
Our national response to al-
Qaida must reflect our aware-
ness that to isolate our ene-

mies, we also need to reach out to
Muslims around the world.  Regret-
ably, that message is not always reflect-
ed in the welcome we give to Muslims
when they visit our country.

The jihadists who attacked us five
years ago on 9/11 caused the biggest
loss of American lives in a single day
since the Civil War.  One of their aims
was to spread fear.  But their main goal
was to provoke the West into a war
with Islam.  

Terror is the tool of the weak.  The
Islamic miscreants responsible for the
atrocity of 9/11 were weak and they
were few.  Without an over-reaction
from us, they had practically no means
to unite the world’s Muslims under the
banner of their unpopular and dis-
credited cause.  In fact, ordinary
Muslims — in Egypt, Algeria, Sudan,
Bosnia, Turkey, Pakistan and Afghan-
istan, even in Iran — already had
rejected the Islamic dictatorships
those fanatics wanted to impose.  

For five years, like it or not, we
have been engaged in a global ideo-
logical struggle, with strong military
and political overtones, similar to the
Cold War.  That struggle — the War on
Terror — is being played out through
argument, example and perception, as
well as through economic aid and
development.  It is a war for globaliza-
tion, for individual liberty and human
and political rights.  It is a war for
hearts and minds.  Security and politics
are important parts of this fight, but
the main struggle is ideological.

The United States and the West
have much at stake.  Our enemies
want to expel the West from Muslim
lands, impose backward-looking Sala-
fist regimes, like that of the Taliban,
that yearn for an imaginary, seventh-
century utopia, and impose a perma-
nent state of “neither war nor peace”
between Islam and the West.  Such
regimes naturally will be inimical to
our interests.  Our task in the global
contest for ideological supremacy is to
minimize the number of new recruits
for the jihadist cause.  Avoiding mis-
steps in the war on terror is crucial,
lest our mistakes become valuable
recruiting tools for the enemy.

Naturally, after 9/11 Americans
became more concerned about their
security.  And as the attackers were all
Arab Muslims, the idea that a “War of
Civilizations” was at hand surfaced.
But that is not what we are facing, and
it is imperative that we avoid the per-
ception that we are at war with Islam.
Today confusion on this point is 
rampant.  Just listen to the talk shows
and you’ll hear average Americans 
say, “Since we’re at war with the
Muslims...”

Because the principal fight in the

war on terror is in the realm of ideas,
U.S. national strategy must not permit
security concerns to overpower or
undermine our chances for success in
that realm.  Ultimately, our security
will depend on our success in the
struggle for hearts and minds.  The last
thing we want to do is to turn the
Muslim world against us.  

The United States was in a strong
position to win a global ideological
contest with Islamic extremism.  The
outpouring of global support and sym-
pathy for the United States after the
9/11 attacks was instantaneous, gen-
uine and deeply felt.  I was in Seoul at
the time.  I still remember how hard it
was to get to the front gate of the
embassy through the mass of flower
bouquets on the sidewalk.

Horror Stories
In Panama, where I was stationed

for the past three years, there are
around 10,000 Muslims, mostly sec-
ond-generation Lebanese and Gujara-
tis.  Not long after I arrived, we start-
ed getting increasingly dire reports
from Muslim travelers.  They told us
chilling stories about their treatment
at U.S. ports of entry.  

People who had been traveling to
the United States on business for
many years, some of them rather large
investors, who had gone to school or
who had children in school in the
United States, were being stopped at
our airports, forced to miss their
onward flights and interrogated for
hours.  They told us that U.S. port-of-
entry officials had accused them of
being terrorists or terrorist supporters,
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humiliated them in front of their wives
and children, and sometimes in-
formed them that “our embassy in
Panama told us to cancel your visa” or
“our embassy in Panama told us that
you are a terrorist.” 

Some were chained and shackled
hand and foot and sent to overnight
lockups, sometimes in dreadful condi-
tions, sometimes deprived of food and
drink for more than a day.  Then, given
the choice between voluntary deporta-
tion and having their visas canceled, or
appearing before an immigration
judge, they chose deportation.

One Panamanian told us that
throughout his ordeal he kept expect-
ing someone to jump out and say, 
“It’s all a joke.  You’re on ‘Candid
Camera’!”  Alas, that did not happen.

Granted, the al-Qaida attackers
were brutal killers, and we have a right
— a duty — to protect ourselves.  But
why turn friends into enemies in the
process?  The cases I came to know
about convinced me that we were on
the wrong track.  We must be clear
and avoid doing exactly what will prof-
it al-Qaida.

Unfortunately, solving the problem
involves confronting some unsettling
attitudes and practices that we have
adopted.  For example, an emphasis
on risk avoidance above all else may be
making us less secure.  We have filled
sensitive positions with untrained per-
sonnel who often act as if our security
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increases each time they deny a
Muslim entry.  There are many
instances where Muslims selected by
our embassies for the International
Visitor Program have encountered
similar rejections upon arrival in the
U.S.  Do we really want to give the
impression that adherents to that faith
are no longer welcome here?  

In addition, our use of raw intelli-
gence data to screen visitors is a good
example of “garbage in, garbage out.”
We are throwing unsubstantiated
reports containing thousands of
names into a computerized hopper
called the National Tracking Center.
Once a name is in the system, we are
reluctant to remove it.  Our officials
also seem to be making little effort to
vet reports on individuals.

Further, our ports of entry appar-
ently have made no real provision for
handling detained passengers who
have committed no crime.  

In response, more and more Pana-
manians — not just Muslims, either
— are changing their plans to avoid
coming to the United States.  Instead,
they are traveling directly to Europe
or China, whether for business,
tourism, exchanges or education.  Yes,
it’s more expensive for them, but who
wants to risk going to Houston or
Miami anymore?  Even the real estate
boom in Panama is partly due to the
ease of getting there and the difficulty
of getting to Miami.  And the same is
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true of many other countries around
the world.  Panama, after all, has a rel-
atively tiny Muslim population.

Taking Corrective Action
Beginning in 2005, Embassy Pana-

ma took some important steps to cor-
rect a perceived imbalance in relations
with local Muslims.  The ambassador
hosted Iftar breakfasts marking the
end of the Ramadan fasting period,
and other meals on religious holidays,
for the local Muslim communities.
These simple acts of kindness generat-
ed a large amount of good will, as par-
ticipants noted that no U.S. ambas-
sador had ever before invited them to
the official residence.  Woody Allen
once remarked that 90 percent of life is
just showing up.  Well, sometimes 90
percent of diplomacy is just being
polite.

The embassy has been focusing
attention on individual cases of
Muslims turned back at the border to
discover what remedies, if any, can be
found.  It also began a series of frank
discussions with local Muslim groups
to explain the complexities of visa
issuance, in close consultation with
State and DHS.  More attention is
being placed on evaluating informa-
tion in the National Tracking Center
database.

The public affairs section has aug-
mented its speakers program; for
instance, the ambassador has made a
point of meeting frequently with
members of Muslim communities in
Panama.  The embassy is also playing
an important part in the mission’s out-
reach by donating books to local
mosques and seeking Muslim partici-
pants in the International Visitors
Program.  

I am sure that Embassy Panama is
taking additional steps, for several
months have passed since I left post.

As the greatest nation in the world,
our power does not come from instill-
ing fear.  Rather, the strongest weapon
in our arsenal is the power to per-
suade.  And we have that power
because people admire our values as a
nation: because we are champions of
human rights, because of our sense of
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fair play and justice, our freedom, and
our respect for the freedom of others.  

Let me close by saying that Ameri-
can officials sometimes tell foreign
travelers that having a U.S. visa only
allows them to “knock on the door.”  

As Americans, we should make
sure that what happens after the door
opens reflects our ideals.  Nothing less
will improve our security, enhance the
image of the U.S. abroad or increase
the odds that we will win the struggle
against Islamic terrorism.  �
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Need to Sound the Alarm 
About Something?

Why not write a “Speaking Out” column
for the Foreign Service Journal?

“Speaking Out” is your forum to advo-
cate policy, regulatory or statutory
changes affecting the Foreign Service.
These can be based on personal experi-
ence with an injustice or convey your
hard-won insights into a foreign affairs-
related issue.  
Writers are encouraged to take strong
stands, but all factual claims must be
supported and documented.  
Submissions should be approximately
1,500 words in length and should be
sent via e-mail to journal@afsa.org.
Please note that all submissions to the
Journal must be approved by the
Editorial Board and are subject to edit-
ing for style, length and format. 

As Americans, we should

make sure that what

happens after the door

opens reflects our ideals.


