies. This effort should be part of an orchestrated strategy to educate Americans about our allies. 

We will succeed only insofar as the Muslim world feels itself part of the "civilization" we purport to defend. The ideology of bin Laden and his ilk is founded on hatred of the United States. His young followers, too lazy to study the true teachings of their religion, take their hero at his word. Unless we are sincere in presenting ourselves as friends of Islamic peoples, his popularity - dead or alive - will only continue to prosper. 

Michael Kirtley (tmkirtley@hotmail.com) is a photojournalist and consultant on the Arab world.
