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In 1962, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, President Kennedy sent former Secretary of State Dean Acheson to Paris, to brief President De Gaulle on what was happening.  Acheson brought with him U-2 photos of the Soviet rocket emplacements in Cuba.  De Gaulle refused to look at them.  “This is mere evidence, and great nations such as yours would not take a serious step if there was any doubt about the evidence at all…”
Most of the discussions I have heard and papers I have read about resolving the US Government’s strategic communication dilemma have revolved around a search for technical or organizational responses to the precipitous decline in our standing in the world, and the consequent reduction in our ability to persuade people to support our policies.  Certainly, we need to improve both our organizational abilities and our command of the techniques and technology of persuasive communication, but focusing on them has often obscured and even worsened more fundamental problems.  

For example, on April 20, The New York Times reported on how DoD provided high level access to ex-military officers who work as on-air consultants for the TV networks.  Some of these consultants were involved in soliciting contracts from DoD at same time.  This project was well-conceived technically, and worked in the short term, but ended up costing the credibility of everyone involved, including the military analysts. The episode left the impression that all involved traded their integrity for access.  In the long run, they simply added to our strategic problem which is that too few people believe our official statements and policies.  
What do government public diplomacy specialists think?  In 2007, Kathy Fitzpatrick Professor of Public Relations at Quinnipiac University surveyed 441 ex-USIA officers, most ex senior Foreign Service officers with an average of 25 years service.  Of these, 213 responded.  The results:
· 83% rated US public diplomacy as either marginal or poor;
· 66% said USG is not a credible messenger today, only 24% said Public Diplomacy initiatives sponsored by private entities are more credible;
· 89% consider ethical values important; the five highest rated values: 87% credibility; 75% respect; 65%truthfulness; 61%dialogue.  The full paper is available at www.publicdiplomacy.org/Fitzpatrick2008.pdf
We have suffered a devastating loss of credibility.   How to operate in such an environment and possibly regain credibility is what I want to discuss today.
How did we lose our credibility?  I won’t recite the litany of missteps over the past few years – they are well known to all of you.  But in terms of credibility I want to draw one lesson from among many:  We get into trouble when our expressed ideals and our perceived interests are in conflict.   So how bad is it?
According to a 2006 poll by Pew Research:

· In not one of ten Muslim populations polled does a majority believe Arabs carried out 9/11 attacks; the numbers ranged from a low of 15% in Pakistan to 48% among French Muslims.  A majority of those polled view 9/11 as hoax.
· Conspiracy theories – 14% to 43% blame policies of US and western states for Muslim society’s lack of prosperity, as opposed to indigenous problems.
A 2008 Zogby poll found:

· Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah is the most admired leader in Arab world

· 83% had unfavorable view of US, 70% express no confidence in US

· Al Jazeera has largest share of Arab news market (53% identify as first choice for news)

Our loss of credibility has been accompanied by a parallel rise in the credibility of our adversaries.  How did this happen?
Certainly our own actions and rhetoric are major factors, but Islamist groups have had a powerful intellectual framework in which to place them:  the Single Narrative.  A term derived from literary criticism, the Single Narrative is an Islamist attempt to explain the last 200 years of Muslim history as a plot by western powers and their Muslim puppets to impose western values on their traditional society.  Following the narrative, this plot has weakened Muslim society and imposed corrupt and illegitimate governments upon Muslims.  According to the Islamists, the only remedy is to reject these values, overthrow the puppet governments, and return to original vision of Muslim society as typified by the earliest days of the Prophet and his companions.  The virtue of this narrative from Islamist perspective is that every bad thing that has happened to Muslim societies since Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt can be fit into this story line.  

How does this operate in real terms? According to a recent posting by MEMRI, in recent days, Pakistani newspapers have accused the U.S. of beginning to target Pakistan in its War on Terror. In an April 14, 2008 editorial, the right-wing Pakistan daily Roznama Nawa-i-Waqt accused President Bush of "directly targeting" Pakistan, and said that the U.S. was giving Pakistan priority even over Iran on its list of military targets. 
 

The Peshawar-based Urdu-language Islamist newspaper Roznama Mashriq wrote in an editorial, also on April 14, 2008, that the threat of a U.S. attack on Pakistan has arrived, and that the roots of the internal and external dangers currently facing Pakistan lie in its role as the ally of the U.S. in the War on Terror. The paper also accused the U.S. of spreading unjustified anti-Pakistan propaganda.
 

All these editorials came in response to statements attributed to President Bush in an interview with ABC News, regarding the possibility of a 9/11-like attack on the U.S. being planned on Pakistani soil.
What to do?
Credibility, once lost, is hard to regain.  This will be a major foreign policy challenge for next administration; they will need to tread carefully to make sure rhetoric and promises don’t out run performance, that our policies incorporate our ideals and do not conflict with them.  As Hamlet advised the players:  “…suit the action to the word, the word to the action…”   I want to note that this is not an unreachable goal.  We have had policies that that embodied both our ideals and our interests, one example is usually considered one of the most successful innovations in our diplomatic history.  We called it the Marshall Plan.  

Specifically, the next administration must:

· Recognize that the winning the hearts and minds of the Muslim world is the center of gravity in struggle against violent extremists   Other goals must support this or move to back burner, and on no account should they contradict this.
· Empower those who ARE credible.  Don’t quote or endorse them, no photo-ops or White House receptions, but apply their insights.  This will empower them in their societies without planting on them the kiss of death.    

Here are three sources of credible insights, and some suggested applications derived from them. There are others:

Authors of Arab Human Development report. Prepared by a group of Arab social scientists and economists beginning in 2002, under aegis of UN Development Program, this is a rare example of institutionally supported introspection and analysis.  Among many other points, the authors highlight “three deficits,” and I want to suggest some specific ways to address them in ways that will enhance our credibility:
· Freedom



Stop talking about elections and human rights. Instead, 



emphasize rule of law, justice, anti-corruption, freedom from 


arbitrariness.  Facilitate networking between local organizations 

and international groups such as Transparency International and 

the International Bar Association that can provide practical 


support for reform. Remember that dignity and social 



cohesion are paramount virtues in traditional societies, not 


electoral democracy as we practice it.  
· Women’s empowerment



Microlending – Mohamed Yunus won the Nobel Peace Prize, 


not the prize for economics.  Microlending empowers women, 


is not 
un-Islamic, does not violate ban on interest. – the 



Prophet’s wife was a merchant.
· Human capabilities and knowledge relative to income.  The report notes that, in the Arab world, 


65m people are illiterate



0.6% use the internet



R&D spending is 1/7 of world average



Half of young Arabs want to emigrate 

The authors reported that the total number of books translated into Arabic yearly is no more than 330, or one-fifth of those translated in a small country like Greece. 

· Translate western (not just American) books make them easily and cheaply available, perhaps as I-pod downloads.  But not just any books. I can suggest three for openers:  Toqueville’s Democracy in America; Integrity; and Civility, both by Prof. Stephen Carter of Yale Law School.  Not computer training, not business texts, but the classics of western civilization – including classic science texts. Perhaps Google and Amazon.com can be helpful in this regard.
· Improve social welfare delivery capabilities of our friends.  Why are the governments we support less effective in delivering social services to their people than our adversaries?  
This is a critical issue that we must address, if the “moderate middle” of Muslim society is to prosper.  Training, perhaps by officials of state and local governments or by American non-profit organizations, would be well received, if it is sound, technically-based, and non-political.
Victims of terrorism

They should be our natural allies, yet are often cast aside after initial shock of attack wears off, and media attention turns elsewhere.  We need to treat them with dignity and compassion, and empower them to tell their stories, without exploiting them.  The US, Colombia, Northern Ireland, and Spain all have active victims of terrorism associations.  We should encourage them to establish links and network with victims in other countries to:
· Make them better known – personalize, the victims 
· Help them organize and network – Enlist them in campaigns to persuade vulnerable youths to shun terrorist recruitment, involve them in de-programming if they willing 
· Find ways to give them voice – at UN, regional conferences, in the media.  Imagine the impact of a demonstration by survivors of terrorist attacks at AJ against glamorizing suicide bombers and violence.

Benazir Bhutto – read her book (Reconciliation) and you will find that 
Mohammed Iqbal, the intellectual father of Pakistan - called for reviving ijtihad – reasoning from the Koran and sayings of the Prophet, not just from Shariah.  This idea remains in currency among many Muslim intellectuals. Bhutto cites contemporary Pakistani, Indonesian, Iranian, Algerian writers.  Some Muslim intellectuals today - Rashid Ridha is one - advocate reopening the doctrine of abrogation – naskh – applying it to “Verses of the Sword.”  Mainstream Muslim acceptance of this abstruse theological point could dramatically undercut support for violent fundamentalists, and reduce their credibility.   

· Why not find ways to make their writings freely available throughout Muslim world?  The key is to use Muslim sources and reasoning to counter the arguments of the extremists, few of whom are well schooled in Islamic theology.

· Women of the Ummah (WOTU), other women’s groups – help them network, don’t co-opt them, but work through private groups to offer training in organizing, setting up coops, communicating, networking.  Make them a key channel for funneling micro-lending funds, school reform, etc.
· Muslim investment fund – Zakat, charity, is a pillar of Islam. Empower those who emphasize the communal responsibility of the Ummah for development, (sovereign wealth funds) challenge them to help the people of Darfur. 
What else can we do:  Attack Islamist credibility by using their words and ideas against them.  For example:
· Kitman, - mental reservation, partial truth
· Taqiyya – dissembling

· Publicize the stated goals of al Qaeda, etc, and impartial reports of what the Taliban did in Afghanistan

It was a missed opportunity for the US government not to respond to former Iranian President Khatami’s dialogue initiatives, or to President Ahmedidejad’s letter to President Bush.  A response from the US President might speak directly to the Iranian people and candidly set out both what we want from their government, and what we would offer in return.  Such a response also could legitimately ask the Iranian government whether they subscribe to Kitman and Taqiyya, how can we tell, and ask them to cite fatwas that make these concepts inadmissible in dealing with non-Muslims.  If they can’t do that, perhaps a reasonable place to begin a dialogue is by asking for their Supreme Leader to issue one.

Our ultimate goal should be the creation of a plausible and widely accepted – credible - counter-narrative – but this must come from within the Muslim community, and it must be consistent with Muslim traditions.  

In conclusion, we can only win the war of ideas by regaining our credibility in the world.  We can do this, gradually, with care, by speaking plainly and candidly, by making consistent our words and our deeds, by not harming those with whom we share a common interest. The sophistication of our technology, the efficiency of our organizations, the speed of our communications, the eloquence of our speeches, the energy of our “war rooms,” the quality of our talking points and message discipline will count for nothing if no one believes what we say.  As proponents of the single narrative advocate returning to the earliest days of their religion, so we need to recapture the decent respect for opinions of mankind with which we began our national existence.  
