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are many sides to this complex story, yet the one-sided mantra of Arab
blame is still all-pervasive.”41 A highly controversial article on this subject
by John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt, “The Israel Lobby,” triggered a
national debate among intellectuals, one of whom, Scott Ritter, an expert
on the geopolitics of nuclear weapons, linked Israeli policies to the neo-
cons in Washington.42 In Ritter’s view, the war in Iraq, however great a
disaster it was, and the talk of attacking Iran were part of the same nexus
between Israel and the neocons.

A debate was also emerging around the role and position of dictators
and the support they have received from the United States for decades in
the struggle against communism. Since 9/11 the rhetoric and role of dic-
tators have changed subtly, although their relationship with their people
remains the same. They, too, talk of democracy while continuing to sup-
press their people. Having learned to exploit their distant masters in Wash-
ington, they have turned the situation to their own advantage by crushing
any opposition to their power and labeling it as “terrorist,” with Washing-
ton then giving them a blank check to continue committing human rights
violations and accumulating unchecked power and wealth.

David Wallechinsky of the Washington Postrecently defined a dictator
as “a head of state who exercises arbitrary authority over the lives of its cit-
izens and who cannot be removed from power through legal means. The
worst commit terrible human-rights abuses.”43 Drawing on information
from global human rights organizations, including Human Rights Watch,
Freedom House, Reporters without Borders, and Amnesty International,
Wallechinsky finds that five of the world’s top ten dictators and eight out
of the top twenty are Muslim. In 2005 and 2006, a Muslim ranked number
one—Omar al-Bashir, the president of Sudan. Both Moammar Gaddafi of
Libya and Pervez Musharraf of Pakistan were in the top ten in 2005 but
then dropped to the top twenty, “not because their conduct has improved,
but because other dictators have gotten worse.”44

It should also be pointed out that at least three of the Muslim dictators
are closely allied to and supported by the United States: King Abdullah of
Saudi Arabia, Islam Karimov of Uzbekistan, and Pervez Musharraf of Pak-
istan, facts that are not widely reported in the U.S. media. The United
States, convinced that it had to choose between a Muslim dictator and a
Muslim religious leader, invariably found the former more attractive than
the latter when it saw a rising tide of Islamic fanaticism. As President

         



Franklin D. Roosevelt once put it when making similar choices in the
South American context: “He may be a son of a bitch, but he’s our son of
a bitch.”

Iran provides a good example of how the United States has gotten into
difficulties by supporting autocratic leaders. The story goes back at least
half a century. In the early 1950s, the democratically elected prime minis-
ter of Iran, Mohammad Mossadegh, upset the United Kingdom by nation-
alizing the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. With the help of the United
States, the United Kingdom deposed Mossadegh and brought the shah of
Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, back to power. The United States justified
its support under its policy of containment, which sought to safeguard U.S.
economic interests and stop the spread of communism.

Beginning with the Kennedy administration, the United States worked
to improve Iran’s infrastructure through massive loans to the country’s
development bank. Funds went into agricultural and industrial projects
such as textile and cement plants, pest and water control projects, and the
creation of agricultural cooperatives. They helped establish health pro-
grams in Iranian universities, created a network of rural health care centers,
and set up programs in the United States to train qualified Iranians as doc-
tors and public health care officials.45 When Richard Nixon assumed office
in the early 1970s, however, U.S. emphasis turned from developing Iran to
doing business there. Meanwhile, the shah made increasingly outlandish
attempts to safeguard American aid by demonstrating the power of the
“new Iran,” in the grand tradition of earlier Persian empires under Darius
and Cyrus the Great. He staged spectacular events, including a theatrical
coronation for himself in 1967. An even greater event in 1971 in honor of
Cyrus featured the best the West had to offer, ranging from Parisian chefs
to the finest Western china. Fine ceremonies were presented for the bene-
fit of Western diplomats, and businessmen found Iran to be a gold mine
for their operations and a viable market for services and technology. The
shah’s displays may have worked to his advantage in securing Western sup-
port, but they alienated the Muslim population.

In the wake of the Vietnam war, U.S. foreign policy sought to deal with
regional crises through proxies rather than direct military involvement, a
policy that became known as the Nixon Doctrine. Both the Nixon and
Ford administrations, convinced that Iran was an effective cold war ally,
readily endorsed the shah’s concept of Iran’s policing the Persian Gulf area.
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They permitted the shah to acquire virtually unlimited quantities of any
non-nuclear weapons the United States could produce. Within a few years,
he had built up what was the fifth or sixth largest army in the world. By
1976 it had an estimated 3,000 tanks, 890 helicopter gunships, more than
200 advanced fighter aircraft, the largest fleet of hovercraft in any country,
9,000 anti-tank missiles, and much more equipment either on hand or on
order from the United States and its allies.46

For its part, the United States sought to develop Iran’s nuclear program.
In 1975 Secretary of State Henry Kissinger signed a national security doc-
ument, U.S.-Iran Nuclear Co-operation, laying out the details of the sale
of nuclear energy equipment to Iran. In 1976 President Gerald Ford
signed a directive offering Tehran the opportunity to buy and operate a
U.S.-built reprocessing facility for extracting plutonium nuclear reactor
fuel. President Ford’s team—which included Dick Cheney, who had suc-
ceeded Donald Rumsfeld as chief of staff, and Paul Wolfowitz, who over-
saw nonproliferation issues at the Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency—not only endorsed Iranian plans to build a massive nuclear
energy industry but also worked hard to complete a multibillion-dollar
deal that would have given Tehran control of large quantities of plutonium
and enriched uranium, the two pathways to a nuclear bomb. In addition, it
continued efforts to supply Iran with nuclear technology. U.S. companies,
led by Westinghouse, stood to gain $6.4 billion from the sale of six to eight
nuclear reactors and parts.47

The increasing influence of the United States, through billions of dol-
lars intended for business purposes and oil deals, served to widen the gap
between the rich and poor at an alarming rate. As the shah and his West-
ern corporate backers enjoyed lavish celebrations, millions languished in
poverty. When a tangible backlash to the shah’s obsessively pro-Western
stance began to grow in the early 1960s, the shah became increasingly
authoritarian, unleashing his notorious secret police, SAVAK, to deal with
the dissent. The regime’s opponents ranged from socialists and Marxists to
conservative Muslims, some “moderate Muslims,” and elements of both
the rich and poor. Anti-Americanism also grew.

One of the only figures able to stand up to the shah’s government and
SAVAK was Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, a cleric teaching Islamic ethics
at the Fayziyah Madrassah in Qum. Believing that Islam was under attack
in Iran by the United States, Khomeini had no scruples about saying this

         



publicly and in 1963 took the first step in what became a sustained attack
on the shah, whom he portrayed as an enemy of Islam. Khomeini protested
the cruelty and injustice of the shah’s rule, torture, and wicked suppression
of all opposition, with denouncements of the United States and Israel as
well. He spoke loudly and passionately on behalf of the poor, calling on the
shah to leave his palaces and visit the shantytowns of south Tehran. The
shah, alleged Khomeini, wanted to destroy Islam itself: “Our country, our
Islam are in danger,” he said in 1963, “we are worried and saddened by the
situation of this ruined country. We hope to God it can be reformed.”48 He
further declared Iran an American colony, asking, “What nation would
submit to such indignity?” and lamented that he expected many would die
in the coming winter, “God forbid, from cold and starvation.”49

Khomeini also railed against the immunity the shah had granted U.S.
forces, declaring the shah had “sold” Iran’s independence: “If some Amer-
ican’s servant, some American’s cook assassinates your marja [inspiring
religious figure, ayatollah] in the middle of the bazaar or runs over him, the
Iranian police do not have the right to apprehend him! Iranian courts do
not have the right to judge him! . . . [T]hey have reduced the Iranian peo-
ple to a level lower than that of an American dog. If someone runs over a
dog belonging to an American, he will be prosecuted. But if an American
cook runs over the shah, the head of state, no one will have the right to
interfere with him.”50 In a society still defined by tribal notions of honor,
these actions inflamed the national pride of ordinary Iranians and their
sense of public indignation.

Following this speech, Khomeini was forced into exile in Iraq, and the
government launched another crackdown on dissent. It targeted the
madrassahs for supposedly teaching hate against the government, tortur-
ing to death Ayatollah Riza Saidi for objecting to a conference to promote
American investment in Iran and for denouncing the regime as a “tyranni-
cal agent of imperialism.”51 Tension mounted in the late 1960s and early
1970s as hundreds were killed amid the crackdowns, and inflation began
running rampant, while many villages remained desperately poor. These
are the very conditions in which the Deoband model thrives and rejects the
“democracy” and “free trade” promoted by the United States.

Recognizing that it was only infuriating the masses by effectively trying
to erase aspects of Islamic culture, the government tried a different
approach. Islam was to be “modernized” and dubbed “civil Islam.” To
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facilitate this transition and show that the government in fact honored
Islam, it formed a new agency that would rely on “mullahs of moderation”
to go out to the masses and promote literacy, build infrastructure, and vac-
cinate livestock, thereby showing that Islam was compatible with the mod-
ern age. This was the Aligarh model. To the shah’s once loyal subjects,
however, the friendly hand reaching out seemed too little too late. By then
Iranians were filled with such resentment and anger that not even these
positive reforms could erase the memory of his arrogance, lack of compas-
sion, and unwillingness to work with different groups issuing legitimate
demands for democratic participation. Compounding their anger was the
perception that Americans were the real power behind the throne.

The public then turned to Khomeini as a credible and promising alter-
native to the shah, using modern technology such as cassette tapes to
spread his defiant messages from his home in exile. He gained further
credibility with the ordinary Muslims when a son who was with him in
exile died suddenly, and it was assumed SAVAK was involved.

Like other Iranian figures of the time, such as Ali Shariati, Khomeini
believed that Shia Islam carried a very modern message in an age plagued
by inequality, misery, and uncertainty: “Islam is the religion of militant
individuals who are committed to faith and justice. It is the religion of
those who desire freedom and independence. It is the school of those who
struggle against imperialism.” Islam, he said, championed the modern
ideals of liberty that the West claimed to have, and he urged Iranians to
reject Western culture and to rediscover their own heritage: “We have for-
gotten our identity, and replaced it with a Western identity, . . . becoming
enslaved to alien ideals.”52

As social conditions worsened and disenchantment with the govern-
ment increased, all sections of society, including the artistic community
and business leaders, joined the clerics in a chorus of protest against the
government. By now, the upper classes, the lower classes, and everyone in
between despised the United States, and violent protests picked up. From
1971 to 1975 there were thirty-one bombings and bomb threats against
American organizations and facilities, including two bombings of the
embassy itself.53

In strongly anti-American rhetoric echoing the sentiments of all sec-
tions of Iranian society, Khomeini painted the United States as a source 
of evil in the world. Apparently unable to understand the situation,

         



Americans clung to the view that Iran was central to U.S. business inter-
ests and strategic geopolitical goals—the elite of Tehran were people they
could work with. In 1977 President Jimmy Carter arrived in Tehran on a
state visit and toasted the shah with the extraordinarily ill-timed observa-
tion that Iran was an “island of stability in a turbulent corner of the world,”
which it owed to the shah’s “enlightened leadership,” and was “a tribute to
the respect, admiration and love” the Iranian people had for him. Little
more than a week after Carter left Iran, the revolution was in full swing at
the behest of Khomeini from Paris, and riots broke out across Iran.

While the United States continued to insist that a revolution was not
imminent and to express its loyalty to the shah, graffiti appeared on the
streets of Tehran casting Jimmy Carter as Yazid, the ruler who martyred
the Prophet’s grandson Hussein in 680 C.E., and the shah as Shimr, the
general Yazid dispatched to massacre Hussein and his army. It is important
to understand just how powerfully evocative the names of Hussein and
Yazid are for the Shia: the former is the ultimate symbol of heroism in
the face of tyranny and the latter that of evil itself. This perception was
reinforced by SAVAK’s brutal crackdown on demonstrators, which left
many dead in Qum and elsewhere, encouraging Iranians to see themselves
as martyrs rising up against the tyranny they had withstood for far too
many years.

Although the United States expressed steadfast support for the shah, it
was wary of a bloodbath. It had invested so much in Iran and so many of
its citizens were living in Iran and Iranians in America that it was reluc-
tant to do anything that could jeopardize their position. Yet it could not
escape the realization that the shah was rapidly losing influence, especially
when demonstrators turned out in the hundreds of thousands in August
1978 to protest the introduction of martial law. On September 8 SAVAK
opened fire into a crowd in Jaleh square, a practice that had become rou-
tine whenever and wherever large crowds gathered in 1978, and killed
hundreds of protesters. Nevertheless, President Carter called the shah after
the Jaleh incident to express America’s unwavering support, which pleased
the shah so much that he published their conversation. To many Iranians,
it appeared as though the shah were being congratulated by Carter on the
massacre.54

As the crisis spiraled out of control, the United States grew increasingly
impatient with the shah. Realizing its interests in Iran were in grave
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danger, the administration implored him to act in any way he could to sta-
bilize the country, even if it meant stepping down in favor of an appointed
successor. Khomeini then returned to Iran, greeted at the airport by a mil-
lion people, and the shah’s regime collapsed like a house of cards.

In October 1979 the hated shah was admitted to the United States for
medical treatment but was subsequently refused asylum and asked to find
refuge elsewhere. This refusal, perhaps intended to show Muslims that the
Americans were distancing themselves from the shah, backfired—merely
confirming for Muslims that Americans had no sense of honor or loyalty
even toward an ally who had been so faithful to them. Honor and loyalty,
as explained in chapter 3, are central to Muslim culture, and this action
highlighted the dramatic differences between the two societies. In the
chaos after the revolution, students overran the American embassy and
seized hostages, refusing to relinquish them until the shah returned to Iran
for trial. While still in exile, Khomeini had opposed an earlier takeover
attempt by Marxists but lent this new action by a disorganized group of
angry student revolutionaries his support. Remembering the 1953 coup,
they were convinced that the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) was
heavily involved in Iran and would soon act to reinstate the shah. The stu-
dents stormed the embassy both to forestall a new coup and to avenge the
1953 overthrow.

Radicals now seized control of the revolution, sidelining those who did
not fall in step and labeling them supporters of America and thus enemies
of the revolution. The hostage standoff lasted 444 days and poisoned rela-
tions between the United States and Iran. The students grew frustrated
when it seemed that more Americans were not taking notice of the revo-
lution, a key motive for seizing the hostages in the first place. As the crisis
wore on and relations with the United States worsened, the students and
Khomeini shored up their position inside Iran.

In early 1980 the United States approached the UN Security Council
for assistance, hoping sanctions would be imposed on Iran. This idea was
opposed by the Soviet Union, however, which had just launched an inva-
sion of Afghanistan, fundamentally altering the geopolitical landscape.
The U.S. National Security Council discussed many other strategies for
getting the hostages back, including military strikes and blockades. It even
considered launching a coup against the revolutionary government but
ultimately decided against such a move.

         



Instead, a group from the U.S. Army Delta Force went into Iran to res-
cue the hostages with helicopters. The mission, dubbed Operation Eagle’s
Claw, was a complete failure. Poor weather conditions, which the army had
overlooked, caused one helicopter to drop out of the mission with mechan-
ical failure and another to collide with a C-130 transport plane, killing
eight crew members. For the Carter administration, the military option
was now permanently off the table, forcing the most powerful nation in the
world to simply wait until the Iranians were ready to release the hostages.
Although they showed some signs in this direction in mid-1980, Khome-
ini decided to wait until January 1981, on the eve of Ronald Reagan’s inau-
guration, to prove, it is said, that he could unseat an American president
just as the CIA had unseated Mossadegh in 1953.

Almost overnight, the United States not only lost its key ally in the
region but also inadvertently put into power an extreme Deoband-model
leadership that saw the United States as the “Great Satan.” Matters could
have taken a far different course—if the United States had restored diplo-
matic relations with Iran immediately after Khomeini’s revolution and
underlined its respect for Islam as a religion that could accommodate
democracy; if it had helped strengthen the new Iranian democracy by
assisting with elections, developing civil services, and engaging with edu-
cational institutions; if it had not launched what Iranians perceived to be a
media onslaught on their culture and religion; and if it had addressed the
people of the nation through some strong gestures of goodwill to signify a
change from the dictatorship of the years past. Although there would have
been a residue of anti-American feeling, the aftermath of the hostage cri-
sis and the subsequent steps along the path to the present confrontation
could have been avoided. Yet the United States seemed unfazed by its
experience in Iran: it soon became the patron of another dictator, Saddam
Hussein, also another future enemy.

Following the revolution, Iran took growing interest in the Shia of Iraq,
who were being persecuted under the government of Saddam Hussein, and
urged them to launch a jihad against the Iraqi dictator. The Iranians fre-
quently referred to Saddam as a “puppet of Satan” and accused him of
being “mentally ill.”55 For his part, Saddam had been watching the Iranian
situation through the 1970s with a concerned eye, especially after Khome-
ini threatened to export the revolution to Iraq, notably to the holy city of
Karbala. Seeing what Khomeini had already accomplished against the
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shah, Saddam thought his fears were justified. Many figures from the
shah’s military fled in droves to Iraq, where they attempted to persuade
Baghdad to help them regain their country. Some said that the Iranian
army had been plagued by desertions and purges (hundreds of political dis-
sidents had been executed). Convinced that the Iranian revolution could be
reversed in favor of a more friendly government to Baghdad, Saddam
decided to launch a surprise invasion of Iran. More to the point, Iraq
would gain oil revenue, and Saddam would become the undisputed master
of the Arab world. So, on September 22, 1980, Saddam began a long and
bloody war that would claim more than a million lives.

The United States began giving significant support to Iraq. In February
1982 it removed Iraq from its list of states supporting international terror-
ism, thus paving the way for a significant boost in U.S.-Iraqi trade rela-
tions. In December 1984, merely a month after the reestablishment of
diplomatic relations, the newly opened U.S. embassy in Baghdad began
supplying the Iraqi army with important military intelligence. At the same
time, Washington nearly doubled Iraq’s credits for food products and agri-
cultural equipment, from $345 million in 1984 to $675 million in 1985. In
late 1987 Iraq was promised $1 billion credit for fiscal year 1988, the
largest such credit given to any single country in the world.56 The U.S.
military also intervened in the war directly, sinking Iranian ships in the
Persian Gulf.

With the war progressing toward a stalemate, Iraq grew frustrated by its
inability to score decisive victories and decided to try using chemical
weapons. By late 1983 Baghdad had stockpiled enough mustard gas for the
purpose, soon followed by choking agents such as phosgene, and then
nerve agents such as tabun, soman, and sarin. Saddam’s chemical attacks
on Iran inflicted horrific damage mainly on unprotected civilians. Iranians
scrambled to purchase gas masks, but these offered little protection against
the more advanced nerve agents, lethal on exposed skin. Many Iranian men
who had grown beards could not wear the masks properly and died. In all,
Iraq’s chemical agents probably killed about 50,000 Iranians during the
war.57 In the closing months of the Iran-Iraq war in 1988, Saddam launched
his worst chemical attack on Kurds and their Iranian backers in Halabja,
massacring at least 5,000 people.58 The Kurdish areas of Iraq were not only
subjected to chemical weapons, but their villages were also destroyed and
their populations transferred to labor camps. Almost certainly aware of

         



these operations, the United States, in violation of the 1925 Geneva pro-
tocols and in defiance of the United Nations, had authorized the sale to
Iraq of poisonous chemicals and deadly biological viruses, such as anthrax
and bubonic plague. The U.S. Department of Commerce also approved
the export of insecticides to Iraq, despite widespread suspicions that they
were being used for chemical warfare. In February 1984, an Iraqi military
spokesman issued this chilling warning to Iran: “The invaders should know
that for every harmful insect, there is an insecticide capable of annihilating
it . . . and Iraq possesses this annihilation insecticide.”59

The previous year a senior State Department official, Jonathan T.
Howe, told Secretary of State George P. Shultz that intelligence reports
showed Iraqi troops were resorting to “almost daily use of chemical
weapons” against the Iranians. But the Reagan administration had already
committed itself to a large-scale diplomatic and political overture to Bagh-
dad, culminating in several visits by Donald Rumsfeld, the president’s
recently appointed special envoy to the Middle East. Iraq was supplied
by a multitude of Western corporations, including Bechtel, Union Car-
bide, and Honeywell. CIA director William Casey used a Chilean com-
pany, Cardoen, to supply Iraq with cluster bombs intended to disrupt
Iranian human-wave attacks, where thousands of martyrs would rush the
Iraqi lines.60

The United States was determined to do anything it could to stop Iran,
which included supporting Saddam, an authoritarian dictator, and was cre-
ating another “shah of Iran” situation for itself. Had the United States
respected international laws and continued to observe its highest ideals,
Americans would not have the stain of this Middle East blood on their
hands, which has not been forgotten in that part of the world. Nor would
it have waged two wars with Saddam that have resulted in so many thou-
sands of lives being lost.

Not only have lessons from the spectacular collapse of the shah of Iran
and the equally spectacular rise of Khomeini been ignored, but policies
from that debacle have once again been activated. The pundits and politi-
cians who misled the American people then appear on a similar track once
again with regard to the threat of Syria and Iran, even while problems in
Iraq and Afghanistan remain unresolved. Indeed, it seems Americans have
run into a dead end with Ahmadinejad. Foreign policy experts who coun-
seled the shah to ignore the Islamic voices are now advising the U.S.
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administration to ignore them. This is only creating resentment and agita-
tion against the United States. Moreover, whereas before Americans had
an alternative “secular” government to work with, there are only Islamic
parties to deal with now, all of which require different and nuanced
approaches. As it is, Americans are ignoring too many Muslim govern-
ments and genuine popular movements, instead misunderstanding and
labeling them “terrorists.” Thus Americans are losing and alienating vast
populations and making enemies of them, rather than forging a working
relationship that could develop into support and friendship.

When Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, backed by hard-line clerics, became
president of Iran in the summer of 2005, it ended the sporadic but steady
talk of dialogue between civilizations that his predecessor Khatami had
initiated.61 Already unstable with the entrenchment of Western troops in
two bloody wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the world now lurched toward
an even more dangerous level of confrontation.

Nasty rhetoric, broadcast in the media, has painted Ahmadinejad as a
Hitler in the United States and Bush as the great Satan in Iran. Yet
Ahmadinejad’s worldview has been directly shaped by U.S. policy toward
Iran in the 1970s and 1980s, when he was a student leader during the rev-
olution and later fought in the Iran-Iraq war. Ahmadinejad’s highly
provocative statements calculated to infuriate the United States and Israel
need to be seen in this light. I suspect he believes that American troops are
now so helplessly trapped in the quicksand of Iraq that the United States
has been reduced to a toothless tiger. What is undeniable, though, is that
Ahmadinejad’s extreme statements have gained him popularity with ordi-
nary Muslims, even among the Sunni as we saw on our journey.

Lebanon, too, fits neatly into the Iranian worldview. When the newly
formed, anti-American government of Ayatollah Khomeini looked out at
the world to find similar instances in which Muslims were being domi-
nated and oppressed, particularly fellow Shia, it quickly focused its atten-
tion on Lebanon. Israel had invaded Lebanon in 1978 to stop the Palestine
Liberation Organization (PLO) from attacking northern Israel with rock-
ets. In 1982 the Israelis pushed all the way to Beirut and occupied the city,
seeking to establish a buffer zone in Southern Lebanon. The Israeli occu-
pation of Lebanon was often brutal and led to widespread dissent, espe-
cially among the Shia. To fight the occupation, the new government in

         



Iran took money and weapons to Lebanon, which it used to form a mili-
tant organization that could struggle not only against the Israelis but also
against America. Countering both the United States and Israel, Hezbollah
embraced suicide bombings during its 1983 attack on the U.S. Marine bar-
racks in Beirut, a new maneuver introduced in 1981 when an Islamic Shia
group attacked the Iraqi embassy in Beirut. Hezbollah and Iran viewed
these as missions of “self-martyrdom,” not suicide, which is forbidden in
the Quran.62 When Hamas among the Palestinians began the use of sui-
cide bombings, it spread from Shia Islam to Sunni Islam to become the
militants’ weapon of choice against the West. After the American invasion
of Afghanistan and Iraq, Sunni and Shia were both employing suicide
bombing to battle each other, challenge the establishment, and fight West-
ern troops. Soon the suicide bomber was making his—and even her—
impact felt in other Sunni-dominated countries like Saudi Arabia, Jordan,
and Pakistan. Muslim outrage at tyranny and injustice had combined with
tribal notions of revenge and honor to create new, controversial, and apoc-
alyptic interpretations among scholars of the Quranic notion of suicide.

With this context in mind, one can more readily compare the perspec-
tives of the September 19, 2006, speeches of Presidents Bush and
Ahmadinejad before the United Nations. Directing his remarks to the
Iranian people, President Bush said that although “your rulers have chosen
to deny you liberty and to use your nation’s resources to fund terrorism and
fuel extremism and pursue nuclear weapons,” he was hopeful for “the day
when you can live in freedom, and America and Iran can be good friends
and close partners in the cause of peace.” Ahmadinejad presented several
criticisms, noting the UN Security Council had failed to call for an imme-
diate cease-fire after war broke out between Israel and Hezbollah in
Lebanon in 2006. It took thirty-four days to arrive at a truce to end the
conflict: “The Security Council sat idly by for so many days, witnessing the
cruel scenes of atrocities against the Lebanese . . . Why?” asked Ahmadine-
jad. He also stated defiantly: “I am against the policies chosen by the U.S.
government to run the world because these policies are moving the world
toward war.”63

Although different on the surface, the remarks by Bush and Ahmadine-
jad are quite similar in their understanding of what the Abrahamic faiths
call the end of time. It is this understanding that shapes their view of the
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world. Both believe in a final once-and-for-all battle between good and
evil and each thinks that he represents good as much as his opponent
embodies evil. Both also believe that Jesus will return to earth and join
them against their opponents—and here the paradox that both Christian-
ity and Islam belong to the Abrahamic family overwhelms the argument
and reduces it to absurdity. Most striking, each believes he was specifically
chosen to lead his nation by a divine power and actively propagates his
eschatological vision. Bush believes that Jesus is on his side—when asked
to name his favorite book, he invariably replies the Bible—while
Ahmadinejad believes in exactly the same thing, that is, God is on his side.
According to Muslim tradition, the end of time will be marked by the
return of Jesus Christ, who will fight the evil forces of the Dajjal, who is
the Muslim version of the anti-Christ. For devout Shia Muslims like
Ahmadenijad, this moment is of added significance because it will pave the
way for the return of the Hidden Imam, a direct descendant of the
Prophet, who will fight alongside Jesus Christ against the anti-Christ.

Bush’s Christian belief demands that he secure Jerusalem in preparation
for Jesus’s return, just as Ahmadinejad’s Muslim belief requires him to wel-
come the return of the Hidden Imam, whose arrival would herald the com-
ing of Jesus. Both are committed to hastening the process that would bring
Jesus back to earth. As legitimately elected leaders of two major nations,
these men are actually reflecting the beliefs of a large segment of their
population.

The American campaign to prevent Iran from developing a uranium-
enrichment program and Iran’s determination to do so needs to be seen
within this context. Each country’s foreign policy was based on the vilifi-
cation and abuse of the other’s president and culture. That helps explain
why, at the World Affairs Council conference in Philadelphia in 2006 (see
chapter 4), Henry Kissinger laid down an outline for a nuclear assault on
Iran. Only a few weeks later, the Middle East erupted in war when Israel
invaded Lebanon and American commentators openly clamored for a
nuclear strike against Iran to prevent it from acquiring nuclear technology.
Iran was not Iraq or Afghanistan, which were smaller, more impoverished,
and less homogeneous nations. A nuclear strike on Iran would not only
inflame the world’s Muslim Shia population but also destabilize Iran’s
important neighbors Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, key American allies. The

         



complicated interplay between confused foreign policy and theology was
driving the world to the brink of a global war.

These policies are making the Ajmer model irrelevant and the Aligarh
model little more than an excuse to compromise with the West. Muslims
who consider themselves under attack from the West, not only militarily
but also culturally, see little point in talking about Ajmer universal human-
ism and, given the established track record of U.S. foreign policy, have lit-
tle hope of support for democratic leaders of the Aligarh model unless they
are prepared to surrender national interests. That is why so many Muslims
rally to the Deoband model. But because the United States refuses to talk
to them, communications break down, the same old arguments of the past
few decades resurface, the same old policies are implemented, and the
same disasters take shape.

As Americans struggle to either help the Muslim world or to control it,
the situation only seems to grow more chaotic and to continually echo the
past. The Muslim world notices this and is not fooled by U.S. talk of
democracy. Instead it awaits the predictable—and avoidable—disasters
that loom on the horizon.

Even now, a radical shift in policies toward the Muslim world could
avert those disasters, both in the long and short term. A giant step in the
way of creating trust and goodwill would be to reach out to the Muslim
world and emphasize respect for its culture and religion. The United States
should also match its rhetoric about democracy with genuine support for
the democratic process irrespective of the need for convenient allies. Sim-
ilarly, rather than giving military aid to Muslim countries, it should
develop educational programs and facilities that would change the think-
ing of the young Muslims now schooled by radical madrassahs. The Mus-
lims’ hateful view of the Americans comes from being at the receiving end
of American weapons used by either their dictators or American soldiers
to the point where they attribute these brutal actions to the United States
as a whole. If these policy shifts were implemented in the war on terror, it
would change the relationship dramatically and reduce the number of cur-
rent and future enemies. None of these initiatives are expensive or require
anything more than applying sensible thinking to the complicated issues
that have U.S. policymakers in a quandary following the backlash against
the neocon enterprise and the “Bush Doctrine,” reflected in the 2006
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midterm election results: the Democrats won control of both the House
and Senate (the Senate by a narrow margin), widely seen as a referendum
on the war in Iraq and the war on terror.

As the cycle of violence that now embraces the planet continues in its
seemingly uncontrollable orbit, Western and Islamic civilizations are mov-
ing further and further away from their cherished ideals of justice, com-
passion, and wisdom. It is essential for all humankind to understand this
complicated relationship, whatever one’s political perspective or religious
beliefs. Without the universal will to halt this momentum, the violence
and uncertainty will eventually progress into an unending global night-
mare. Societies need to return to those ideas that have nourished them over
the millennia and created in them compassion and empathy for others. In
sum, the current crisis is nothing short of a challenge to the very identity
of humankind as a caring and thinking species.

         




