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Response to this week's column1 about Bernard Lewis's views on Mideast transformation -- and the related Q&A2 -- brought sharply into focus the continuing American debate over Iraq.

As it is with the Bush administration, readers seem to either love the British-born Princeton professor or hate him. What particularly worked up readers was Professor Lewis's comparison of Islamist terrorists to Nazis.

Readers also disagreed about whether Iraq was a country that was ready for democracy. That's no surprise, as in a Question of the Day3 this week we found that 57% of respondents said parliamentary elections would improve the democratic outlook for Iraq while 43 disagreed.

• Thanks to all who wrote. Letters have been edited. You can reach me at thinkingglobal@wsj.com4.
 
* * *

John Mulqueen of New Rochelle, NY writes:
I have enjoyed Professor Lewis's books, but has he forgotten that Churchill did not invade a broken down, third world country that had no air force, no navy, no allies, no weapons of mass destruction and which had not attacked Churchill's country? Has he forgotten that Churchill and his team did not mislead his people into a war with exaggerated threats of a mushroom cloud or its equivalent in 1939 terms, of a fictitious gathering threat that had to be dealt with now, of fictitious links between that third world country and a real enemy -- an enemy who is still active and even more virulent than four years ago?

Churchill faced a real threat. He rallied his people because they knew they were a real enemy, not one that Churchill created out of whole cloth. No wonder Dr. Lewis and Dick Cheney are so close.

Lawrence Levine writes:
There is no clear evidence that Dr. Lewis's conjecture about radical Islam being a bigger threat than the Nazis is accurate.

While the potential base of supporters is larger-- i.e., about one billion Muslims world-wide -- there is no support for radical Islam among the vast majority of moderates. Also, the Nazis operated some semblance of a legitimate, although misguided and evil, government as compared to radical Islam's cloaked operations.

It would be inaccurate to say the Nazis' promotion of the Aryan race was any less fanatical than radical Islam's foremost objective to remove Western influence from Iraq. In fact, Dr. Lewis's contention is incredible when considering the Nazis resorted to mass extermination by poison gas from among concentration camp prisoners versus radical Islamists' exhortations to violence and random attacks on American forces and innocents wherever the radicals expect maximum impact.

Frederick Kempe responds: 
Professor Lewis considers Islamist terrorists potentially more dangerous than the Nazis for several reasons. The most important is that they are suicidal and potentially have access to nuclear and biological weapons. They could devastate an American or other city someday. Second, the world doesn't yet have the same will to stand up to them. He made the comparison partly as an intentional effort to alarm.

Charles Weller of Cleveland writes:
Muslims "are not fundamentally different from anybody else," a "fact [that] would not need stating if it were not so often the case that writers on the Muslim world seem to suggest otherwise" Noah Feldman in After Jihad reports. As a former Peace Corps Volunteer in a predominately Muslim country (Malaysia), I know first-hand the joys, wonders, glories, fascinations, friendships and enriching humility, both emotionally and intellectually, that most Americans can have with Muslims and Islamic civilization (as well as Chinese, Indian and other civilizations). Like our children, spouses, friends and fellow citizens, they are wonderfully and forever different from us but fundamentally they are people like us.

Mr. Weller is the founder and CEO of Next Generation Health Care.
* * *

Lawrence Boyles writes:
I don't think that democracy will work in Iraq because I don't think the moral foundation is present for democracy or good government. Edmund Burke, de Tocqueville, and Francis Schaeffer all felt that a moral foundation is necessary for democracy to thrive. The reason Saddam was such a mean SOB is because that is what it took to keep all the factious groups in Iraq together.

I remember watching a debate between George W. Bush and Al Gore during the 2000 election season. Mr. Bush said he was against using U.S. troops for "nation building." That was important to me and I voted for him. Unfortunately, since then he has changed his mind.

Edmond Mergelsberg of Columbia, CA writes:
Dr. Lewis's opinion on Mideast transformation and Iraq's future is a refreshing expression of what is in fact really happening in Iraq, compared with the general doomsday scenarios that are filling the columns and screens of the somewhat left-leaning national media.

The idea that the "process of democratization has succeeded beyond anyone's wildest dream," and the opinion that "our job is to remove obstacles and let them [the Iraqis] create their own [democracy]," should not be questioned if one analyzes the facts.

Democracy and Islam can coexist. Turkey is a proof of that but only if the emerging democracy is strong enough to keep its neighbors from interfering which brings the next question: Who are the neighbors who lose most if a Mideast democracy mushrooms out of Iraq?

Churchill won World War II because the whole nation was behind him. Why can't we decide to do the same and win the Iraqi round of the World Democracy War. This is not Vietnam, nobody is using a Red Telephone to tell us what we can or cannot do.

Frederick Kempe responds: 
I come down on the side of those who believe that Iraq can make democracy work and, as Professor Lewis argues, already has made much progress. What I found particularly memorable from the interview with Mr. Lewis was how he pointed not only to the fact that millions of Iraqis vote despite the dangers of even going to polling stations. He also focused on Iraqis willingness to engage in the give-and-take of democratic process even when elections don't produce a clear outcome.

Write to Frederick Kempe at thinkingglobal@wsj.com5
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