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) INTRODUCTION 2

nian standoff, the nature of the conflict remains largely misunderstood. Ah-
madinejad’s questioning of the Holocaust, and Israel’s demonization ;of
Iran as a modern-day Nazi Germany, reflect a fundamental.clash of ideolo-
gies, most Americans believe. On one side there’s Israel, portrayed by its de-
fenders asa democracy ina region béset by authoritarianism and-an eastern
outpost of Enlightenment rationalism; On the otherside there’s the Islamic
Republic of Iran, depicted by its enemies as a hidebound clerical regime
whose réjection offttie:West and whose aspiration to speak for, all-Muslims
cverywhere.xe,symbolizad bytsuefusal tocgrant Iorael a.right.to. exist
These ideologues have rejoined a:battlein which there-can beno parléy-or
negotiated:truce-—~only the victory.of onewvision and one value system over
the other. Or so it would seem. Blinded by the condemnatory rhetoric, most
observers have failed to notice a critical common interest shared by these
two non-Arab powerhouses in the Middle East: the need to portray their
mndamgﬁféﬂ? strategic Contlict dan idéological clash.

After.the end of:the Cold War and.the defeat of Iraq in the 1991 Persian
Gulf War‘,?‘the;strat'egicrc'o“risidéfatibnsthat-‘had'.put Iran and Israel on the
same geopolitical side in the Iatter part'of the twentieth century evaporated.
Soon enbiight dbséiit ary e mmion f6es, Israel'dndIran found themselves in
a rivalr{*fo réd&he tHéFegional order after the decimation of Iraq’s mili-
tary. Fearingthat Israelsstrategicweightwould suffer if fran emerged as the
undisputed:powerinithe-MiddleEast, Israeli politicians began painting the

regime in Tehran as fanatical and irrational, Clearly, they maintained, find-
ing anaccommodationwith:such “mad mullahs”was.a nonstarter. Instead,
they,called onythe,United:States toclassify.Iran, along with Saddam Hus-
sein’s{ragrasarogue state thatneeded to be “containedIsraeP’s change of
hearton-Iranqyasinitiallysmet with.skepticism in Washington, though the
Israelis adyancedjthe samesargument they, do;today, namely that Iran’s nu-
clear program;would.soonsafford the blacksturhaned:clerics.access tosthe
bomb.sWhythe Israeliswaited untilfairly recently to sound a strong-alarm
about Iranvisa-perplexity,”Clyde Haberman of the New-York Times wrpte in
November;1992.Habernjan,went on to,note: “For.years, Israel remained

willingito.dg-business;with Iran;even thongh the mullahs;in Teheran were -

screamingforaniend to theiZionistentity’ i, 3 1onr -« poehd g0

Butfogilsrael,rallying Western, states to;its;side was.bestiachieved. by

bringing:aftention;to,the alleged suicidal, tendenies of the clergy and.to

Iran’s apparentinfatuationiwith theideaiof destroying Israel. If the Iranian

]eadership was viewed as irrational, conventional tactics such as deterrence

would,be.impossible;leaving the international community; with no option
£
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but to have zero tolerance for Iranian. military capabilities. How could a
couniry.like-lran be trusted with missile technology, the argiiment wentﬂ;jjf
its leadership wasimmune to dissuasion by the latger and more numerous
missiles.ofithé-West? iThe Israeli strategy was. to:convince the world—par-
ticularly:'Washington-=—thatthe Israeli-Iranian conflict wagn’t one betw?en
two rivals.for:military.preeminence. in-a-fundamentally disordered xegion
thatJackeda:clear. pecking.order. Rather; Israel framed the clash as onebé-
tween.the sole‘démociacyiriithe Middle-East and a totalitarian: theocracy
thatihdted;eyerythingithe West. stood for. In-casting:the:situation in those
terms; Israeliargued dhat-the.allegiance of Western:states:to. Israellf.x:vaismq
longera'matter of choice or:mere political ifiterest; but Fatherof survival.or
at thewveryleast ofiasstruggle.of good-against evil. ;= 3ot ?
Eventually the-fmad mullah” argument stuckrAfter -all;:the Iranians
themselves:weére the greatest:hélp in-selling-that argument to:-Washington;
because the')f,toop'fef,erred-kan ideological framing 6ftheconflict. When rev-
olution swept Ifan-irs1979, the newislamicJeadership.forsook the PerSI.an
nationalist identityiof.the regime of the overthrown Shah of Iran;Moham-
mad Reza:Pahlavi, butinot itsgenifor Irdhian great-power status-Whereas
the Shah soiight suzerainty in the Persian Gulf and parts-of the: Illfdian
Ocedn, regions, while hoping:to make Iran-the Japan of western Asia, the
Khomeini:government.sought-leadership.inthesentire Islamic.world..The
Shah’sameans forrachievinghis goal were a strong army and strategic tiesto
the Uﬁit’ed-States;;The‘:A}'zatéllah,3o'n,ﬂwother'hand,.reliéd.onthis“brand..oflt‘i
politicalilslanrandideological zeal to.overcome the Arab-Persian-divide ar_ld;:;
to undermine the.Arab governments thatropposed Ifan’sfambitions::But
whenever Fran's ideological andistrategic goalswere atiodds; Tehran’s strate-
gici impekratives prevailéd:iSo. ini the. 1980s; whens Iran wasjrg;élved;iin.:a
bloody:war;with Saddam-Hussein’s Iraq, the Iranians:were:careful nf)t- tg
followmp‘;itsrﬁiatribes against-Israel-with:any-concrete: actions: '-I‘Ifoggh
ideology played 'a-cx‘:itical-_riole._inxﬂie-re,volut'ion.'s*earlyz;yféars';!.lran-’s"poI1ch on
Israel wasjto bark:a Jot; butmeversbite: Therevolutionary:regime’sideology
and luridthetoricsuccessfullyveiled afairly consistentpursuitof redpgﬁgﬂé
' After.the ColdWarithis double pelicybecameall the'moreimportant
because Istacl was;transfofmedu froma’partner that Jramh needed‘«:tq%l‘gggg;ﬂt
arm’s length to anaggressive competitorithat had penetrated;-lr‘an’:s':gro@g
sphere.of influence. But-itiwas not:possible to rally therAra‘b:Mushm!n:iasses
to Iran’s side for the sake of Iran’s power ambitions. So Iran turned to ideol*
ogy oncemore to conceal its true-motives;ivhile:tilizingithe plight Of-.jt}fé.
Palestinian peopletoundermine.the:Arab governments thatisupported ithe

- v
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Oslo process of the 1990s. Tranian speechwriters took the lead in inveighing
against Israel’s “never-ending appetite for Arab lands,” its oppression of the
Palestinians, its disregard for UN Security Council resolutions, and the “in-
sult to Islam” embodied in its continued occupation of Jerusalem, site of the
- Haramal-Sharif, or dome of the rock, the third-holiest site in Islam. To this
day, the rhetoric of Tehran preaches that its struggle against Israel is not
about geopolitical gains or even about Iran itself, but rather about justice
for the Palestinians and honor for Islam. With the Israeli-Palestinian con-
flict cast in these terms, and fearing a backlash from their own populations,
pro-Western Arab rulers have to tread carefully not to belittle the an-
nounced goals of Tehran. In the eyes of many Arab states, the power of
Iran’s rhetoric has made public opposition to Iran equivalent to acquies-
cence in or even approval of the Israeli and U.S. stance on the Palestinian
issue. Indeed, anti-Iranian statements such as Jordanian King Abdallah’s
warning in late 2004 of a “Shiite crescent” stretching from Iran through
post-Saddam Iraq into Lebanon, and Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak’s
denunciation in early 2006 of Iraqi Shias as Iranian loyalists, have been
poorly received by the Arab public. Tehran’s pro-Palestinian reputation is
one reason why. .

The ideological pronouncements emanating from Ahmadinejad and
other Iranian figures are an effect, rather than a cause, of Iran’s strategic ori-
entation. Likewise, Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert’s description of
Iran asa “dark and gathering storm casting its shadow over the world” in his
May 24,2006, speech to Congress shouldn’t be taken at face value, For now,
both Iran and Israel seem to calculate—or miscalculate—that portraying
their struggle in ideological and apocalyptic terms will provide each with a
critical edge against the other in their efforts to define the order of the Mid-
dle East to their own benefit. But the dangers of this risky game are reaching
intolerable levels and are dragging other actors into it. Israel has threatened
to bomb Iran, The Bush administration has made similar threats, insisting
that its own military option in relation to Iran remains on the table, Wash-
ington has even considered using nuclear weapons against Iran, according

to pressreports.” And Tehran continues to call Israel a fabricated entitywith ..

no legitimacy: and no future in the Middie East. Forgotten behind the
threats, the slogans, and the sound bites are not onlya political and strategic
reality but also a huinan reality and millenmnia of Iranian-Jewish friendship.

There are few Western cities where Persian pop music blasts at full volume
in shopping malls. Yet this isa daily, natural occurrence at Jerusalem’s high-
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security downtown bus terminal. Here, in the eguivalent c.)f I.\Tew York’s
Penn Station, eighteen-year-old Israeli soldiers wait for their rzfles home:
assault rifles slung over their shoulders, Persian pop legends Moin and :F.bl
pounding in their ears. Most of the CD stores here are owned by Iran%an
Jews, and over the past twenty years they have created a market for Persian
pop in the very heart of the Jewish State, When one scratches the surface of
the ferocious Israeli-Iranian enmity, an affinity between the two cultu:res
emerges. In many ways they are more alike than different. Both tend to view
themselves as somewhat superior to their Arab neighbors. Many Iranians
think of the Arabs to their west and south as culturally inferior; as I?r}r’ces
who had the good fortune to have Persians as neighbors who ceuld civilize
and refine them. Similarly, having defeated the Arabs in numerous wars,
most Israelis have little respect for their capabilities. “We know what the
Arabs can do, and it ist’t much,” an Israeli analyst told me arrogantly,
months before the war with Hezbollah in 2006 might have sobe.red. hima
bit. Incapable of suppressing their sense of superiority or of convmcu'.xg the
Arabs to let go of their own stereotypes of Persians and ]?ws, Israelis feel
they are left with no option but to view true peace as unattamal.)le. S-ome Is-
raelis have all but given up the dream of living at peace with their nfexfghbors,
whether through true friendship or minimal but mutual recogmtl-on and
acceptance, and have settled for a vision of “no war, no peace ‘ bl'J.llt ona
bedrock of Israeli military preponderance. The Iranians drewa s1m11.ar con-
clusion centuries ago. “The Arabs are out to get us,” Israelis and Iranians of-
ten think as they go about their daily lives. .
Perhaps most importantly, both view themselves as culturally and ;-:oht-
ically disconnected from the region where they are forced_ to face their re-
gional foes through the lens of a Manichean mindset, Ethnically, the Jews of
Israel are surrounded by a sea of Arabs who may not always have been at war
with Israel, but who have never been at peace with Israel. Culturally, Ashke-
nazi Jews from Eastern Europe dominate Israeli society, even tho;ugh the
profile of Mizrahi, or Oriental, Jews has risen in recent years. And religiously,
of course, Israel is unique regionally and globally as the only s:cate ]:.vas?d on
the Jewish faith. In perhaps a natural response to the long Jewish history of
persecution, Israel has a penchant for mistrusting the outsid? world. Accord-
ing to-this mindset, international institutions and global alliances can never
substitute for Israel’s own ability to protect itself. At the end of the day,a UN
Security Council resolution can never protect Isracl as well as tw,()) hundrec?
nuclear warheads, Israelis believe. “These are weapons of peace,” an Israeli
general told me proudly, failing to see the contradiction in terms.
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The Iranians aren’t terribly different. Proud heirs to a civilization that
precedes Islam by at least two millennia, they are the first to point out to
Westerners that they are not Arabs. Iran, or the Land of the Aryans, as it is
believed to mean, is largely populated by peoples speaking Indo-European
tongues. Persian (or Farsi) is linguistically closer to French and Swedish
than it is to Arabic, although it includes many Arabic words and is written in

the Arabic script. And though Iran was Islamized in the seventh.century -

A.D,, the Persians kept their language, cultural traditions, and the special
quality that to this day connects them to their Zoroastrian past. The Iranian
New Year, Nowruz (New Day), has been celebrated in Iran for more than
three thousand years and remains the largest Iranian holiday today, far out-
shining any Islamic festival, When Ashura, the Shia Muslim day of mourn-
ing commemorating the martyrdom of Hussain ibn Ali, the grandson of
Prophet Muhammad, at the Battle of Karbala in the year A.D. 680, coincides
with Nowruz, a day of rejoicing, the Zoroastrian soul of fran wins in spite of
the wishes of Iran’s clerical rulers.

Even as Muslims, the Iranians distinguish themselves from their sur- ,

roundings by following the Shia line 6f Islam rather. than the much larger
and dominating Sunni camp. And like Israelis, Iranians are deeply suspicious
of the-outside world. While Jews have been persecuted and have survived a
Holocaust, Iranians have fought colonization, annexation, decades of for-
eign intervention, and, last but not least, an eight-year war with Saddam
Hussein's Iraq, in which virtually the entire world-—including the United
States—sided with Iraq. When Saddam invaded Iran in 1980, the UN didn’t
consider it a threat to international peace and security; it took the Security
Council more than two years to call for withdrawal of the invading forces,
(Compare that to Saddarm’s 1990 assault on Kuwait, when a Security Council
Resolution [UNSR 660] passed within twelve hours of the invasion, de-
manding an immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces.} An-
other five years passed, mainly because of American procrastination, before
the UN addressed Saddam’s use of chemical weapons against Iranian sol-
diers and civilians, {The United States and Western European countries ei-

ther directly sold components for chemical weapons to Saddam orknewand -

quictly approved of such sales.) Even then, Washington ensured that the UN
resolutions would be watered down to protect Saddam. The United States
later cited these same crimes to justify its invasion of Iraq in 2003. For the
Iranians, the lesson was clear: When in danger, Iran can rely on neither the
Geneva Conventions nor the UN Charter for protection. Just like Israel, Iran
has concluded that it can rely'only on itself,
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- Jews and Iranians are no strangets to each other. Their cultures, r:eli—
gions, and histories are intimately intertwined and date back to biblical
times. The origins of their relations can be traced to the eighth century B.C.,
when the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III forcibly resettléd thousands ?f
Jews in Media (northwestern Iran). Another group of Iew; was resettled 1‘n
Ecbatana (Hamadan) and Susa in 721 B.C. by his successor, Sargon I1. 'I"o this
day, Hamadan constitutes a major center for Iranian Jews. Ha.madan is also
reputed to be the burial site of Queen Esther, King Xerxes’ wife, who .f,ave‘d
the Jewish people from persecution in the fifth century B.C. This occasion is
still celebrated by Jews in the Purim festival (Esther 3:1-9:32). Furthermore,
the grave of the Old Testament prophet Daniel lies outside modern day S.usa,
in southwestern Iran.? The most significant wave of Jewish settlers arrived
after the Persian king Cyrus the Great sacked Babylon in 539 B,C, and liber-
ated the Jews from Babylonian captivity. The Jews appreciated the ?ersian
king so much that they elevated him to the status of a God-sent savior, the
only non-Jew to achieve that standing in the Bible (Ezra 1:1-7). Even though
the Persians allowed the Jews to return to Israel and paid for the reconstruc-
tion of the temple in Jerusalem, many chose to immigrate to Persia. The
twenty-five thousand Jews of modern-day Iran are direct descendents of
those who chose to settle in what was then the world’s sole superpower.

What is perhaps more important, and arguably explains w‘h}r Persian
Jews have been such an integral part of Iran throughout history, is that, un-
like other Diasporas, Iranian Jews didn't flee to Iran. They moved there vo.l-
untarily, and, ever since, through good tirhes and bad, Iran has been thfell‘
home. Even today, under the Islamic Republic, Iran hosts the largest Jewish
community in the Middle East outside of Israel, even though tens of thou-
sands have left for Israel or the United States.® The books of Esther, Ezra,
Nehemiah, and Daniel give favorable descriptions of the relationship of f:he
Jews to the court of the Persians. Like other subjects in the Persian Emplr.e,
the Jews enjoyed religious freedom and followed their own legal code in
personal matters such as marriage and family law. This mild treatment
made the Jews less resistant to Persian influences on the Jewish faith, The
Persian Zoroastrians shaped many of the key tenets of modern Judaism.
From the Persians the Jews obtained the concepts of linear time, eschatol-
ogy, angelology, and demonology, as well as concepts such as heaven and
hell, which later influenced Christianity and Islam.® Most importantly,
however, it was unider Persian influence that Judaism becare a monotheis-
tic réligion. The Zoroastrians were the first to believe in one universal gmli,
Ahura Mazda, and contact with the Persians helped the Jews transcend their
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"own tribal, henotheistic conception of god (the idea that each people have
their own singular god). This is vividly seen in the literary works dating
from the time of the Achaemenian empire, when the Jews began to describe
a single god as opposed to pronouncing their god as the greatest among
many other gods—which was the conception embraced by earlier Jewish
prophets and figures.”

Some two hundred thousand Iranian Jews and their descendants live in
Israel. Some of them belong to the highest levels of the Isracli political elite,
In the Islamic Republic, these individuals would never have been able to ex-
celin their careers. Long before reaching prominence, they would have been

.stopped by the glass ceiling that separates religious minorities, seculars, and
disbelievers from those considered to be capable of being loyal to the Is-
lamic Republic. Current Israeli President Moshe Katsav and Deputy Prime
Minister (and former Chief of Staff of the Israel Defense Forces [IDF] and
Defense Minister) Shaul Mofaz were both born in Fran. The recently re-
signed IDF chief of staff, Dan Halutz, was born to Persian immigrants,

When Katsav worked at the UN, a favorite pastime of his was to embar-
rass Iranian diplomats at various events by seeking to converse with them in
Persian. Forbidden to talk to Israeli officials (at least in public), the Iranian
diplomats could rid themselves of the. unrelenting Katsav only by leaving
the events, Katsav found that profoundly amusing. Mofaz and Halutz ap-
proach Iran with a bit less humor; they are some of the most hawkish Israeli

leaders regarding Iran. When asked in a press conference in January 2005
how far Israel would go to stop Iran’s nuclear program, Halutz, a former pi-
lot, gave a chilling response: “Two thousand kilometers” That’s the distance
between Israel and Iran. For other Iranian Jews—Dboth in JIsrael and in
Iran—the tensions between the two countries have caused major pain and
anxiety. Since the Iranian revolution there has been an unwritten under-
standing between Iran’s Jewish minority and the Iranian authorities. As

long as the Jews of Iran oppose Zionism and the Israeli state, they would be
protected in Iran and given a great deal of religious freedom. “This arrange-

ment, which makes a clear separation between being a Jew and being a

Zionist, was the community’s idea; they brought it to the Khomeini regime,

after the revolution” noted David Menashri, Israel’s most prominent expert
on Iran, himself an Iranian-born Jew.8 Khomeini issued a “fatwa,” a reli-
gious decree, declaring that Jews were to be protected.®

Few Iranian Jews take Ahmadinejad’s anti-Israel rhetoric seriously, and
they point to the fact that little has changed for Iranian Jews under him.

“Anti-Semitism is not an eastern phenomenon, it’s not an Islamic or Iranian
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phenomenon—anti-Semitism is a European phenomenon,” Ciamak Mor-

sathegh, head of the Jewish hospital in Tehran, explained.!® Iran’s forty-syn—

agogues, many of them with Hebrew schools, haven’t been touched. Nelthffr

has the Jewish library, which boasts twenty thousand titles; or Jewish hospi-

tals and cemeteries. Still, Iran’s Jews have not sat idly by. The Jewish member
of the Iranian Majlis, or parliament (most religious minorities are guaran-

teed a seat in the parliament), Maurice Mohtamed, has been outspoken
in his condemnation of Ahmadinejad’s comments. “When our president
spoke about the Holocaust, I considered it my duty as a Jew to speak about
this issue,” Mohtamed told the Guardian. “The biggest disaster in human
history is based on tens of thousands of films and documents. I said these
remarks are a big insult to the whole Jewish society in Iran and the whole
world.”** Haroun Yashayaei, the chairman of Iran’s Jewish Council, quickly
followed suit, sending Ahmadinejad a strongly worded letter protesting his
remarks.12. The Jewish community won support from Mohammad Kha-
tami, Ahmadinejad’s more moderate predecessor. “We should speak out if
even a single Jew is killed,” the reformist president said in widely .publisl.led
remarks in early 2006.“Don’t forget that one of the crimes of Hitler, Nazism
and German National Socialisrn was the massacre of innocent people,among =~
them many Jews.”?

Iranian Jews in Israel have faced similar dilemmas, Quite understand-~
ai)ly, Ahmadinejad’s questioning of the Holocaust and his call for Israel to
be moved to Europe have sparked fears of a revival of fascism among Ashke-
nazi Jews. But Iranian Jews in Israel have been less alarmed, though equally
angered. “European Jews do not know Ahmadinejad as well as Irafﬁan }ews):
so his pronouncements about the Holocaust are more effective w1.th tl‘lem,
explained Soli Shavar, a Persian Jew who teaches at Haifa University. “[The
Iranian Jews] know [where] the jargon and rhetoric of the radical element
comes from.”** After all, many Iranian Jews in Israel see Iran up close—a
perspective that other Israelis never experience. During Khata.mi’s presi-
dency, travel between the two countries via Turkey was made easier, and the
direct telephone lines—which have never been cut—are used more fre-
quently as prices plummet, Persian Jews travel from Israel to Turkey, where
they mail back their Israeli passports and take out their Iranian pas.;sports. as
they hop on the next flight to Tehran. Some Jews who have lost their Iranian
passports even go to the Iranian consulate in Istanbul and request new ones,
fully disclosing their new Israeli nationality. Surprisingly, the Iranian au-
thorities don’t seem to mind.

With all their cultural similarities, there is also much that separates the
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" two. The differences between Iranians and Israelis are something the Per-
sian Jews deal with daily, Culturally and economically, some Iranjan Jews
prefer their Persian birthplace to their Jewish homeland. Many of the recent
Iranian immigrants to Israel came for econormic and not political reasons,
Thinking that Israel was an economic paradise, they left their lives in Iran to
make better ones in Israel. But to many, Israel has not lived up to their ex-
pectations, and now they dream of returning to Iran, Some have acted on
those dreams. According to Orly Halpern of the Jerusalem Post, Jerusalem’s
Jaffa Road and Rehov Ben-Yehuda are lined with Iranian shopkeepers who
say they are desperate to go back—some to visit, some to live, “In Iran,
everyone says that in the land of Israel, it’s great. They give you a house, they
give you money. Life is easy,” an Iranian Jewish.immigrant told Halpern.
“We came here and we were in shock. There it’s difficult, but not as difficult
as here,” she said, adding that her “heart aches for Iran.”*> Other Iranian
immigrants clearly prefer Israel, and some tensions exist between recent
and more established immigrants from Iran, Older immigrants tend to be
somewhat suspicious of the more recent arrivals, at times accusing them of
favoring the Iranian government,
As similar as Israelis and Iranians are, recent Iranian immigrants to Is-
rael experience difficulty in overcoming the cultural shock. The contrast
between the traditional values of Iranian society and the liberal currents of
Israeli society—defined by the norms and culture of its European immi-
grants rather than by its Middle Eastern geography—could not be greater. I
once had a conversation with an elderly Iranian Jew whormnI sat next to dur-
ing the bus ride from Jerusalem to Tel Aviv. Ehsaq (Isaac), as he was called,
spared no love for the clerics in Tehran, but he liked to reminisce about the
country in which he had spent most of his life, After all, Israel was only the
Iost recent chapter in his long life, and he had never really managed to
make the Jewish State his home. He didn’t quite fit in, In typical Iranian
fashion, Ehsaq felt compelled to share the bread he had brought with him
for the hour-long bus ride with his fellow Ashkenazi passen gers, scaring the
daylights out of the more reserved European Jews, who could not quite de-
termine if Ehsaq’s dark features made him an Oriental Jew (Mizrahi} or
a local Arab. Embarrassed, Ehsaq returned to his seat, After a moment of
silence, he burst out in Persian with a thick Isfahani accent, “Farhang
nadaran” (They’re uncultured). This criticism against Israel is commonly
heard among Iranian Jews.
Like most Russian Jews who immigrated to Israel after the fall of the
Berlin Wall, the Iranian Jews still prefer their own language over Hebrew
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and cling to their Iranian culture with great devotion. They celebrate t}llz
Nowruz with such fanfare that festivities in. Los Angeles or Tehran Iwour
pale in comparison. “I am proud to be Jewish, I ilm proud.to be: and sraeli,
but I have nothing in common with these people, thsa:q C(_)rn.plame ;10 Iln]:
“I don’t want my children to live like they do,” hf: said dISInIiSlVClY of thelib-
eral ways of the European Jews. Misunderstandings between ﬂ?e :cwo gr(;lt:lps
are not uncommon. Iranians tend to speak cira'Jmspectly, avoiding sped ing
out their intentions or objectives at all cost. Wl.th great finesse and ref un:
dant politeness, they deliver their message behind la'yers and layers f) I}::l’s
ance and deliberately misleading compliments. Israelis are the opposite.
een faarofand chutzpah. ‘
e C;;Z}:'E:its“;n Iraniar'ic social principle, a co.ncept of insincere‘.pogteness.
For instance, Iranians invite each other to dinner n.ot n.ecessarilﬁr .ecet':lsg
they mean it, but to show politeness. The CXpec'[fitlon IS.thi-it he 13\1;7 :;
party will respond with equal politeness—by tu.rnn.}g ‘r:he 1nv1‘tat;(l)nt o:)f ferﬂ.
The impolite thing to do would be to accel?t ﬂle_mwtaflo'n on its firs ;)f :
ing, An invitation should be considered sincere only if ‘1t has beeln o ;rc;o
roughly three times, after which, of course, it would be immensely ;u ih °
decline it. Vagueness, symbolism, and endless nuance are 1nhef'en 13 N
Iranian culture and language. “Taarof is a sign of resp'ect, even if we don
mean it,” Nasser Hadian of Tehran University explfuned, l1ﬁn a stater?ent
Americans and Israelis would find blatantly contradictory.'® For Irar.na?'xs,
however, there is no-contradiction. They understand taarof and why insin-
iteness is still a sign of utter respect. .
cere'?lc::tlzrrl:elis have a dgifferent cultural trait, chutzpah, 1'.1113211111*1g1 auda(:
ity” or “gall.” They tell a joke to explain the concept. A spoﬂligl t\:}: vezz::h ,
old boy argues with his parents,andina m?ment of rage hekills : e];n h;
He is immediately caught and taken to jail to await trlf!.l. As he 1§ broug )
into the courtroom he throws himself at the feet of the ;Iidge z.md cries (;u :
“Have mercy with me! After all, I am just a poor orphan!” Unlike ma?yhrla
nians, Israelis don’t tend to hide what they mean to say. They can’t de P
themselves but to be absolutely direct without a single rc?dundant‘wiot't or
any effort to reflect the nuances that inevitably-charactenze all soclca1 s;fua:
tions—a trait that Iranians and Iranian Jews simply ﬁnd. cruc.le and o end
sive, While an Iranian would go to great lengtlfs to avm.d using the :ivor
“no,” many Israelis thrive on categorical impczratwes. G.ettlng a nuar;ce an-
swer from an Israeli can be as tricky as getting a straight answer from fzn
Iranian. In the clash between taarofand chutzpah, no one wins. Only confu-

sion reigns.
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As much as they can find each other rude and impolite, or insincere and
disingenuous, Israelis and Iranians also hold an exaggerated and almost
mythical view of each other, The respect and awe the two rivals have for
each other cannot be mistaken. “Iraniansare perceived as masters of decep-
tion, and I think their mythical stature arises not solely because Israelis
know Iranians and appreciate their abilities, but because they are so unlike
Arabs,” an Israeli expert on Iran told me. “When we classify our enemies,
Arabs are the hard heads who would operate along exactly the same guide-
lines forever and ever, because they’re Arabs. They are narrow-minded. Uri-
sophisticated. Iranjans are something that is much harder to characterize
for Israelis because they are so much like us”

Some Israelis point to the biblical story of Queen Esther as an indica-
tion of Iranian mastery of the art of manipulation. According to the legend,
Esther was the daughter of a Jewish merchant living in the city of Susa dur-
ing the reign of Xerxes (486—465 B.C.). Her beautycaught the eye of the
Persian king, who made her his queen, unaware of her Jewish heritage. Once
on the throne, Esther learned of a conspiracy in the kingdom to kill all the
Jews, orchestrated not by the Persians but by another minority group, the
Amalekites. Esther approached the king and invited him and the key con-
spirator, Haman, to attend a banquet she had prepared, at which she would
reveal to the Persian emperor a petition. At the banquet, Xerxes curiously
asked Esther about-the request. “Now what is your petition? It will be given
you,” he said, according to the Bible. But rather than making her wish
known, Esther promised to reveal it if the king and Haman would join her
for dinner the following day as well. There again, the king asked about her
request. Esther had waited patiently for the right moment and it had now
arrived. “If it pleases your majesty, grant me my life—this is my petition,”
she said. “For I and my people have been sold for destruction and slaughter
and annihilation.” Bewildered, the king demanded to know who had re-

quested the death of his queen. “Haman,” Esther replied confidently, know-
ing that her plan and patience had paid off. Haman was hanged, and the
Jews of Persia were saved,

“In the Bible, Esther acts completely Persian,” explained Shmuel Bar of
the Interdisciplinary Center in Herzliya and a veteran of the Israeli intellj-
gence community. “She deceives, conceals her intentions, manipulates and
convinces stronger parties to fight her battles”17 According to the Shalem
Center in Jerusalem, Israelis today should learn from Esther’s manipulative
“Iranian” instincts and employ it in their diplomacy. But the infatuation
with Esther may reveal more about the Israelis themselves than about the
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Iranians.“We like to think of ourselves as master tricksters,” an Israeli expert
on Iran commented. “Consider this: When you define someone as your
worst enemy, you say a lot about yourself.” Ironically, in Eur?pe, where the
currents of anti-Semitism have been strong historically, the title ‘fmasters of
deception” was given to the Jewish people—and not to tl.le {ranlar{s. Many
Israelis are wary of the stereotypes they have of the Iranians, arguing they
are exaggerated at best and misleading at worst. “These myths are t.:reated b.y
the old Iran hands; let’s call them the ‘Lubranis’ [a reference to Uri Lub.ram,
the Israeli envoy to Iran in the 1970s who remains active on Ira.n affafr.? at
the Ministry of Defensel,” explained Ehud Yaari, 2 veteran Israeli television
journalist. “I don’t buy the myth that the Iranians have seven thc}usand
years of diplomacy under the turban of Rafsanjani” BL‘I‘t even Yaari coul(’:}
not deny the esteem Israelis have for the Iranian nation. “I miss Iran. A lot;

he told me while reminiscing about the “good old days” before the revolu-
tion, when intelligence cooperation between the two countries was exten-
sive and Isracli tourists flocked to visit Iran—the only Middle Eastern
country where Israelis were welcome at the time,*3 .

Iranians, on the other hand, refuse to express open admiration for 'fhe
abilities of the Israelis and try to hide their concerns and fears behind in-
flammable rhetoric and ideological fagades. Iranians angri%y. dis-miss any
suggestion that Israel is a rival with Iran for a leader-sh'ip Qosmon. in the re-
gion, How can that be, they ask with unmasked irritation? With all t.he
problems Iran has with the Arabs, Isracl’s problems are far worse,.thez in-
sist. At least Iran has Islam in common with the Arabs, and Iran is a “real
country”—not an artificial state built on occupied Arz.ib land,' as they usu-
ally argue. “Nobody will accept Israeli hegemony, even if therc? isa tv;ro-st.ate
solution,” Mustafa Zahrani, head of the Iranian Foreign Ministry’s thlnlf
tank IPIS, told me in his office in northern Tehran in August 2004. “Israeli
actions are illegitimate, and their population is very small. 'ljhe'y cannot be
the dominating power. Just accepting them to continue to eszt is too much,
let-alone being the hegemon,” he said.?® But behind Zahrani’s harsh words
lies the Iranian fear of facing arival in the region that may be small, that may
be culturally foreign to the region, but that holds an ace up its sleeve that
Iran covets—the support of the United States of America. -

On July 12, 2006, war broke out between Israel and Hezbollah, a Lebanese
guerrilla and political group supported by Iran. On that day, a I—I-ezbol.lah
unit cfossed the Israeli-Lebanese border and kidnapped two Israeli soldiers
and killed another three. Israel immediately launched a rescue mission that
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not only failed, but also led to the death of five more Isracli soldiers. To
Hezbollah, this was a medium-size border clash; the purpose of the raid was
to acquire Israeli prisoners, which Hezbollah could use to win the release of
Lebanese and Palestinian fighters held by the Israelis. To Israel, and to its
neoconservative supporters in the Bush administration, this was an act of
war—not only by Hezbollah, but by Iran as well,

Within hours, Israel handed Hezbollah a response it hadn’t expected;
massive air strikes against Hezbollah strongholds and missile launchpads,
as well as against Lebanon’s civilian infrastructure. ¥t was shock and awe, Is-
racli style, The Israelis even bombed Lebanese oil storage tanks and tarmacs
at Beirut’s airport, making it impossible for airplanes to take off or land.
That move stranded up to twenty-five thousand Lebanese-Americans in the
midst of the fighting, but the Bush administration didn’t seem to mind. On
the contrary, prominent neoconservatives, who for years had urged the
Bush administration to take on Iran, were ecstatic, William Kristol of the
Weekly Standard urged the Pentagon to counter “this act of Iranian aggres-
sion with a military strike against Iranian nuclear facilities, Why wait?”
Describing the fighting in ideological terms——“an Islamist-Israeli war”—
Kristol warned against appearing weak and concluded, “This is our war,
t00.”2® Never mind that Hezbollah, though a close ally of Iran and of Syria
as well, has repeatedly demonstrated that it can come to important political
and military decisions on its own, without Iranian approval or tutelage. To
the neoconservatives and Israel’s supporters on the right in America, the
war in Lebanon represented a crucial step in their plan to turn Iran into the
next Iraq.?! Only a-day after the war began, one of Washington’s most ag-
gressive Iran hawks, Michael Ledeen of the Arnerican Enterprise Institute,
called for the United States to expand the fighting into a regional war: “The
only way we are going to win this war is to bring down those regimes in

Tehran and Damascus, and they are'not going to fall as a result of fighting
between their terrorist proxies in Gaza and Lebanon on the one hand, and
Israel on the other. Only the United States can accomplish it.”22

That same day, another supporter of the Bush administration’s Middle
East policy, John Gibson, wrote an editorial for the Fox News Channel in

which he argued that Iran (that is, Hezbollah) hadn’t attacked Israel, It .

had actually attacked the United States. “It’s really a war by Iran on us>23
Though President Bush didn’t follow the advice of his neoconservative
brethren, Washington did everything it could to prolong the war and thus
give Israel time to destroy as much of Hezbollah as possible. “A cessation of
violence is crucial, but if that cessation of violence is hostage to Hezbollah’s
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next decision to launch missiles into Israel or Hamas’s next decision to
abduct an Israeli citizen, then we will have gotten nowhere,” Secretary of
State Condoleezza Rice told Fox News. President Bush hin-lself respo.nded
to calls for an immediate cease-fire from the internationat commumfy by
urging them not to neglect the strategic opportunity the_:; wax;’ prov1def1.
“What we're saying is, let’s not lose sight of the broad.er context, 1?115%1 said
on CNN.?* Clearly, Bush’s hope was that Israel’s anticipated dec-apnatlon of
Hezbollah would weaken Iran’s spreading influence in the region and put
an end to its challenge to America and Israel’s regional dominance: Neutral-
izing Hezbollah would also deprive Iran of its deterrer.xce ?md retah?tory ca-
pabilities, paving the way for a war with Tehran in which it -woulcln the al‘)le
to strike back at the Jewish State. “War with Iran is inewtablf?, Ephraim
Sneh, Israel’s deputy defense minister, told me at a conferer}(:t'e in southern
Europe on July 28, 2006, halfway through the war. “.Lebanm? isjusta prelude
to the greater war with Iran,” he said \yith frightening certainty.

After a war that left more than fifteen hundred people dead, mostly
Lebanese civilians, displacing nine hundred thousand Lebal.lese and three
hundred thousand Israelis, severely damaging Lebanon’s 1nfrastructur?3
and disrupting normal life across all of Lebanon and northern Israel, Sneh’s
prediction stands as an ominous warning. But.if it comes to pass, tht”:' COI.I—
flict won’t be limited to Israel and Iran. It will be a regional w.ar,,pulhng in
other countries and nonstate actors alike. And it will be Amer%cas war, too,
just as the neoconservatives have so desperately wished. (Unlike Iraq, Iran

can inflict devastating harm on the United States due to its asymmetric mil- -

itary capabilities spread throughout the region.) .

Today America stands at a dangeroiis crossroads, with the Iraq occupa-
tion rapidly collapsing in civil war and chaos, even as the US military has
been stretched to its limit. There is a great deal of confusion as to how

America got mixed up in an Israeli-Iranian rivalry that is about neither ide-

ology nor religion. Before it can find a path toward a peaceful. future, Wash-
ington must first relearn the past and deal directly with the eight-hundred-

pound gorilla.
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T}}g}_\raﬁs could tolerate the substance of close Iran-Israel relations
as long as this was not apparent from surface indications.
P A * '

1

}
—De-classified Memorandum of Conversation, U.S. embassy , .
in Tehran, Iran, October 14, 1972 |

it I - .
After the First World War, the British controlled Palestiné in quasi-colonial
fashion, in a2 mandate sanctioned by: the-League ofiNations. The Zionist
movement, which had begun at the end of the previous'century and ‘en-
couraged Jewish immigration to Palestine with the eventual goal'of creating
a Jewish State, flourished under the mandate. The growing Jewishpopula-
tionclashed repeatedly with the:Avibimajority,which was unalterably op-
posed to a Jewish State and which itself wanted: independence from Britain.
At various periods during the mandate, the British suppressed both Arab
and Jewish guerrilla rebellions. Exhitited affer the Second World War, fi-
nancially broke, and torn between. bitterly opposing demands from the
Arab and Jewish. populations, the British finally threw.im:the towel and
asked the UN to settle the problem On-May 15; 1947,theUnited Nations
created a Special Committee on Palestine, UNSCOP, to recommend a resg:
lution. Iran was selected to be part of the eleven-state comimittee,
‘ 4 Tty
After several months of laborious hearings.a plan was presented with the
support of only.eight of the committee’s eleven members, The majority fa-
vored a partition of Palestine and the creation of indeperlgd‘ent Arab.and
Jewish States, with Jerusalem to be placed under international administra-
tion.Iran, together with India and Yugoslavia, opposed-this idea-and pre-
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dicted that partition would Jead to more rather than less violence.! At the

time, Iran was ruled by Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the second emperor
in the Pahlavi dynasty. His father, Reza Shah, had staged a coup d’état in
February 1921 and ousted the ruling Qajar dynasty, Twenty years later, Reza
Shah was deposed by the British and the Russians, who put his young son,
Mohammad Reza, on the throne. Even before the creation of the Jewish
State, Mohammad Reza Shah had predicted that partition of Palestine
would lead to decades, if not centuries; of violence. Only through the cre-
ation of a single federal state containing both Jewish and Arab constituent
states could peace be established, the Pahlavi regime maintained, Against
Tehran’s quiet objections, the partition plan was adopted by the General
Assembly as Resolution 181 on November 29, 1947. Fighting immediately
broke out between Jews and Palestinians, and less than six months later
David Ben-Gurion declared the independence of the State of Israel. Iran,
which together with twelve othef nations voted against partition, chose not
to formally recognize the new nation, a decision the Shah stuck to through-
out his thirty-seven-year reign.2

At Israel’s inception, Iran faced a dilemma that has characterized its

dealings with the Jewish State ever since. The Shah knew that the creation of
a non-Arab, pro-Western state in the Middle East could improve Iran’s se-
curity-by absorbing the attentjon and resources of the Arab states, which
were Iran’s traditional rivals in the region. But if the Shah were to officially
recognize Israel or publicly support its Creatiom, part of that Arab wrath
would fall 6nran. Thus it behooved Iran to tread a-path between overt hos-
tility and overt alliance. For the next three decades, the Shah handled this
balancing act with great astuteness,

CAUGHT IN THE SUPERI;OWER GAME

Thetwo clear winners of the Second World War were the United States and
the Soviet Union. But their defeat of the Axis powers entangled them in a
global rivalry, and soon after the war they began carving up the world into
their respective spheres of influence. The Middle East was no exception; its
abundance of oil made it a particularly valuable piece in the geopolitical
chess game played by Washington and Moscow, which drew regional states

into their respective camps. In return for their cooperation, those states -

were offered friendship and protection. For Iran, the choice was dear. Cep-
turiesiof war between Iran and Russia had bred in the Shah a natural suspi-
cionjof Soviet intentions, The Communist ideology was a real threat to the
Shalv’s rule.in Iran, where the uneven distribution of wealth created fertile
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ground for.pro-Soviet groups such as the Iranian Tndeh (“lfeople’s”) Party,
The Shah hoped that joining-the Western camp would.entitle Iran to eco-
nomic and military assistance from the United States in order to prevent
Soviet adventurism in.the Middle East and the Persian Gulf. -
Israel’s strategic options were more complex. The newly created .]ew1'sh
State depended-on the West for. capital investment, but it was also in §1re
need of immigration from-the Jewish communities in both.the East and
West to-grow and survive, With the demographic balanf:e- tilted strongly
against it—by 1948 there were' approximately 1.35 m]lhon. Arabs and
650,000 Jews in historic Palestine—Israel could not prosper -w1thout more
Jewish immigrants. While Ben-Gurion always favored tl'fe United State.s asa
primary patron, in the country’s early days many Israelis felt an efnottonal
and ideological affinity for the Soviet Union, because not only did stro.ng
socialist sentiment exist in Israel, but many Israelis identified the Soviet
Union as the country primarily responsible for defeating Nazism. For the
Shah, who saw the world primarily through the prism of the Cold Wa-r, Is-
rael’s ambiguous relations with the Soviet Union and its efforts to cul?:wate
ties with both superpowers made it suspect. The Shah adopted a poI1cy' of
“calculated ambivalence,” maintaining a healthy distance from the Jewish
State while waiting for it to clarify its allegiances. For the first two years of Is-
rael’s existence, Iran recognized it neither de facto nor de jure. But as Tel
Aviv distanced itself from the Soviet camp, and as its pro-Western orienta-
tion solidified, Iranian suspicions were dispelled.? In 1951, the Mossadeq
government in Iran recognized Israel as a fact in the region bu'f still refl'Jsed
de jure recognition, meaning that it did not officially .esta.bhsh rela’flf)ns
with the Jewish State.* Still, the de facto recognition had sigmﬁpan.t political
implications—it essentially meant that Iran recognized the creation of the
state of Israel and would not seek or support its undoing. o
But choosing the Western camp did not resolve Israel’s security di-
lemma. Israel was a lone state for Jews in a sea of hostile Arab states, some of
which were developing closer ties to the Soviet Union. Since breaking .the
circle of Arab enmity appeared impossible, Israel put its faith in reaching
out to the non-Arab states of the region, including Iran. This outlook gave
birth to Ben-Gurion’s doctrine of the periphery, a foreign policy concept
that came to dominate Israeli strategic thinking till the end of the Cold War,
The doctrine held that the improbability of achieving, peace with the sur-
rounding Arab states forced Israel to build alliances, w1th ?he non-Arab
states of the periphery——primarily Iran, Turkey, and Ethiopia—as .w<?11 as
with non-Arab minorities such as the Kurds and the Lebanese Christians.




THE COLD WARERA 22
This network of alliances would drive a wedge between Israel’s enemies,
weaken the Arab bloc, and halt the spread of pan-Arabism in the region, the
reasoning went.5 -

Meanwhile, Iran’s relationship with the Arab states was swiftly deterio-
rating.% Though Iran sympathized with Arab nationalism and its quest for
Arab independence from the European colonial powers (Iran was, after all,
still emerging frorm its own painful history of British and Russian interfer-
ence), the Shah felt increasingly uncomfortable with-its pro-Soviet.expres-
sions.” In Egypt, for example, the free officers’ coup of 1952 ousted King
Farouk and‘achieved final independence from Britain, slowly drifting into
the Soviet orbit as a result, By no choice of their owr; Iran and Israel soon
tound.themselves facing ascommon security dilemma. Both feared Soviet
designs on the region and the threat of radical pro-Soviet Arab states, and
both saw. the:pan-Arab, anti-Western regime in Cairo, led by Gamal Abdel

Nasser, asithe main villain of the Middle East & Next to Israel, Iran’s pro-

Westerh emperor was one of Egypt’s prime targets:? Iran'was particularly
concerned about the territorial expansionism of pan-Arabism and Arab
claims ovef Iran’s southern oil-rich. province of Khuzestan because this
pushéd Arab-nations to ally against Iran even though their respective na-
tional interests may have dictated a different course, 10 “The Iranians felt like
[they were] surrounded by the Arabs. And the Arabs always adopted poli-
cies that were ariti-Iranian,” said Fereydoun Hoveyda, who served as Iran’s
ambassador to the UN during the 1970s while his brother, Amir Abbas Ho-
veyda, served as the Shah’s prime minister. 11
By the late 1950s;-an Israeli-Tranian entente had taken shape, fueled by
the solidificafion of Egyptian-Soviet relations and the emergence of Nasser
as the leader of the Arab masses after the 1956 Suez war. The collusion of Is-
rael, Britain, and France in the attack on Egypt in 1956 cemented Nasser’s
and the wider Arab world’s suspicion and hostility toward both their for-
mer colonial masters and Israel; But Ben-Gurion, ever so cautious and sus-
picious of the outside world’s attitudes toward the Jewish State, feared that
Iran and the periphery states wouldn’tenter into full strategic relations with
Israel unless pressured'by: the:United States, OnJuly 24, 1958, he sent a per-
sonalletter to U.S, President Dwight Eisenhower in which he warned about
the spread of pan-Arabism‘and Communism in the Middle East, and re-
quested U:S. support for-Israel as a means of defending Western interests.
He wrote that“with the purpose of erecting a high dam against the Nas-
serist-Soviet tidal wave, we have begun tightening our links with several
states on the outside of the perimeter.of the Middle East—Iran, Turkey and

=
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Ethiopia. . . . Our goal'is to organize a group of countries, not necessal-'ily an
official alliance, that will be able to stand strongagainst Soviet expansion by
proxy through [Egyptian President] Nasser, and which rmghf save Leba,-
non’s freedom and, maybe in time, Syria’s.”!2 Eisenhower heeded Israel’s
call and offered America’s backing to the periphery a]liance..

Compatibility betiwveen Tran and Israel went beyond their two common
threats. Israel’s impressiveé economic growth and the Arabs’ refusal to sell (?11
to Israel made Tel Aviv desperate for.a commodity that Iran possessed in
abundance.’® After the 1956 Suez crisis, Iran'}lzelped finance-the construc-
tion of an eight-inch. oil pipeline from Eilat in southern Israel through
Beersheba to Israel’s Mediterranean coastline, This -pipeline, called‘ the
Eilat-Ashkelon pipeline, connected the gulf of Aqaba and the Mediter-
ranean and enabled Iranian oil exports to bypass the strategically vulnera-
ble Suez Canal, Lessening the dependence-on the Egyptian‘-controll.ed Suez
was of utmost importance to the.Shah because73percent.of Iran’s Im.Po'rts
and 76 percent of its oil exports passed-through.the-canal. T'he'dea%, \:Vhlch
took several days to conclude, was brokered in the suburbs of Tel Aviv in the
summer of 1957 during a secret visit by a representative of the National
Iranian Oil Company. The pipeline was laid in a record~br-eaking one h}m-
dred:days and came into operationrin late 1957, transporting Iranian oil to
Israel at the price of $1.30 per barrel. The pipeline was latfer u.pgradt?d‘to a

sixteen-inch pipe after direct negotiations between Israeli Pnr.ne Minister
Levi Eshkol and the Shah in 1958, This was the first direct meeting between
an Israeli cabinet minister and the Shah.!* Though neither I.ran nor Isra.el
acknowledged the oil trade or the pipeline cooperation-, t-helr relat.lonshlp
was an open secret and the subject of intense Arab critxcxsrr.x.- E«:e?lrlng that
the Shah might abandon the project because of his Arab sensitivities, V\f’af;h-
ington granted the pipeline project its strong support only after Teceiving
reassurances that Iran’s financial interest in seeing to the comp1e.t10n of
the pipelines outweighed Tehran’s interest in: appeasing Arab sentiments.
Washington clearly sensed that the Shah wanted to keep Israel ata health’y
distance and wanted assurances that pressure from the Af'ab .states wouldn’t
prompt the Shah to renege on his commitments to the pipeline.1®
And there were other reasons for the c1ﬂti\‘ie§ti01d1 10f~ stronger Israel-Iran
relations: Iran had a sizable Jewish community, which.Israel was eager-to
bring to-the Jewish State, and Tehran was willing to provide I’ra-q1 Jews w1'fh
a safe passage to Israel as well Iran, in turn, covet.egl Israel’s Inﬂu?nce in
‘Washington and was in dire need of advanced Israeli tec%mology for its own
economic growth. Israel’s expertise in irrigation was highly valued by the
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technology-starved Iranians. The arid and uninviting climate and terrain of
Iran and Israel opened up opportunities for extensive cooperation inthe
field of agriculture, even though political factors motivatéed. this coopera;
tion more than Iran’s agricultural needs.The Shah often orderéd his min-
istries to hire Israeliconsultants as ameans of cementingthe relationship—-
even though their éxpertise wasn’t always needed and their:skill sets, often
were irrelevant to their assigned projects. “We had Israelis who weren’t even
agriculturalists. who didn’t collect salary, yet they. were still involved-in the
projects,” Iran’s former deputy.minister of agriculture explained:!s But hir-
ing redundant Israeli consultants was a politically safe way for the Shah to
balance his public distance from.the:Jewish State.!” Nonetheless; while
there was-a political aspect to the-technological exchange, the Israelis-did
provide. Iran with badly needed know-how and. expertise. According to
Arieh Eliav, former Israeli labor minister, Israel trained some ten thousand

Iranian agricultural experts.!® Last but not least, Israel-and Iran’s common

non-Arab'makeup provided-the two with an emotional dimension to.their
growing cooperation,!?

#

AN UNBALANCED _l"AB'I"NERSHIP

Clearly, as the most powerful country on Israel’s periphery, Iran was a criti-
cal factor in,Tel Aviv'spolitical grand strategy. But Israel wasn’t-equally im-
portant’to Iran despite Iran’s need for Israelirtechnology. Throughout the
1950s;Iran viewed Israel primarily as:a vehicle to prevent Soviet—and not
Arab—advances in the region.2° The Soviet-Union constituted Iran’s pri-
mary threat because it.was eyeing the oil reserves of the region and using
Nasser’s Egypt-as.its surrogate to penetrate the Persian Gulf 21 “The Shah
saw theseiSoviettwin pincers coming down through Afghanistan and Iraq”
explained Charlés Naas,who served as an American diplomat in Iran at the
time.22 GIearl'y, Iranian:fears of the Soviet Union benefited the United States
because it made:Jran all the more eager for the Western superpower’s pro-
tection. Soviet-support for the pan-Arab states, in turn, caused the Arab
danger todran t5 be seen in Tehran as a mere extension of the Soviet threat,
while the pan-Arab ideology was perceived more as a facilitator than-asthe
root ofithis threat.

The Shah strongly believed that in the face of Soviet subversion or even
adirect assault, no one could guarantee Iran’s security but Iran itself 23 This
conviction was partly born out of a conversation between the Shah and an
American ambassador in the late 1940s.-At the time, the Shah was young,
inexpefiented, and impressionable. He had seen how Iran’s weakness had
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enabled the. great powers to control the destiny-of his country. This was ‘an
affront he was determined to change. “Americawould never go to warwith
the Soviets on account of Iran, to.save!Iran,’ the ambassador told the Ira-
nian monarch matter-of-factly. The Shah never forgot that conversation.?*
The Soviets, on the other hand,did little to-alleviate the Shah’s fears,
Moscow supported leftist Iranian opposition-groups such-as the Muj a-
hedin-e Khalg, the Tudeh Party, and:the Fedayeen-e Khalq in the hope that
a Communist revolution- would make Iran a Soviet satellite.2> In a Decem-
ber 1974 interview with. Beirut’s.al-FHawadis newspaper, the Shah empha-
sized that Iranian nervousness about pan-Arabism was rooted indMoscow’s
influence over the-Arab governmeénts that.championed that ideology. With
the Arabs,the Shah pointed out, Iran did not seek any enmity; even though
the Palestinians supported Iranian .opposition groups. What -th‘e Shah
sought to avoid was a situation in which.the activities of Palestiniant and
Arab nationalists would.enable the Sovietsito-up the ante-on Iran. “We have
stood and we will stand at the side.of the Palestinians, despite.the fact that
some of the groups of the resistance trained Iranian sabotéurs to inﬁItr:fte
our territory, kill:our people, and blow up various installations,” he setld.
“We know how to discriminate between the justness of the. Palestinian
question and the wrongdoing directed against-'us by some Palestinians.
What I fear is that the Palestinians may allow international circumstances to
make their cause a tool of -Soviet or some other international strategy.
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and the other Arab states would do well to help
the Palestinians-avoid such pitfalls”26 With time, however, the Arab.threat
came to play a greater role in Iranian strategic thinking, As the Arab threat to
Iran increased, so-did Iran’s military need for Israel arid—paradoxically—
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its need to keep Israeli dealings secret: #
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A NOT-S0-SECRET MARRIAGE OF CONVENIENCE" :

Iran preferred to keep'most of its collaboration with Israel out of t%le public
eye. On the one hand, the Shah believed that overt relations with Israel
would harm Iran’s standing with the Arab nations and fuel Arab.oppoéition
to Iranian policies in the Persian Gulf, On the other-hand, he needed Israel
in order-to balance the threat from the Soviets and pro-Soviet Arab states.
'To minimize the visibility of his Israeli dealings, the Shah decided to have
interactions with Israel handled by Iran’s dreaded secret police—Saze-
man-e Ettela’at va Amniyat-e Keshvar (Organization of Information and
State Security, or Savak).?” In 1957, the Shah ordered the Iranian intelli-
gence service to establish relations with the Israeli intelligence agency, the
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Mossad, and manage Iran’s sensitive dealings with the Jewish.State, which
often kept the Iranian Foreign Ministry in the dark. Iranjan military and se-
cret police operatives were secretly trained by.Jsraeli intelligence officers in
both Iran and Israel. Israel also trained four hundred Iranian pilots, para-
troopers, and artillery men and sold Iran-high-techmilitary equipment 2
According to one former Iranian ambassador, the Mossad also-trained the
Savak in:torture and investigative techniques.as well;2? .

Still, Tehran kept secret the visits of its officials to Israel, The Iranians
traveled to Israel via Turkey and never had'their. passports stamped upon
arrival in the Jewish State, This procedure ensured that the travel logs listed
only a visit to Turkéyand.no trace of theIsrael leg of the trip,3° (To this day,
Iranian Jews traveling to Israel follow the same route with:the tacit approval
of the Iranian government.) Even the deployment of Iranian diplomats in
Israel:was kept secret: During the 1970s, sixJranian diplomats manned the
Iranian secret mission indIstael, but their records indicated that they were

+ serving in Bers, Switzerland, The Iranian embassy in Israel-was referred to
as “Bern 27 in Iranian Toreign Ministry documents,*! The Iranjans even
tried to withhold the true location of thieir posting, from American diplo-
matsjidespite the United Stated’s awareness:of.both the existence and:the ac-
tivities-of the Iranian’diplomats in Israel,3 Although Israel had grown ac-
customed to.Iran’s secrétive approach, and though Israel was well aware of
the Shah’s precarious balancing act betweéendiving-up to Iran’s obligations
as'a-Muslim nation and neutralizing theitide of Arab radicalism, Iran’s con-
tradictory policy.and stance on Israel was never fully accepted in 'Tel Aviv, If
Iran, a;predominantly Muslim. nation, were to openly recognize Israel, it
would help advance Israel’s quest to convince the Arabs that the Jewish State
was a permanent feature of the Middle East. After all, Israel had proven its
utility to the Shah and to Fran’s national interest, yet the Iranian emperor re-
fused to grant Israel full Yecognition,

Ben-Gurion’s first visitto Ifan in1961 setthe precedent on the secretive
protocek?* The groundbreaking visit was kept secret, and successive trips of
Israeli primeé-ministers to Iran simply followed the same protocol. A few
years later, Israeli diplomats in Tehran.urged Prime Minister Golda Meir to
take a more aggressive line with the Shah on this matter and change the pro-
tocol. By-bringing its relations with Iran into the open, Iran would have no
choice-but:to recognize Israel de jure, decision-makers in Tel Aviv figured.
The Israelis jumped on every-opportunity to make their dealings with Iran
public:3* Meir’s.advisers proposed putting a sign on the building of the Is-
raelimission in Tehiran to clearly identify it as such. She dismissed this pro-
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posal but accepted the recommendation of the head of the Israeli mission,
Meir Ezri, to convince Western powers such as the-United States and the
United Kingdom to pressure the Shah into publicly recognizing Isra'el. But
the Shah wouldn’t budge, and he further rebuked theIsraelis by refusing for
more than threeyears to meet with Israel’s representative to ?ran.35 -
Throughout the 1970s, Iran succeeded with its diplomatic a(‘:robatlcs of
maintaining a geostrategic alliance with a.state it did not ?fﬁga]ly:reFog-
nize, and of permitting:a large Israeli presence in Tehrar without ofﬁclzlally
recognizing its mission as the embassy of the Jewish State, T-he.: I§ra¢?11 flag
wasn’t flown at the mission and Israeli diplomats did not participate in cer-
emonies that protocol required other diplomats to attend. But in all matters
except ceremnony, the Israeli mission functioned like any other emb'ass'y. l?e—
spite the unofficial nature of the relationship, the head of the Israeli mission
was commonly referred to as the Israelirdmbassador to Ira}n., and by‘ the
1970s he enjoyed ready access to the Shah. Israeli officials ws_lted‘_lran'fre-
quently and met with the Shah one-on-one; often without the kn(?wle.:dge of
the Iranian Foreign Ministry.3¢ Although the symbolic value o_f winning the
recognition of a major Muslim state in the-Middle East was sxgmﬁcan:c,- Is-
rael was careful not to push this issue too-hard because it could negatwel'y
affect the substance. of its relations withr Tehran.?”. At the end of the day, it
was an arrangement’that, while not optimal, still workedf,o. IsrzileI’S'bene-ﬁt.
According to Amnon Ben Yohanan, a high-ranking Israeh‘dlplomat:semTlg
in Tehran in the 1970s, the Israelis “were willing to forgo the cer'errlmmal
trappings of diplomacy as long as the real substance was pre'sent; while the
Arabs could tolerate the substance of close Iran-Israel relations as long as
this was not apparent from surface indications”® Iran,in tirn, needed Is-
rael militarily but had to keep its dealings with the Jewish State ou? of the
public’s eye to avoid attracting the attention of the pan-Arab governiments.

THE GROWING IRANIAN-EGYPTIAN ENMITY

The Shah learned the hard way how public knowledge of his Israeli dealings
undercut Iran’s strategic interest. In July 1960, a foreign journalist as‘ked
whether Iran had decided to recognize Israel. Without further reflection,
the Shah pointed to Iran’s de facto recognition of Israel in 1951 by il;:
Mossadeq government and said that “Iran has recognized Israel long ago.

The Shah’s comments provoked a fiery response from Egypt’s Nasser, who
hastily cut diplomatic relations and embarked on 4 venomous pr(.)paganda
campaign against Iran.%® But Nasser wasn't concerned primarily about
Tran’s relationship with Israel. Rather, the S:Pa‘h’s unguarded statement pro-
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vided the Egyptian leader with an opportunity to expand Egypt’s influence
in the Persian Gulf and to counter Iran’s expanding relations with: tHe:Per-
sian Gulf'Arabs. Increasingly, the center-of anti-Iranian.Arab ‘propaganda
shifted from' Baghdad-Iran’s traditional Arab rival intthe region-—to
Cairo.*! Egypt’s aggressive posture aid willingness to'collaborate with
Moscow were not taken lightlyin Tehran. The Shah viewéd the riskofia mil-
itary engagerent with Egypt: eithet directly or through Iraq, as substantial:
“Iran was under direct threat of-the military activities-of the Egyptians in
the Persian Gulf area,”a former Iranian intelligence officer involvedin the

Iranian-Israeli collaboration :explained.*“[The Egyptians] were trying-to
build up’ naval:forces that could be sent to the Persian:Gulf in §upport of

Iraq in-ditect military conifrontation with Fran™2 - +, .,
If:Iran:was-weakeried by. Egypt.and: Irag, thesArab.side would-be bo-
stered - and the'Traqi army wouldibe, freed: up.to participate.in-a potential
Arabtattdckion: Israel.'But:as long:as Iran balanced'Iraq:and diverted-the
Iragitarined forcesreastward-and-away. from the Jewish Stateysrael was pro-
vided: with a. small but*impdrtantwindbw of safetytSo:Israelitintelligence
provided«lfan—whosestnilitary was constantly. preparing: for ‘potential
Iraqicor'Egyptian‘attacks==ivithi extensive intelligence on Egyptianmilitary
movements and planning: Togétler with Turkey, theidIranian and Istaclisin-
telligencé'sérvices constantly monitored-§ oviet-Egyptian-Iraqi military.co-
operation® The'three: non<Arab countries observed Soviet ‘military ship-
ments-destined for Egypt and Iraq as they made theit-way from.the Black
Seato.the Persian Gulf:through the Suez Canal. But as the 1960s came toa
cIose;,théésﬁrategica context-that hadsinspired the Israeli-Iranian entente in
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The essence ofijche Ir;;i;i;ﬁ-;lsrgeli. cpggnte (;f the 1950s and 1960s, wasnit the
inevitzﬁnil\ity of a non-Arab ‘gllli‘ance‘g_ggins}gthe‘ér"alb masses, butsa congru-
ence 'of interests formed by Iran’s and Israel’s common VI&EIICI@[?QJEGS;
They, shared interests because they, shared common,threati.";'hq.!;glange of
power—and,not the non-Arab makeup,of the two countries—paved the
way for the Itrgnigr;;lsx;ge_]@_ entente. But.the logic of the jlaalance:mgant. th.at
the ve;y basis of the alliance was threatened if either, country.overcame ts
differences with its neighbors or if one gained enough power to deal with the
threats on its own. Becausg Arab:Israeli hostilities ran deeper than Ar&b;Pe%,r—
sian grievances, Tel Aviv needed Teh{aQ mpt;q‘than Tehran needed Tel Aviv.
Iran was thus more likely to betray Israel than the other way around.

The late 1960s é;nd early.1970s saw; significant changes to the geopoliti-
cal map of the Middle East; Israel won a stunning victory against the Arabs
in the 1967 war; the threat to,Iran and Israel from Iraq increased; the super-
powers’ strategic relationship shifted from, containment to détente; Egth
abandoned its alliance with the Soviet Union and shifted toward the West-
ern camp after the 1973 Yom Kippur war; Iran experi::ncecgl a rapid and
unprecedented economic growth and hence regional | influence; and the
British decided to withdraw its fleet from the Persian Gulf, which enabled

&
the Shah to play a dominant role in the affairs of the region and beyond. All

1
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the new world order

Everything was going our way. All systems were go. And Iran

was a problem for us, but so what? We had ever‘ything else.
P S .

—U.S. Ambassador Daniel Kurtzer, after Iraq’s defeat in
the Persian Gulf War and the collapse of the Soviet Union’

Between 1990 and 1992, the Middle East underwent two shocks of un-
precedented magnitude—the defeat of Iraq in the Persian Gulf War and
the callapse of the Soviet Union. These geopolitical tsunamis significantly
changed the way Iran and Israel viewed each other. The common threats
that for decades had prompted the two states to cooperate and find com-
mon geostrategic interests—in spite of Iran’s transformation into an Is-
lamist anti-Zionist state—would no longer exist. While they both benefited
from these events, the uncertainty of a new world order brought with it new
dangers. As this new order in the Middle East was in the making, Tehran and
Tel Aviv soon found each other on opposite sides, even though Iran’s revo-
lutionary zeal was cooling, The disappearance of the Soviet empire and the
defanging of Iraq also freed up Iran’s and Israel’s own resources. Suddenly,
both states found themselves unchecked. Without an Iraq that could bal-
ance Iran, Tehran could soon become a threat, Israeli strategists began to ar-
gue. Once the dust had settled, the two former strategic allies were caught in
a vicious rivalry for the future order of the region. The Jewish State had the
most to lose from any changes in the regional order because of its strong ties
to Washington, which were largely based on Israel’s role as a bulwark against
Soviet penetration in the Middle East. Iran, which had grown to detest the
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isolation it found itself in, thought it could emerge the winner from these
changes.

SADDAM STRIKES AGAIN

On August 2, 1990, almost a year after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the end
of the Iron Curtain divide, Saddam Hussein invaded yet another neighbor,
Kuwait, to take over Kuwait’s oil fields. Within months, the George H. W,
Bush admihistration carefully assembled a coalition of states under the UN
flag and defeated the Iraqi army and restored Kuwait’s ruling family, the

House.of Sabah. The Iragi army was decimated. Iraq’s annual military ex- -

penditure dropped from $26.4 billion in 1990 to $2 billion in 1991, and its
armed forces, which numbered 1.4 million in 1990, dropped to 475,000 by
the end of the war. But even though Iraq’s defeat was monumental, it did
not cease to be a vital military player in the region. With an army of approx-
imately half a million men, Iraq could still pose a major threat to its imme-
diate neighbors.
Saddam’s foolish move brought with it many firsts. For the first time, a
leading pan-Arab state went to war with another Arab state, poking a big
hole in theidea of pan-Arabism. For the first time in decades, a much-weak-
ened Soviet Union and the United States saw a conflict eye to eye, enabling
the Security Council to authorize the use of force to repel an invading army.
And for the'first time, the United States went out of its way to attract Arab
states to a regional coalition while keeping Israel at arm’s length. In an effort
to sabotage Bush’s creation of an Arab anti-Iraq alliance, Saddam tried t.o
link Ifaqg’s occupation of Kuwait with Israel’s control over Palestinian terri-
tory. In an effort to win sympathy on the Arab streets, Saddam offered to
leave Kuwait if Israel relinquished its hold on Palestinian land. To avoid that
linkage and the perception that Washington was leading a campaign against
Islam, or that the coriflict was between the West and the Arab world, Wash-
ington needed the inclusion of Arab states in the alliance, And the Arabs
could be brought in only if Israel was excluded.
This new political dynarmic—in which Israel was a liability rath.er than
a stfategic asset to the United States—was most worrisome to Tel Aviv, even
though the destruction of Saddam’s war machine greatly benefited Israel.
Much to Israél’s anger, both the United States and the United Kingdcrm used
the promise of resolving the Arab-Israeli conflict as a carrot to convmf:e_the
Arab stéfes to join the anti-Iraq coalition. To make matters worse, Wllha:m
WaI'deglfa\Tre,‘British minister of state at the Foreign Office, stated in Parlia-
ment that, in the new Middle East order, Israel had ceased to matter. Walde-
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grave told the House of Commons that the United States should learn thata
strategic alliance with Israel “was not particularly useful if it cannot be used
ina crisis such as this. . . . [N]Jow the U.S. knows that an alliance with Israe]
that fs of no use for this situation is useless!

Even when Saddam Hussein hurled thirty-four Scud missiles at Tel Aviv
and other Israeli cities, in an obvious attemptto lure'Israel into the war, the
‘United States told Israel “in the strongest possible words” that it needed to
keep itself out of the Iraq operation because Isracli retaliation would cause
the collapse of Washington’s anti-Iraq alliance.? For the government of
Prime Minister Yitzhak Shammir, this was a very tough decision. Saddam’s
missile attacks damaged Israel’s public.morale; the country’s otherwise
lively and noisy capital quickly turned into a ghost town. Bush sent Under-
secretary of State Lawrence Eagleburger to Israel to assure the leaders of the
Jewish State that the United States was doing all it could to destroy the Iragi
missile launchers,

But neither the Israel Defense Forces nor the Ministry of Defense was
convinced. Instead, a feeling prevailed among Israel’s leaders that Washing-
ton was untrustworthy and that it could not be relied upon when it came to
Istael’s existence. Bad blood was created:between Israel and the United
States, according to Efraim Halevi, the former head of the Mossad. Wash-
ington’s protection of Israel was ineffective, and the image that Israel was
relying on the United States for protection was hard to stomach for ordi-
nary Israelis.® Shamir’s decision to accommodate the Americans was ex-
tremely unpopular, because it was believed that it “would cause irreparable
damage to Israel’s deterrent capabilities™ To make matters worse, people
around Shamir felt that the United States did not reward Israel for, in their
view, effectively enabling the coalition to remain intact by refusing to retal-
iate against Iraq, This new, tense relationship between Tel Aviv and Wash-
ington heightened Israeli fears of the changes the new world order could
bring about.® For Iran, the war brought both danger and-opportunities.
Though the United States had failed to reciprocate Iran’s goodwill measures
in Lebanon, Saddany’s invasion of Kuwait Pprovided Iran with another op-
portunity to show that the United States could benefit from improved rela:
tions with Tehran. It also showed the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC)
states that they needed Iran to balance Iraq.® Iraq’s aggression against a fel-
low Arab state was a moral victory for Tehran, as it demonstrated the Arabs’
shortsightedness in previously supporting Iraq.”

Iran came out strongly against Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait and used Sad-
dam’s aggression to remind the international community that Irag—and
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not Iran—was the real threat to regional peace and security.? It adopted a
policy of “positive neutrality,” opposing Iraq’s occupation and refusing to
aid Saddam, while at the same time remaining outside the U.S. anti-Iraqi al-
liance. But “positive neutrality” was in essence.a pro-American policy, even
though Iran publicly criticized the United States for seeking to find a pretext
to find a foothold in the Persian Gulf for its military—a fear that Iran had
held since the time of the Shah.® “The Iraqis even came and begged for our
support,” explained - Mahmoud Vaezi, Iraft’s deputy foreign minister at the
time, “but we declared that our policy was neutral in the war, which in real-
ity meant that it was a policy againstIraq® - .

Behind the scenes, Iran communicated with the United States to avoid
any misunderstandings‘, permitted the U.S. Air.Force to use Iranian air-
space, and denied Iraqi requests for support. On top of that, Iran kept-a
check on the refugee problem (millions of Iraqis fled to Iran and Turkey af-
ter the end of the war), refused to return Iraqi jets that Iraq had flown to
Iran for.safékeeping, and, perhaps most importantly, refrained from aiding
the uprising of Iraq’s Shia population against Saddam at the end of the war,
a move that helped prevent Iraq from disintegrating into a sectarian civil
war. These helpful steps even won Iran praise from U.S. Secretary of State
James Baker,!1 ,

FRIE;_fDS TURN TO FOES
The security environment in the Middle East changed dramatically as a re-
sult of the'Persian Gulf War and the disintegration of the Soviet Union on
December 31, 1991, which effectively ended the Cold War. As the bipolar
international order transformed into a unipolar world led by the United
States;ithe Middle-East moved in a different direction. Out of the rumble,
Iran and Israel emnerged as the region’s most powerful states in a Middle
East-that increasingly took on a bipolar nature. As powers rose and fell, new
alliances.were:forged and new enmities created.

The disappearance of the Soviet bear from Iran’s northern borderled to
a considerable warming in Tehran-Moscow relations.!? Fearing Washing-
ton’s increased maneuverability against Iran as a result of the end of the
Cold War, Iran-made ties with Moscow a priority. Russia was no longer a
threat but a partner.!? But in Afghanistan, the Soviet collapse brought new
dangers for Iran. The Soviet withdrawal left in its wake a power vacuum
filled by warring factions, which plundered the country and brought misery
as gréat-as the Soviet océupation. By the mid-1990s, this power vacuum was
filled by:the Taliban, supported by Pakistan and Saudi Arabia. The Taliban
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in turn provided a haven for al-Qaeda. These Sunni fundamentalists hated
Iran with a passion, a point that did not pass unnoticed in Tel Aviv and
Washington.!* The al-Qaeda leadership declared early on that the world of
Islam faces three great threats: Christians, Jews, and Shias.!S Because the
Taliban and al-Qaeda posed both a military and an ideological threat, Iran

_ extended significant support to the anti-Taliban resistance throughout the

1990s. By the end of the decade, the Afghan threat was no longer a theoreti-
cal matter, as Taliban forces.executed eleven Iranian diplomats in the dorth-
ern Afghan city of Mazar-e Sharif, an incident that almost led to a full-scale
war between Iran and the Taliban.

But as the Soviet threat to Iran vanished, the American threat grewonly
more ominous. In its war with Iraq, the United States had become a major
power in the Persian Gulf—waters traditionally considered to be part of
Iran’s backyard. America was now inside Iran’s sphere of influence with
forces that could topple the regime in Tehran.'$ “The U.S. managed to por-
tray Iran as a greater threat to the Arabs than even Israel,” said Mohammad
Reza Tajik, an adviser to former Iranian President Mohammad Khatami.
“This had a crucial impact on our thinking.,THe Us. siolldlmore weapouns to
the Arabs as a result and became the hegemon of the Persian Gulf. Conse-
quently, Iran came under direct U.S. threat”!7 Iran’s rearmament program,
which, according to British scholars Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Ray-
mond Hinnebusch, was modest and defensive and cost only a fraction of
whatthe Shah spent on arms, was partially in response to the perceived U. S.
threat.!8 : -

Iraq, on the other hand, continued to figure as Iran’s primary threat, in
spite of its defeat at the hands of the U.S. Army. Though severely weakened,
it was still seen as the only regional country able to threaten Iran’s territo-
ria] integrity.!® “I never had the confidence that [the Iraqis] would miss an
opportunity to destroy Iran. And they gave me every reason to further be-
lieve that,” explained Ambassador Javad Zarif, who led Iran’s negotiations
with Iraq both during and after the Irag-Iran war.2° The devastating psy-
chological effect of the Irag-Iran war and Saddam Hussein’s continued
reign in Baghdad left Iran simply with litile choice but to focus on Iraqasa
military threat. Many military strategists in Iran and Iraq believed that an-
other confrontation was inevitable, with the marked difference that the
next conflict would see the use of weapons of mass destruction at the very
outset.*! “We knew that as long as Saddam was in power, he would do all he
could to seek revenge,” said Deputy Foreign Minister Mahmoud Vaezi.22
Both Iranian and Iraqi war colleges continued to plan against each other,
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and Iran’s rearmament throughout the 1990s was primarily aimed at con-
taining the Iraqi threat, 2 point that did not escape Israeli officials.

The Irag-Iran war had revealed Iran’s vulnerability to ballistic missiles,
as Iraq had easily targeted the Iranian capital with Scuds fired from deep in-
side Iraqi territory. Determined to fix this'hole.in their defenses, the Irani-
ans embarked on an ambitious program to develop long-range missiles, Is-
raeli intelligence services found out in late 1994.%% Soontafter the Persian
Guif War Iran began to develop a ballistic missile based on the North Ko-
rean Nodong-1. The Shahab-II], as it was called, had a range of nine hun-
dred miles and could reach Israel. Iran didn’t successfully test-fire the mis- -
sile until 1999, however, and, according to Israeli sources, it would take a few
more years before.the missile would be fully operational.?4 In spite of the
range of the'missiles, Tehran maintained that it had only defensive motives
in mind. In the words of Mahmoud Sariolghalam, adviser to Iran’s National
Security Advisor Hassan Rowhani: “The perception has been that because
Iran does not have any security partners . . . it is out on its own to defend it-
self [ ...] itis correct to say that Iran after the war never had an offensive
strategy against any country. It was always defensive. The leadership learnt
the hard way not to engage in war . . . the political and the economicand the
social cost of engaging in a war is well understood, so it’s always been a de-
fensive strategy. The Shahab and the rest are.[a] mechanism to maintain an
infrastructure of deterrence.”?®

Around this time Iran also slowly restarted the Shah’s nuclear energy
program. Ayatollah Khomeini had suspended the program, arguing that
nuclear weapons were “un-Islamic.”?¢ Still at an embryonic stage, the Ira-
nian nuclear program lacked uranium centrifuges and much of the know-
how to.develop nuclear weapons—evenif one assumes that weaponization
was the Iranian goal: A comprehensive U.S. intelligence review from 2005
revealed:that Iran would likely be able to manufacture the key ingredient for
a nuclear weapon no sooner than 2015.27 (The Iranian nuclear program ac-
celerated:in the late 1990s, and after two and a half years of intrusive inspec-
tions'the International Atomic Energy Agency [TAEA] did not find evidence
for an*Iranian nuclear weapons. program, but neither has it been able to
confirm that the Iranian program is entirely peaceful.8)

Even though Iran’s missile program eventually would put Israel within
its:reach, Tehran continued to regard Tsrael as a nonthreat and a distant foe
at most, just:as it had in the 1980s. The Iranians did not worry about the
military intentions of the Jewish State, even though Israel’s capabilities—

s
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which included an arsenal of missiles and F-15E fighters, not to mentjon
several hundred nuclear weapons—were growing.2® “There was a lot of
rhetoric against Israel, but Iran never really saw Israel as a threat,” explained
a prominent Iranian:political thinker.3°
The setbacks Iran experienced during the Iraq-Iran war led itto mod-

- erate its political ambitions. Increasingly Iran viewed.only the Caspian Sea

and the Persian Gulf as Iran’s security environmeént; rather than the entire
Middle East. This put Israel outside of Iran’s own definition of its sphere of
influence. “I follow every single statement that an Iraqi leader makes,” ex-
plained Zarif. “I follow every single statement that an American leader
makes because I consider them in our national security environment. I
don’t necessarily see Israel in our national security environment”3! Rather
than a military threat, Israel was a political threat to Iran’s interest andinflu-

ence in the region.>> “Israel has always been seen as a country that would try
to sabotage Iran’s position. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, many felt
that Israel would try to create a base in ‘the new central Asian republics

against Iran. Initially, Tehran feared that Armenia would play this role; but

it became Azerbaijan,” said Ali Reza Alavi Tabar, a prominent Iranian re-

formist.® The Israeli game in the central Asian states, aimed-at preventing

Iran from spreading its influence north, meant that Tel Aviv-was upping the

ante, the Iranians believed.?4 »

SECURITY IN IRAN'S BACKYARD

The defeat of Iraq and the need to create a new post-Saddam order in the re-
gion was amajor opportunity for Iran to regain the role it had lost as a result
of the excesses of the revolution and the damage from its war with Iraq.
Convinced that its size and power destined it to be the preeminent state in
the Persian Gulf, Tehran had much to gain and little to lose from any change
in the region’s order.?> The path to this objective was clear—ijmproved rela-
tions with the United States and the GCC states. Iran’s policy of positive
neutrality was warmly appreciated By the A'rab sheikdoms of the Persian
Gulf, Even Saudi Arabia, which Khomeini three years earlier had called an
enemy of Islam, recognized Iran’s new pragmatism in 1991 and extended an
invitation to Rafsanjani to visit the Kingdom. Anti—status quo policies and
ideological rigidity wouldn’t bring Iran closer to its geopolitical goals, the
leadership around Rafsanjani had concluded, Only months after the end of
the Persian Gulf War, Iran and Saudi Arabia normalized their relations, in
yet another sign that post-Khomeini Iran had shelved much of its revolu-
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tionary zeal.?® For Tehran to so clearly contradict the decrees of Khomeini
was, in the view of many experts, a clear sign that nationalism had defeated
ideology in Iranian foreign policy—making.?” .

Rafsanjani coupled his outreach to Iran’s Arab neighbors with a policy
of “development first, rearmament second.” Iran significantly cut its.arms
spending. Its military forces shrunk-from 654,000 in 1988 to an average of
480,000 in the 19901999 period, and its military expenditure dwindled
from $9.9 billion in 1990 to $5.3 billion in 1995. This wasn’t mere demobi-
lization following a war; it was a strategic decision made despite the lack of
a final peace agreement between Iran and Iraq. As a result, Iran’s armed
forces were only slightly larger than those of Iraq after Saddam’s defeat in
the Persian Gulf War, Though Iran’s new orientation did not escape the no-
tice of decision-makers in Washington, they failed to appreciate the full ex-
tent of its new pragmatism.?® Having found a foothold in the Persian Gulf,
the Bush administratiofiknew that its military presence in the region could
continue only as long as the GCC states needed Washington to protect
them from Iraq—and. Iran. A significant warming of GCC-Iranian rela-
tions ¢ould jeopardize America’s position in the Persian Gulf.>

But this did not dissuade Tehran from seeking a greater role in that re-
gion. Iran’s leaders felt the'time had arrived for Washington to recognize
Iran’s power and accept Iran as a regional leader. “It was the perfect time for
Iran to reassert its position. The circumstances were in our favor,” explained
Alavi Tabar.%° On the eve of Irag’s defeat, Rafsanjani said as much himself:
“There is only one power that can provide the peace and stability of the Per-
sian Gulf, and that is Iran’s power.”4! Iran reached out to the GCCstatesin a
bid to create a new inclusive security architecture in the Persian Gulf that
would make the GCC less dependent on the United States.

The Iranians had already envisioned an opportunity to create such an
order in the 1980s, At the insistence of Iran, UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 598, which put an end to the Irag-Iran war, incladed an operative
clause requesting the UN to consult regional states in efforts to enhance
the security and stability of the area. In the spirit of that resolution, Iran
emphasized the concepts of self-reliance and nonintervention by external
powers, included in the GCC charter, to convince the Arabs that the security
of the region should rest in the hands of regional states only (as Iran had
done under the Shah). Iran was particularly concerned about Egypt and
Syria’s initiative, the GCC+2, which would make the security of the Persian
Gulf “Arab” by including Egypt and Syria in the collective security arrange-
ment but excluding Iran. Just as in the days of Nasser, Egypt under President

.
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Hosni Mubarak sought an opportunity to penetrate the Persian Gulf re-
gion. “The Gulf states did not want to depend anymore on Iraq to counter-
balance Iran, so we thought that what they were looking for was another
Arab balancer, in other words Egypt and Syria, which would counterbal-
ance Iran in nonstrategic conflicts,” explained Nabil Fahmi, Egypt’s ambas-

. sador to the United States. 42

America, however, had a different order in mind. Having defended the
Arabs against Saddam, the GCC states felt indebted to the United States and
could do little but take Washington’s wishes into consideration. 43 American
pressure formed the options facing the GOC—to seek a Middle East order
with Iran, or an Arab order with the United States. By offering the GCC
states bilateral security deals, Washington preempted a common Persian
Gulf security arrangement and managed to continue Iran’s exclusion from
regional decision-making,. In the end the GCC states accepted these bilat-
cral deals, and the Arab-Iranian honeymoon was effectively cut short.44
Iran would soon realize that neither Washington nor Tel Aviv was eager to
see Iran come in from the cold. But first, Israel had to sort out its own
squabbles with America.

THE U.S.-ISRAELI SQUABBLE

For better or worse, the unipolar world put many of Israel’s previous secu-
rity assumptions into question. Undoubtedly, the collapse of the eastern
front (Iraq) and the disappearance of the Soviet threat improved Israel’s se-
curity environment. Suddenly, all conventional military threats against Is-
rael almost completely evaporated.*> This monumental geopolitical shift
improved Israeli security in three ways. First, it putan end to Moscow’s mil-
itary support to Israel’s Arab foes, particularly Syria, effectively eliminating
the Arab military option. The Arabs no longer had a superpower to rely on.
Most importantly, Iraq no longer constituted a realistic threat to Isracl 46
“There was no more eastern front, as they used to call it,” Ehud Yaari of Is-
rael television’s Channel 2 explained.#” Yitzhak Rabin, who was to become
Isracli prime minister in 1992, summed up the implications of this develop-
ment for Israel as follows: “Arab countries hostile to Israel can no longer rely
on the Soviet umbrella that protected them in the past, whether militarily,
politically, or economically.”4® Russia also lowered its political profilein the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict, much to Tel Aviv’s satisfaction.

Second, the fall of Communism opened the gates'to the millions of Jews
residing in the Soviet Union. Israel, always aware of its demographic war
against the Palestinians, welcomed a huge influx of Russian Jews as a
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counter to the Palestinians, who had'a higher birthrate than that of the Is-
raelis.* In only a few years, more than one million Jews from the former
Soviet Union immigrated to Israel.*® Third, by invading Kuwait, Saddam
killed pan-Arabism as a viable political and ideological force in the Arab
world. “[The war] demonstrated politically that pan-Arabism was a myth,”
said Keith Weissman of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee.>
As the conventional military threats disappeared, Israel’s focus turned
to new threats: the internal threat posed by an increasingly rebellious Pales~
tinian population living under occupation, the spread of weapons of mass
destruction, and challenges to Israel’s special relationship with- Washing--
ton,52 The most-immediate threat was the Palestinian uprising—the Inti-
fada. Israelis were taken.aback by the Palestinian ability to continue resist-
ing over such a long period of time (the Intifada broke out in December
1987 and continued, though with gradually decreasing intensity, at least up
to the Gulf Warin 1991). “It was quite disturbing to people. I think it shook
the foundation of enough folks who were in the center that something
needed to be'done to change the dynamics of the Israel-Palestinian interac-
tion,” said Dan Kurtzer, U.S. Ambassador to Israel.>® The cost of the occu-
pation was becoming too high, and the disintegration of Palestinian society
was in and of itself a danger. By virtue of the occupation, Israel was by de-
fault responsible for the problems in the Palestinian territories. The Pales-
tinians were collapsing in the arms of Israel, in poverty and in total social
disintegration, according to Yaari.> (Later, during talks between Israeli and
Palestinian‘enveys-in‘Norway that paved the way for the Oslo agreement,
Istael’s chief negotiator, Uri Savir, told his Palestinian counterpart Abu
Alathat “the occupation is corrupting our youth. We want to free ourselves
from it.”)>>
The other challenge was maintaining Israel’s special relationship with

Washington. Any shift in the regional order could undermine the Jewish
State’s strategic significance precisely because its position had been so fa-
vorable. During the Cold War, Israel played a key strategic role as a pro-
Western outpost in-a Middie East threatened by Soviet penetration. But
with the Soviet Union gone, and U.S.-Arab relations at a peak, the Israelial-
liance risked becoming obsolete to Washington. The Bush administration’s
promise to address the Palestinian issue immediately after the Persian Gulf
War, and the Shamir government’s resistance to making any territorial
compronmises, did notl,‘_i‘mprove Israel’s standing. The Gulf War showed Is-
rael that the Soviet collapse had given Washington much more leeway with
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the region’s Arab states,and that the demand for Israel’s services as a reliable
pro-Western ally in the muddy waters of Middle East politics had declined
as a result. In many ways, Israel even became a liability to Washington.>6
With U.S.-Arab relations already warming, a breakthrough in U.S.-
Iranian ties could wipe out what little strategic significance Israel retained.

- Unlike Israel, Iran was strategically located right between ‘the world’s two

largest reservoirs of oil and natural gas: the Persian Gulf and the Caspian
Sea. Iran bordered the newly freed but Jandlocked central Asian states,
which sat on major reserves of oil and natural gas and held the promise of
becoming major: markets for Western goods. With a population of more
than sixty million, Iran itself offered a market that was ten times larger than
that of Israel. As the Cold War ended, the Jewish State wrestled with the
question of how to prove its strategic utility to the United States.5?

Washington’s eagerness for Middle East peacemaking after the Gulf
War pushed U.S.-Israeli relations to a new low. The United States was at the
apex of its power and needed to show the world that it would use its diplo-
matic muscle to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian issue once and for all, “Tt was
time to seize the moment because . . . something potentially significant
[was] stirring among the Arabs,? Secretary of State Baker felt. The:new atti-
tude of the Arabs could convince Israel to opt for peace, he optimistically
believed.® But Baker was in for a surprise, Shamir and Israel’s Likud gov-
ernment were ntot in the mood to be convinced, nor were they excited about
Washington’s new confidence in Middle East peacemaking, suspecting that
it was fueled by the Bush administration’s debt to Syria and Egypt for their
support in the Persian Gulf War. “There.was a feeling that there was an in-
herent danger in this,” explained Halevi, the former head of the Israeli
Mossad. “The United States might feel a necessity to tilt towards the
Arabs, . . . The conditions of peace would be such that it would not be ac-
ceptable to Israel.”>?

Though Shamir faced opposition at home, primarily from Labor’s Ra-
bin—who opposed the key tenets of neo-Revisionist Zionism by arguing
that the dream of Greater Israel ( Eretz Israel ) had to be given up and that no
military solution existed to the Palestinian problem—he continued to resist
Washington’s pressure. But Israel had few cards to play except stalling Wash-
ington’s peace efforts and creating new facts on the ground. Since 1989, the
Bush administration had been sparring with the Shamir government over its
illegal settlements on occupied Palestinian territory. Though Shamir had
assured Bush that these activities would be stopped, Israel did not keep its
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word, as Baker acknowledged. The squabble was often heated. At one point
Baker even banned Israel Deputy Foreign Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
from the State Department after Netanyahu had publicly accused the United
States of “building its policy on a foundation of distortion and lies6?

In May 1991, Zalman Shoval, Israel’s ambassador to the United States,
said Israel would soon ask America for $10 billion in loan guarantees to
help provide housing for.the influx of Soviet'immigrants. Though the re-
quest marked an escalation in Israeli aid requests, it also enabled the United
States to link American aid to Israel’s settlement policy. In September 1991,

Israel formally made the request, only a month before a major U.S.-spon-

sored peace conference was scheduled to take place in Madrid. Bush resisted
the Israeli request. He asked Congress to delay consideration of the request
to avoid damaging Baker’s effort to put together the conference. After
months of battling over this issue with Israel and the pro-Israeli lobby in
Washington-—less than a year away from the 1992 presidential elections—
Baker told Shoval on January 24, 1992, that the United States would accept
existing settlements, but the loan guarantees would be'granted only on con-
dition that no new seftlements be built. Bush clarified his position in very
candid language in March of that year. “The choice is Israel’s” he said. “She
can determine whether she wants to take action which would permit the
strong support of both the legislative and executive branches for these loan
guarantees or not.” But Israel refused to accept the American conditions
and on March 17 Bush officially rejected Israel’s request.5! (After Rabin
came into office later that year, the Bush administration agreed to give Israel
the guarantees after all, with mild restrictions.)

Another sticking point was the question of negotiations with the Pales-
tinian Liberation Organization (PLO). Though the United States was in no
mood to forgive PLO leader Yasser Arafat for his embrace of Saddam during
the Gulf War, it knew that a peace process without Arafat was a nonstarter.
Shamir, on the other hand, used the principle of non-negotiation with ter-
rorists:as a justification-for evading Washington’s peace efforts altogether.
* During a heated telephone conversation between Bush and Shamir, Bush
clarified that the United States was “not trying to force [Israel] to talk with
the PLO: But we do wish there could be less delay in responding factually to
us. .. ~If you give us a positive response, then Israel and the U.S. can move
forward together. If you don’t respond, we have to interpret that you dom’t
want togo forward. . . . I've just read the wire story quoting you about a
confrontation with the United States, If you want that—fine” The tensions
in U.S.-Israeli relations were fittingly summed up by Baker’s brusque public
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message to Israel, “When you're serious about peace, call us” Clearly, U.S.-
Israeli relations were at a low.52 e e )
By October 1991, Shamir had run out of excuses, and Washington
managed to drag the Israelis to the peace summitiin Madrid, Shamir had
one condition, though: to avoid creating circumstances that would enable

. the international community to force Israel to go back to its 1967 borders,

the Likud leader requested that the summit not be the permanent fixture
that would be used to resolve the conflict. In other words, the conference
would not be an ongoing event ‘that- would be convened to address the
progress of the negotiations, Rather, it would meet only to initiate the talks,
and then later, at the end of the negotiations, it would meet to recognize
whatever outcome the negotiations had produced.®® According to Kurtzer,
what finally drove Shamir to Madrid was that Washington managed to con-
vince the Likud leader that:

On three levels Israel’s position had changed so much for the better that
the risks of entering a peace process were about as low as they could be.
First, the global level in the fall of the Soviet Union, which literally coin-
cided with Madrid. . . . Second, the regional upheaval, not only the de-
feat of Iraq in the war, but the process in which we mobilized a coalition
that included Arab states that were prepared to join former Western
colonial powers in repelling aggression by an Arab state, And third, the
domestic factors. It must have been the third or fourth year of the first
Intifada. The Palestinians clearly had not attained their objectives. They
were clearly looking for a way to translate what was a failed militant
strategy into some sort of a political process, and Israel, though more
successful in stopping the violence at that*period, had also failed to
translate its successes int6 some Kind of political victory$4 7

Bush had declared that all peoples of the region would have a sa; in the
formation of the new order of the Middle East, and Baker worked exten-
sively to ensure that regional states had a stake in the process so that it
wouldn’t be “easy to walk away from it Washington’s success in ensuring
the participation of Israel, Syria, and the Palestinians alike reflected its new
position of strength. Virtually every nation in the region was invited with

one noted exception—Iran.55
MAKING PEACE IN MADRID

The Madrid conference was a celebration of America’s new global-position
as the sole superpower. Though the Soviet Union was still a few months
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away from crumbling, the writing was on the wall. The great powers .co-

chaired the conference, but from the very outset it was clear who was calling

the shots. The conference convened on October 30, 1991, with two separate
yet parallel negotiating tracks, one bilateral and one multilateral. The bilat-

eral track encompassed the first-ever direct talks between Israel and its im-
mediate Arab neighbors, aimed at resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
and at finding peace between Israel and its Arab neighbors. The mul.tiIateral
negotiations were meant to build the Middle East of the future. This track,
which opened in Moscow in January. 1992, focused on key issues that con-
cerned the-entire Middle East—water, environment, arms control, refu-
gees;economic development, and, most importantly, regional securi.ty.

The invitations went out to a large number-of countries. The main par-
ticipants were the governments of Israel, Syria, Lebanon, and Jordan. (Per
Israel’s demand, the Palestinians wouldn’t have a delegation of their own,
but Palestinians who were not official PLO members could attend as part of
a joint Jordanian-Palestinian delegation.) Egypt, the Europc?an Comr.nu~
nity, and the GCC states were also invited as participants, while the United
Nations was invited to send an observer representing the secretary-general.
Altogether forty-three mations -participated in the multilateral talks, .of
which fifteen were regional states. At a time when Tehran believed that its
opportunity had come to be accepted as a regional power and be included
in Middle East decision-making, Washington dashed Iran’s hopes by refus-
ing to invite it. : ’ o

“In man}i',gx'rays, Washingtm} failed to appreciate Iransi pr'agmatmm, in
particular Te‘hran’s new position on Israel, in which Rafsanjani h.ad. decl'ired
that Irdn would'agree to any solution acceptable to the Palestinians. “We
didn’t see any readiness on their part to be part of a peace process with Is-
rael,” recalled Dennis Ross, special Middle East coordinator at the White
House at the time. Washington failed to pick up on Iran’s readiness because
of the image of Iran as an inherently anti-American nation, formed by a
decade of tensions between the two countries. As Ross put it: “Certain im-
ages get formed, and when they are formed, even when there are behav1:0rs
that seem to contradict the image, if there are other images at the same time
that tend to confirm it, you give much more weight to those that tend to
confirm it, and you dismiss those that should point you in a different direc-
tion. . . . The signals from Rafsanjani tended to be dismissed, but they were
there. The behaviors that actually tended to fit with the traditional images

[of Iran] were treated ag if that was the real Iran.”s®
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Others in the White House viewed Iran in the 1990s as more rather than
less radical. The assassination of former Iranian Prime Minister Shahpour
Bakhtiar in Paris in August 199]1-—reportedly by Iranian agents—showed
that Iran was “irredeemnable,” because the murder took place while Iran was
seeking improved relations with Washington, these elements argued. At a

- minimum, Iran’s seemingly contradictory behavior raised the political cost

of reaching out to Tehran.” And because Washington did not have any
diplomatic relations with Iran, there was no interest in inviting states that
could act like spoilers.®® “Our relations [with Iran] were pretty bitter,”
Scowcroft recalled. “We were not at that time ready to include Iran 69

But there was another factor as well—Iran was simply viewed as irrele-
vant 10 the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Iran’s relations with and leverage
over the Palestinians were considered insignificant precisely because of its
lack of active involvement in the Palestinian cause.”®“Iran simply had noth-
ing to contribute. It had no leverage over the Arabs, so how could it help the
peace process?” Scowcroft argued.”! This view was held by the Israelis as
well, who felt that Iran had little to offer on this matter. “Iran was irrelevant.
It had no influence over the Palestinians, unlike Egypt and the Arab states,
so its participation would have been unnecessary, an Israeli diplomat at the
UN explained.”? (A few years later, however, both Israel and the United
States would blame the failure of the peace process on Iran’s influence over
the Palestinians.)

Iran wasn’t just irrelevant to the Istaeli-Palestinian conflict in the
minds of Washington’s decision-makers; it was irrelevant period. While
Baker’s team feared that Iran could act as spoiler to the conference if it was
invited, they forgot to take into account Iran’s ability to play a damaging
role if it wasn’t invited. At that unipolar moment, Washington simply did
not see Iran as a power to be reckoned with—America’s confidence was
bordering on hubris. This was “America’s moment in the Middle East,”
Kurtzer explained. “Everything was going our way. All systems were go. And
Iran was a problem for us, but so what? We had everything else””3

Tehran reacted bitterly to Washington’s snub. With or without influ-
ence over the Palestinians, Iran viewed itself as a major regional power and
expected a seat at the table, particularly after the helpful role it felt it had
played in gaining the release of hostages in Lebanon and indirectly aiding in
the U.S.-led war against Iraq.”* Madrid was, after all, not seen as justa con-
ference on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but as the defining moment in
forming the new Middle East order—one in which ‘Tehran hoped to play a

’
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role commensurate with its geopolitical weight. The noninvitation de-
prived Iran of an opportunity to help shape the new order according to-its
own interests.”>

To make matters worse; Syria’s invitation to the conference threatened

to break the Tehran-Damascus alliance and limit Iran’s presence in and ac-
cess to the Levant—a key strategic asset in which Iran had invested heav-
ily.”® This would be.a major blow to Iran’s inflisence and to its vision of its
rightful position in-the region.”” (Iranian fears were not unfounded. Israel,
concerned about Iran’s support for Hezbollah guerrillas in Lebanonand in-
creased Iranian power in the wake of Iraq’s defeat in the Gulf War, called on’
Syria at Madrid to agree that Iran must be excluded from the framework
and that Iranian-Syrian relations should be downgraded.”8) “it definitely
insulted Iran; there is no doubt about that,” Iranian Deputy Foreign Minis-
ter Hadi Nejad-Hosseinian recalled.” Numerous Iranian officials told me
that Tehran had been willing to participate in the talks and exert its inflo-
enceand role provided it would not have to recognize Israel. 3¢ (Recognition
of Israel was not requested of any of the conference’s participants.) This fits
well with Iran’s other initiatives, because the conference was held while Iran
was intensifying its efforts to reintegrate into the international community.
“Getting info these bodies was exactly what Iran was aiming for at the
time,” Siamak Namazi of Atich Bahar Consulting said.3! A decade later Iran
played a crucial role in the Bonn conference after the 2001 U.S. invasion of
Afghanistan. This shows-that Iran is eager to participate in such regional
conferences when invited, said former Iranian President Mohammad Kha-
tami’s adviser Tajik. “Iran would have accepted an invitation to Madrid” he
explained. “We accepted a role in the Bonn conference on Afghanistan and
we wanted to participate in Madrid as well ”52 '

The noninvitation to Madrid was in many ways the last straw for Raf-
sanjani’s policy.of détente with Washington. Already, Iran felt that its policy
modifications and.outreach had failed to be recognized and appreciated by
the Bush administration: First, Washington chose to keep Saddam in power
and let 2 good portion of the Iraqi Republican Guard remain intact to bal-
ance Iran:** “This was done on purpose;” explained Col. Lawrence Wilker-
son, former Secretary of State Colin Powell’s chief of staff. “Just enough of
the troops'were’kept not to.be a threat to Iraq’s neighbors, but well enough
to balance Iran.”#* Second, Washington preempted the creation of an inclu-
sive security architecture for the Persian Gulf. “It was the first time that Iran
did a grand-gesture, It sold on credit, [and] it got nothing in return,” Namazi
recalled. “[Iran] clearly felt that the policy of isolation would be in place no
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matter what it did.”®* Rafsanjani’s goodwill gestures carried significant do-
mestic political risk, and fewer and fewer officials around the Iranian presi-
dent were willing to pay the cost of flirting with the United States. “The wil]-
ingness to do positive work for America almost ended, because they never

reciprocated. Whatever positive Iran did, the response was always more and

- more isolation,” complained Masoud Eslami of the Iranian Foreign Min-

istry.36

Washington’s failure to reciprocate Iranian gestures—even though
Tehran’s expectations may have been exaggerated—strengthened the hands
of Iranian rejectionists, who argued that Washington would never come to
terms with Iran voluntarily, Slowly Rafsanjani’s policy of moderating Iran’s
foreign policy and drawing it closer to the Western bloc began to collapse.87
Convinced that Washington wouldn’t grantIran its legitimate role in the re-
gion, Tehran concluded that it was left with no choice but to make America’s
nonrecognition as costly as possible by sabotaging its policies.®® This con-
viction “prompted Iran to turn to Palestinian and Lebanese groﬁps that
shared the Iranian outlook,” Tabar noted.3® The Israeli-Palestinian issue
was one of the few in which Iran could undermine the United States. Raf-
sanjani began adopting a sharper position on Isracl and departed from his
original line of accepting the wishes of the Palestinians,® In hindsight, Ross
recognized that excluding Iran from Madrid was of greater significance
than many thought at the time. “I thin jt’s fair to say that we didn’t look
that closely at it, and in-retrospect perhaps we should have . . . Iran just
didn’t get that much attention.”* w . "

As soon as it became clear that an invitation to the conference wasn’t
forthcoming, Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei, gavea
green light to Ali Akbar Mohtashamipour—one of the cofounders of the
Lebanese Hezbollah who during the 1980s had lobbied Ayatollah Kho-
meini to actively confront Israel —to organize a conference in opposition to
Madrid.? This was a watershed moment, as Iran for the first time started to
seriously reach out to rejectionist Palestinian groups, in spite of the Shia-
Sunni divide and their enmity dating back to the Iraq-Iran war. Only a year
earlier Iran had even reduced its financial support to Hezbollah in Leb-
anon.” Iran took the political lead against the Madrid conference, a posi-
tion it wouldn’t have taken had Washington invited it to participate, ac-
cording to Ruholla K. Ramazani of the University of Virginia, the foremost
expert on Iranian foreign policy.94

The rejectionist conference in Tehran coincided with the Madrid meet-
ing and included militant Palestinian groups that, like Iran, saw U.S. medi-
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ation efforts as countering their interests.®> Tehran ratcheted up its rhetoric
against Israel and charged Arab governments that supported the peace
process with treason, using its “Arab street” card to undermine the pro-
Western Arab governments. It continued to refrain from confronting Israel
directly, either conventionally or through the use of terror. There were still
no terrorist acts against Israel with Iranian fingerprints, according to Israeli
sources.®® To Tehran’s relief, the Madrid conference did not produce the
breakthrough Washington had hoped for. The Shamir government was a
reluctant participant from the outset and did little to make the negotiations
succeed. As Madrid’s failure became clear, hopes rose in the Rafsanjani camp
that Washington would understand that change in the region couldn’t take
place without Tehran’s cooperation. But before Rafsanjani could muster
any new outreach to-Washington, the Israeli Labor Party, recognizing the
likely consequences of any new Middle East order for Tel Aviv’s strategic
standing, brought about a sharp shift in Israel’s foreign policy.
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We needed some new glue for the alliance {with America].
And the new glue . . . was radical Islam. And Iran was radical Islamn:

—Efraim Inbar, Begin-Sadat Center

The Israeli public was exhausted when it went to the pollsin June 1992, Sev-
eral years of the Intifada, the Palestinian uprising that had begun in Decem-
ber 1987, had taken its toll on the Jewish State.! Israelis realized in increasing
numbers that the occupation—which Israel had generally justified on secu-
rity grounds—had become a security threat itself. “The occupation was no
longer a routine that we could safely ignore. Israelis were worn out from the
conflict and wanted peace, and peace of mind.” wrote Uri Savir, who later
negotiated the Oslo peace accord with the Palestine Liberation Organiza-
tion (PLO).? Constantly at odds with each other, Likud and Labor pre-
sented two different perspectives on Israel’s dilemma. Yitzhak Shamir and
the Likud Party preferred the status quo-—the Palestinians were a problem
but it was impossible to make a deal with them. Israel would win neither
peace nor security by compromising with the Arabs, they argued. Israel
would be secure in the long run if it held on to the occupied territories and
expanded its settlements. Even though Washington would protest, Israel
would prevail if it remained firm, the Likud believed.

The Labor Party argued that some of the settlements could be sacri-
ficed. Resources should be diverted from the settlement project to Israel it-
self to better absorb the influx of Soviet Jews. This was more important to
Israel, because the Jewish State’s primary security threat was no longer ter-
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the Iranians took the lead in making grandiose speeches about the Palestin-
ian cause, they seldom tried to live up to the standards they setin their state-
ments. European diplomats in contact with representatives of Islamic Jihad
and Hamas who visited Iran after the Intifada broke out reported that both
groups were utterly disappointed with their Iranian hosts. Tehran provided
them with neither money nor'weapons. A joke in the streets of Tehran re-
flected Iran’s pretense: “Whyaren’t there any stones left to stone the adulter-
ess? Per the order of the Supreme Leader, allhe stones have been shipped to
Palestine as Iran’s contributiori to the Intifada”114
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States like these [Tran, Iraq, and North Korea], and their
terrorist allies, constitute an axis of evil,

—President George W, Bush (State of the Union Address),
January 29,2002

~

The entire world was holding its breath as Anjérica suffered t_h:ougirl,“inde—
cision 2000.” For Israel and Iran, the outcome of the six-week:presidential
election dispute could become the single most important factor determin-
ing the future of the Middle East. In both capitals, it was thdught that if Al

-Gore and Joe Lieberman won, they-would continue the Clinton administra-

tion’s Middle East policies: strong support for Israel and the Middle East
peace process, along with significant pressure to sanction and isolate Iran
(even though Clinton, toward the end of his presidency, sought to reach out
to Iran). Rightly or wrongly, the Iranians believed that Clinton’s greatest
mistake was that he let Israel dominate America’s foreign policy in the Mid-
dle East and that he unnecessarily linked Iran’s long-standing but resolvable
problems with the United States to Iran’s bitter rivalry with Israel.!

It was thought that a George Bush—Dick Cheney White House, on the
other hand, could bring back the foreign policy approach of the elder
George Bush—pressure on Israel to withdraw from Palestinian territories,
greater sensitivity to the interests of Washington’s Arab allies, and an energy
policy that wouldn’t cut off American oil businesses from ‘major markets
such as Iran. After all, Dick Cheney, George W. Bush’s vice-presidential run-
ning mate, had as the CEO of the American energy service company Hal-

2972
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liburton severely criticized the Clinton administration’s economic sanc-
tions on Iran, There was little doubt who Israel and Iran rooted for as they
anxiously watched the ballots in Florida being counted and recounted.

On December 9, the U.S. Supreme Court approved the machine re-
count in Florida that gave Bush the victory in that state—and nationwide.
Despite having lost the national popular vote by more than half a million
voles, Bush won the electoral vote and became the first president since Ben-
jamin Harrison in 1888 to be elécted .despite receiving a minority of the
popular vote. Immediately, fears spread in Israel that Washington would
soften its stand on Iran, ease Clinton’s economic sanctions, and narrow its
efforts to block Tehran's nuclear program.?

The Israelis had reason for concern. Shortly after the elections, Ameri-
can oil executives met with Iran Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi in New
York, and Bush’s nominee for secretary of state, Gen. Colin Powell, told the

Senate Foreign Rtj.'latidns Committee during his confirmation hearing that

Washington should bring more nuance to its Iran policy.> Clearly, Powell
wanted to change course in the Middle East, but Iran wasn’t necessarily high
on the Bushadministration’s foreign policy agenda.* If anything, Iran was
once again overshadowed by the Isracli-Palestinian conflict. On Bush’s in-
auguration day, President Bill Clinton called Powell to discuss the Middle
East. What was supposed to be a brief conversation about what went wrong
with the peace process and how it could be put back on track turned into a
forty-minute'discussion that almost caused the incoming secretary of state
to arrive late to the inauguration ceremony. Clinton squarely blamed PLO
leader Yasser Arafat for the failure to reach peace and hardly ever mentioned
Tran—in spite of Israel’s attempts to paint Tehran as a key spoiler of the
peace process. Much like his predecessor, Powell believed that a solution to
the Israeli-Palestinian problem would create an opening to Iran, and not
the other way around. And even if he wanted to open up to Iran, Powell be-
lieved that He would have a harder time selling the idea of a U.S.-Iran dia-
logue to the pro-Israel lobby in the United States than to the Israeli govern-
ment itself>

While Israel was preparing for its worst-case scenario—the Labor
Party’s'Ephraim Sneh, who now served as Prime Minister Ehud Barak’s
deputy defense minister, said that “if indeed the U.S. adopts a conciliatory
approach toIran. . .the implications are that we will need to face this threat
aione”-——lsrael’ allies in Washington were gearing up for a fight.® The Iran
Libya' Sarictions Act (ILSA) was due to expire in August 2001, and the pow-
erful pro-Israel Iobbymg organization American Israel Public Affairs Com-
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mittee (AIPAC) feared that the Bush administration would try to terminate
it. Instead of waiting for Bush and Powell to make their move, ATPAC took
advantage of the disorganization in the White House that followed the elec-
tion conflict, .
“Indecision 2000” had deprived.the Bush administration of more than

six badly needed weeks to organize the administration and fill key posts in

the State Department and elsewhere. More than three months into his pres-
idency, Bush still had not found many of the people who would head.his
government agencies, including those who would be responsible for poli-
cies on Iran. AIPAC’s machinery, however, was in great shape. The pro-
Israel lobby began laying the groundwork for ILSA’s renewal on Capitol
Hill, and by mid-March-—before Bush had even formulated a position on
ILSA—AIPAC had gatheted more than three hundred cosponsors in the
House (the bill needed only 218 votes to pass). Though the sanctions had
failed to change Iran’s foreign policy, AIPAC still hailed ILSA as a great suc-
cess. AIPAC Executive, Director Howard: Kohr urged the ‘House Interna-
tional Relations Committee to renew ILSA because it had “met the test and
proven its effectiveness over.time” and because “Iranian behavior demands
it”” The-pro-Israeli Washington Institute for Near East-Policy argued that
ILSA’s renewal would help Iran’s “real moderates” and hurt the “so-called
moderates” around President Mohammad Khatami, who:shared the “anti-
Israel policies set by Iran’s hard-line clerical leadership.® The Bush admin-
istration was quickly: outmaneuvered; through its preemptive work on
Capitol Hill, AIPAC checkmated Bush and saw the sanctions bill pass with
overwhelming numbers in both chambers. Still, cautious optimism charac-
terized Iran’s approach to the United States during the first months of the
Bush-administration, and a lull reigned in the war of words between Tehran
and Tel Aviv.® All that was to change on the morning of September 11,2001.

SEPTEMBER 11

On September 11, 2001, America discovered that the real Islamic threat did
not lay in Shia Iran—as Israel had insisted since 1991—but in extremist el-
ements in the Sunni world, Nineteen extremists loyal to Osama bin Laden,
the founder and leader of the Sunni al-Qaeda terrorist organization that
was sheltered by the Taliban government in Afghanistan (which was itself
supported and funded by Saudi Arabia and Pakistan), hijacked four jet air-
liners and flew one into each of the two towers of the World Trade Center in
New York, one into the Pentagon in Washington, D.C., and one into a field
in rural Pennsylvania. The world didn’t change on that day, but America
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did—and Washington’s response to the cataclysmic terror attack would
eventually bring more turmoil to the Arab and Muslim world. That evening
Powell ordered 2 small group ofthis top staffers to.work throughthe night to
produce a strategy for assembling an international coalition to take out
Osama bin Laden..The;plan became the bluepriat for the diplomatic:strat-
egy around ;Qperation Enduring Freedom”—America’s. war against the
Taliban and al-Qaeda in Afghanistan.!® To Wwin--against the Taliban, the
United States needed more,than overall internationalsupport—it needed
the specific support of Iran,Afghanistari’sneighbor and a bitter enemy:of
the Taliban: s, .. : - SRR B

Throughoutsthe 1990s, Iran had been the :primary sponsor of the
NorthernAlliance,a:group of anti-Taliban forces led by thé legendary guer-
rilla fighter-Ahmed. Shah. Mass6ud.. Together with Russia and India, Iran
had armedsandrfunded the Northern Alliance at a time when the United

States was turning a‘blind eye to:the Taliban’s human rights violations and.

its support for-terror. Having:aistaunchly anti-Iranian and anti-Shia gov-
ernment:in Afghdnistan -hardly undermined the*Clinton administration’s
overarching goalofiisblating Iran. That policy.came back to haunt America
a.fewsyears latér.\But now, ‘the:Iranians‘werereager to offer their.help to
Washingionjandshow-America-the strategic benefits of cooperation with
Iran.“The'Iranianshad real contacts with important players in Afghanistan
and-weréprépatedito use:their influencein constructive ways in coordina-
tionwith-the United States” recalled Flynt Leverett, then senior.director for
Middle Edst affairs in.the'National Security Council.}*"Theplan that had
been:prepared:by.Powell cdlled for cooperation with Iran that would be
used-as d.platformifor persuadingiTéhran toferminate its involvement with
anti-Tsraelivterrorist groups-in return for-a' posifive strategic relationship
with.Washidgton:12 ,. s £ 51

The plan incensed Israel. Sudderﬂy, much like after the end of the Cold
War, events in the Middle East risked making Israel a burdén Father than an
asset toithe:United States, while: giving.Iran a chance'to prove its value to
America: If ail.S.-Iran dialogue was initiated; thefe. would Be “a lot of con-
cern.indsrael¥Yossi Alpher, an adviser to:Barak and a former Mossad offi-
cial; told me:.“Where are we [Israel] in this dialogue? Will the U.S. consult
with us-abouf-our.needs and fearsuWill we be part of some package deal
with"Iran.aiid:if so, what part2”1? Alpher’s comment reflected Israelis’ in-
herent fearzabout their.relations.with the United States: would the United
States protect Israel’s interests in geostrategic.conflicts in which the inter-
ests of thetwo allies:were not necessarily aligned?‘More specifically, Israel
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feared that a U.S.-Tran rapprochement wouldn’t entail Tranian missile dis-
armament'or Iranian recognitioniof the Jewish State. American geopolitical
interests, they thought—particularly-the:need toicontain:Ghina’s rise by
controlling Beijing’s access to energy through Iran—could prompt Wash-
ington to sacrifice its commitments to Israel. *

A flare-up in Israeli-Iranian tensions that neither the Camp David talks
nor the Al-Agsa‘Intifida managed to ignite erupted as a result of September
11 precisely because an earth-shattering event shodlk-the foundations of the
status quo invthe Middle East.and forced-all states to reassess their position
and role irvthe post-9/11 era. With Britain asthe go-between, Washington
courted Iran while it kept Israel at arm’slength. And just as the British gov-
ernment had done in 1991 regarding the Persian Gulf War, Britain Foreign
Secretary Jack Straw suggested that Israel was.partly to blamie. In.astate-
ment that the Israelis-called an “obscenity” and a “stab in the-back,” Straw
implied that terrorism and the festering Israeli-Palestinian dispute might
be linked to the 9/11 attacks.14. . #, :

Israel and U.S. neoconservatives, who had found théir way back to the
corridors of power after Bush’s election, had a different plan.in mind<Amer-
ica should put all the-actors it accused ofsupporting terror on netice~par-
ticularly Iran and the Palestinian Authority. In a letter signed by forty-one
prominent neoconservatives, inclading'William KristolsRichard Perle,and
Charlés Krauthammer, Bush wasturged to:targetnot only.al-Qaeda, but also
Hezbollah and:demand that Iran and Syria immediately ceaseallmilitary,
financial, and political support for that organization, If they refused to com-
ply; Bush should “consider appropriate measures of retaliationagainst these
known state sponsors of terrorism.”*s Starting a war with Iran and.Syria
could overstretch-the United States; but it-would also putAmerica.and Is-
rael on the same'side'in the war and increase—rather than-decrease—the
United States’ neéd for Israel.

‘At first, the neoconservativesimade onlymodest progress. As the.United
States was.beginning its military;opgration‘s-‘irlx Q‘\fgl_lgpi,s't;m? State;Depart-
ment and National Security' Council officials begari meeting secretly with
Iranian diplomats in Paris and Geneva in October 2001, under the $ponsor-
ship of Lakhdar Brahimi, head of the WUrited Nations-Assistance Missionsin
Afghanistan.1® The contacts weré initiated by Ambassador James Dobbins,
the Bush administration’s special envoyfor Afghanistan: Fully supported by
Powell, Dobbins told Brahimi that he would like to ‘meet with the Iranians,
and within.a few days officials from thé Iranian Foreign Ministry contacted
Dobbins to.offer their assistance. In the initial meetings‘German.and Italian
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delegations also attended to provide Iran and the United States political
cover. Their attendance gave the talks, which soon were dubbed the Geneva
Channel, a multilateral appearance. In reality, however, the discussions
were bilateral and the highest-level contacts between officials of the two
countries since the Iran-Contra scandal. ’

t 'The talks progressed better than expected. The discussions focused on
“how to effectively unseat the Taliban and, once the Taliban was gone, how
to stand up an Afghan government,” and the Ifanians gave extensive assis-
tance to the United States in the war, unaware of what was.about to unfold
after the success in Afghanistan.!” The Iranian diplomats impressed their
Americai and Buropean counterparts tremendously with their knowledge
and expertise about Afghanistan and the Taliban. And Iran’s help was not
negligible. The Tranians offered their air bases to the United States, they of-
fered to perform search-and-rescue missions for downed American pilots,
they served as a bridge between the Northern Alliance and the United States
in the fight against the Taliban, and on occasion they even used U.S. infor-
mation to find and kill fleeing al-Qaeda leaders.!®

Though Dobbins’s mandate -was limited to+talks on Afghanistan, a
tight-knit group around Powell had prepared a secret comprehensive pack-
age of carrots on a stick to offer the Iranians. Unlike the Pentagon, the State
Depaitment.favored a strategic opening:to Iran, not just tactical discus-
sions. The American diplomats realized that the cooperation over Afghan-
istan could be extendedito cover al-Qaeda and other terrorist organizations.
The United States and Iran could expand their intelligence-sharing cooper-
ation and-coordinate more robust border sweeps to capture al-Qaeda fight-
ers who-were fleeing into Pakistan and Iran, Ryan Crocker, a member of the
Americanrnegotiating team who was charged with discussing general is-
sues, knew:about the package. Crocker, along with like-minded colleagues
at the State Department, was ready to implement Powell’s proposal at the
drop ofa hat—if only the president would approve it. But hard-liners in the
White House worked strenuously to prevent Bush from going along with
it. “[ Vice President] Cheney and [Secretary of Defense Donald] Rumsfeld
were-always there to sabotage our cooperation in Afghanistan if it got too
far,” said Colonel Wilkerson, Colin Powell’s chief of staff.1?

Nowhere was the common interest of the United States and Iran more
clearthan during the Bonn Conference of December 2001, at which a number
of prominent Afghans-and representatives from various countries, including
the United States and Iran, met under UN auspices in the former German
capital.to decide on-a plan for governing Afghanistan. The United States
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and Iran had carefuily laid the groundwork for the conference weeks in ad-
vance. Iran’s political clout with the various warring Afghan groups proved
to be crucial. It was Iran’s inflience over the Afghans and ‘not -America’s
threats and promises that moved the negotiations forward. It was.also the
Iranian delegation—and not Dobbins=—that pointed out that the draft of

' the.Bonn Declaration contained no language on democracy or any com-

mitment on behalf of Afghanistan to help fight international terrorism. Cu-
riously enough, Dobbins’s instructions-contained nothing about -democ-
racy. ” : '

By the last night of the conference, an interim constitution.had been
agreed upon and-all -other issues had been resolved except the toughest
one—who wasto govern Afghanistan? The Northern-Alliance insisted that,
as the winner of the war, the spoils should be theirs.- Though they repre-
sented about 40 percent of the country, they wanted to occupy eighteen of
the twenty-four ministries. Around 2 a.m., Dobbins gathered the Afghan
parties, the Iranians, the Russians, the Indians, the Germans, and Brahimi
of the UN to resolve this final sticking point. For two hours the different del-
egations took turns trying to convince Yunus Qanooni, the representative
of the Northern Alliance, to accept a lower number of ministriesybut to no
avail. Finally, the Iranian lead negotiator—Javad Zarif—took the Afghan
delegate aside and began whispering to him in Persian. A few minutes later,
they returned to the table and the Afghan conceded. “Okay; I give upShe
said. “The other factions can'have two more ministries” This was a critical
turning point, because the efforts by other states to convince Qanooni had
all failed . “It- wasn’t until Zarif took him aside that it was settled Dobbins
admitted in retrospect. “We might have had a situation like we had'in Iraq,
where we were never able to settle on a single leader and government.” The
next morning, the historic Bonn agreement was.signed. America hadn’t
only won the war, but, thanks to Iran, it had also won the peace.?®

For the Iranians, this was a.moment of t’ti"h;ml;h Not only had a major
enemy of Iran—the Taliban—been defeated, Iran,had also demoristrated
how it could help stabilize the region and how.America could benefit from
a better relationship with Tehran. Hinting at Iran’s willingness to expand
the discussions to include other areas, Zarif at one point told Grocker jok-
ingly that now that the Afghan issue had been resolved, perhaps.it was time
to address the nuclear dispute that divided the two countries, Without hes-
itation, Crocker put the ball back in Zarif’s court and asked if he should pull
up his instructions on that file, indicating that the State Department had al-
ready prepared talking points on the matter. Zarif, however, did not have
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authority to go beyond Afghanistan at that time even though the Iranians
treated the discussions as a strategic opening.2! “It was consistent with their
behavior that they wanted strategic talks,” Dobbins explained, while point-
ing out that the Iranjans didn’t reveal their full intent until much later.2?

The Iranian dilemma was. that the agenda for the discussions—Af-
ghanistan, the nuclear issue, terrorism—included only American concerns.
Iran’s concerns with U.S. policies were nowhere to be found, While Iran’s
supreme leader Ayatollah Khamenei and President Khatami fully sup-
ported the Afghan talks and the idea of a strategic opening to Washington,
broader talks would have to include Iranian as well as American concerns,
they insisted.?? For the State Department and for Natiénal Security Advisor
Condoleezza Rice, this wasn’t a problem. Both wanted to explore a greater
opening with Iran, but they were hindered by some in the White House who
were passionately anti-Iranian.?* “I saw no glimmer of interest outside of
State” for.a strategic discussion with the Iranians, Dobbins recalled. In spite
of Iran’s centralaid to the-United States in Afghanistan, there wasno real re-
ceptivity to Iranian goodwill measures in the Bush White House. It was
1991 all over again: There was no.appreciation for Iran’s strategic interest in
a stable Middle East and the possibility that Tehran wanted to patch up re-
lations with the United States. Not even Iran’s pledge at the Tokyo donor
conference in January 2002 to offer Afghanistan $500 million—by far the
largest pledge by any country at the conference, including the United
States—impresseéd hard-liners in.the Bush White House.

Iran’s offer to helpirgbui.l;d the Afghan army—under U.S. leadership—
in order to.strengthen the Afghan government vis-a-vis the various. war-
lords who still controlled parts of the country also fell on deaf ears. “We're
prepared to house, pay, clothe, arm, and train up to twenty thousand troops
in a broader program under your leadership,” the Iranians told Dobbins
during one of the:meetings in Geneva. Dobbins pointed out that if Iran and
the United States shared the responsibility of training the troops, they
would end up working with two different doctrinés. The Iranian comman-
deix;, who had accompanied the Iranian delegation to discuss the offer with
Dobbins, justlaughed and said, “Don’t worry, we’re still using the manuals
youleftbehind in 1979.” There would be no problems with the loyalty of the
troops. either, he explained, because Iran was still paying for the Afghan
troops the United States was using to mop up Taliban and al-Qaeda ele-
ments.on the:Afghan-Pakistan border. “Are you having any difficulty with
their loyalty?” the commander asked Dobbins rhetorically.25

Dobbins returned to Washington to brief key administration officials
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on the unprecedented Iranian offer, which he concluded was intended as a
friendly gesture. He first briefed Powell, who then set up a briefing with
Rice. She-concurred that the offer should be explored, and a third meeting
was set up with Powell, Rice, and Rumsfeld. This time, however, Dobbins
ran into a brick wall. Throughout the entire meeting Rumsfeld did not utter

. . 3 ) JE 2 :
-a word. Staring intently at Dobbins, he took™ few nofes but never showed

any real interest in the proposal. Rightthere, the proposal died. “To my
knowledge, there was never a response;” Dobbins said. “There was a dispo-
sition not to take Iranian offers seriously and not to give them.any broader
meaning.” Moreover, Dobbins argued, the administration’s disinterest jn
a broader strategic opening was “because Washington largely focused on
Iran’s behavior towards Israel” rather than on its behavior toward Amer-
ica,26

Israel was alarmed by Washington’s cooperation with Iran. In an un-
usually harsh rebuke of Bush, Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon publicly
suggested that Bush was. acting like 1937—1940 British Prime Minister
Neville Chamberlain, selling out Israel the way Chambetlain had sold out
the Czechs by refusing to confront Adolf Hitler.2” Tensions between the
United States and Israel already had begun before September 11. Powell had
developed a new Middle East initiative envisioning Jerusalem as a shared
capital between Israel and a Palestinian state—a noticedble departure from
previous American positions on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. For Likud,
an undivided Jerusalem as Israel’s eternal capital was a non-negotiable red
line. The Bush administration’s new policy threatened to transform Sharon
from an American allyinto an unyielding obstacle. Sharon’s personal attack
on Bush did little to ease the tensions. The comments incensed the thin-
skinned American president, and White House press secretary Ari Fleischer
called Sharon’s remarks “unacceptable”28

The Israeli-American tensions had not escaped Iran, The Khatami gov-
ernment felt increasingly confident that the gridlock in fhe Israeli-Iranjan-
American triangle could be broken infran’s favor. Valiollah Shojaputian, an
Iranian lawmaker belonging to the reformist camp, credited Khatami’s pol-
icy of détente and warned of Israel’s anger at Iran’s success. “This interna-
tional approval of Tran has terribly angered our staunch enemy Israel but it
has given us a new opportunity to rebuild our international ties,” he told
Aftab-e Yazd, an Iranian daily.2S -

Neoconservatives in Washington and the Israeli government tirelessly
sought ways to put a halt to the U.S.-Iranian cooperation, Through various
means they tried to shut down the Geneva Channel and preempt any possi-
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bility that Bush would commit a Nixon-goes-to-China with Iran—that is,
reach out and befriend a major U.S. foe. One approach was to manipulate
the Iranians into closing the channel themselves. The idea was to encourage
or provoke a radical ayatollah into criticizing the talks as a way of currying
favor with Iranian extremists, which would in turn force the supreme leader
to back out of the channel. Ironically, neoconservatives who had played a
leading role in the Iran-Contra scandal now attempted to sabotage the very
political breakthrough they had fought for fifteen years earlier. After having
been shunned from government for more than a decade, Michael Ledeen,
the néoconservative friend of Israel former Prime Minister Shimon Peres-
who in the 1980s sought a U.S.-Iran dialogue together with the Israelis—
and who was believed at one time by the CIA to be “an agent of influence of
a foreign government”—found his way back into the corridors of power
after the Bush election in 2000.%° His access to the president was through
Bush'’s top adviser, Karl Rove; with whom he met periodically.?!‘As the Free-
dom Scholar.at the Arierican Enterprise Institute, Ledeen began writing a
weekly columni for-National Review'in 2000 in which he repeatedly argued
for targeting Iran. Ledeen expressed his dissatisfaction with the slow pace of
Washington’s march.against Iran by concluding his articles with “Faster,
please. Faster.”3?

The collapse of.the Soviet Union and defeat of Iraq in the 1991 Persian
GulfWar hadled to Ledeen’s 180-degree turn. Just as Tsrael did, he now saw
Iran as a rival that needed to be isolated and weakened rather than as a
potential ally with whon to engage and strengthen. In December 2001,
Ledeen, who now served as a consultant to Undersecretary of Defense
Douglas Feith, organized a meeting in Rome with his old friend of Iran-
Contra jnfamy, Manuchehr Ghorbanifar, the Iranian charlatan and arms
dealer deemed a “serial fabricator” by the CIA. As a student of the Italian
fascist movernent, Ledeen enjoyed extensive contacts within the Italian in-
telligence service and also invited Nicolo Pollari, the head of Italy’s military
intelligence agency, SISMI, and Italy’s Minister of Defense Antonio Mar-
tino,** Also-attending were several exiled Iranians; Larry Franklin, a De-
fense Intelligence Agency Iran analyst who would later plead guilty to spy-
ing for Israel in 2005 and who is currently serving a thirteen-year prison
sentence; and Harold Rhode, a Middle East expert who played a key role in
the Iran-Contra scandal.3* Franklin and Rhode were part of a small, tight-
knit group of neoconservative hard-liners on Iran favoring regime change
in Tehran and were determined to put an end to Powell’s diplomacy. Later
on, their policy network at the Pentagon would include the Office of Special
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Plans, an alternative intelligence shop led by Douglas Feith that provided the
American intelligence apparatus with inaccurate information that helped
pave the way for the war with Iraq.3s ;

The meetirigs were organized in Europe because Ghorbanifar couldn’t
obtain a U.S. visa following his past encountéfsiwith'the CIA. Ledeén care-
fully kept the State Department and the CIA in the dark about the sensitive
meeting, contrary to standard-protocol regartﬁng contact with foreign gov-
ernment intelligence agencies. But word quickly réached U.S. Ambassador
to Italy Mel Senibler, as well as the CIA station chief in Rorme, and the mat-
ter soon reached the highest levels of the Bush administration. After an in-
tervention by’CIA Director George Tenet himself, Feith and Ledeen were
ordered to cease all contacts with Ghorbanifar and hjs entourage,*S But the
damage had been done. The Iranians had gotten word of the meetings and
were infuriated that high-level U:S. officials would meet with Ghorbanifar
and other Iranian exiles who by now had turned against the clerical regime.
But whatever damage Ledeen and Ghorbanifar managed to inflict on the
Geneva Channel, it was nothing compared to what was about to unfold.

3

KARINE A AND THE “AXIS OF EVIL”

On January 3,2002, Israel intercepted the ship KarineA in international wa-
ters in the Red Sea. Captained by a member of the Palestiniag navy, the ship
contained Katyusha rockets, mortars, rifles, machine guns, sniper rifles,
ammunition, anti-tank mines, and other explosives. The Israelis contended
that the ship had come from the Iranian island of Kish. Because most of the
weapons were still in their factory wrappings and clearly marked as having
been produced in Iran, the Israelis argued that the conclusion was obvious:
Iran was attempting to arm Arafat’s Palestinian Authorit} inviolation of the
Palestinian Authority’s agreements with Israel. This was the smoking gun
the Israelis needed to halt the U.S.-Iran dialogue and put an end to Wash-
ington’s préssure on Israel to gleal_wyit}} the Pa%sgﬁniané.? It was a heaven-
sent gift for Sharon, and it conveniently coincided with the visit to Israel of
Gen. Anthony Zinni, Bush’s new envoy to the Middle East. To many, it was
almost too good to be true—so good that even Israel’s allies began ques-
tioning the validity of the story. The normal route for Iranian shipments to
its proxies went through Damascus and Lebanon-—by air, théy argued, and
not by boat around the Arabian Peninsula, where the Israeli navy was
known to patrol. ' .

The Iranians denied having any connection to the ship, but no denials
could dent the image of Sharon inspecting the ship and its franian-pro-
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duced arms. Washington accepted the Israeli side of the story and described
the Israeli evidence as “compelling” To the Bush administration, any doubt
that may have existed about Iran’s continued ties to terrorism was re-
moved.*® This was a major setback for proponents-of dialogue with Iran
such as Powell. “It put Powell back on his heel about what was possible to
achieve with the Iranians,” Wilkerson said.

In Iran, President Khatami was takensoff guard. He ordered a meeting
of the Iranian National Security Council to learn who was behind the ship-
ment. Khatami was well aware that rogue elements existed: within the Ira-
nian government.who at every turn soughtto undermine his détente with
the United States. But no one on the council admitted to having knowledge
of the shipment. Through the Geneva Channel; the Iranians immediately
contacted Dobbins and informed him of Khatami’s meeting with the coun-
¢il. The Iranian diplomats were instructed to request from the United States
evidence about the shipment’s origins.so that authorities in Tehran could
act on it: At the same time, the Khatami government sent a message to
Washington through the Swiss embassy in Tehran, denying any involve-
ment in the affair. It repeated the request for information from the United
States and offered to give Washington any information Iran might uncover.
But neither the message to Dobbins nor the memo sent via the Swiss was
taken seriously by the Bush administration, Washington never provided
Tehranwith any evidence for the Israeli claim, but it did respond to Tehran
a few weeks.Jater and asserted that the information it had was reliable and
sufficient, effectively dismissing Tehran’s denial,3°

To the-ever-suspicious Iranians, the entire affair was bogus. It served
one purpose only,.they believed: to undermine the Geneva Channel. “In a
matter of a-few days, a.policy of cooperation was transformed into a policy
of confrontation,” Zarif said. “Karine A continues to be a mystery that hap-
pened at an exactly opportune moment for those who wanted to prevent
U.S.-Iran engagement.”%® In rétrospect, even some Bush administration of-
ficials have begun to question the affair. Some speculate that it was staged by
the Israelis. Others argue that rogue elements in Iran may have beén behind
it. But no,one in:the Bush administration pursued the matter further; once
the U.S. intelligence setvice corroborated the Israeli account, it became
sacrosanct..“But subsequently, we have all pondered on whether it was a
hoax or not Wilkerson admitted.4!

Quite apart from speculation about the origin and details of the Karine
A, few question the effect it had on Washington’s approach to Tehran.
Within a few days, Pentagon officials made a flurry of accusations against
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Iran, charging it withi:providing safe haven’to fleeing al-Qaeda fighters in
order to use them against the United States in post-Taliban Afghanistan.
But the accusations rested on shaky grounds. Per the request of the United
States, Iran had increased its troop strength on the Afghan border, and it
had brought a dossier to- UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan on 290 al-

-Qaeda members whom Iran-had detained. Many-of: these detainees were

later repatriated to Saudi Arabia, Afghanistan, and other Arab and Euro-
pean countries. “I wasn’t aware of any intelligence suppotting that charge;”
recalled Dobbins. “I certainly would have seen it had there been any such in-
telligence. Nobody told me they were harboring al-Qaeda 42

Then, on January 29, 2002, in Bush’s first State of the Union address, he
lumped Iran together with Iraq:and North Korea as dangerous and threat-
ening states that formed an “Axis of Evil.” Whether Iran was included in the
axis for rhetorical reasons or whether Bush believed that Iran, Iraq, and
North Korea were collaborating, one thing is certain: the Karine A incident
contributed directly to Iran’s membership in Bush’s club of evils.*3 Tehran
was shocked. Khatami’s policy of détente-and the help Iran provided the
United States in Afghanistan was for naug&tg Having seen his domestic
agenda fall apart, Khatami’s international standing was now also given a
blow, He had stuck out his neck and argued against hard-liners in"Tehran,
whose skepticism about America’s trustworthiness appeared to have been
proven right.* “‘Axis of Evil’ was a fiasco for the Khatami government,” said
Farideh Farhi, an Iran expert at Hawaii University. “That was used by the
hard-liners, who said: If you give in, if you help from a position of weakness,
then you get negative results.”*>

Ironically, Iran had called the United States the Great Satan for more
than two decades by the time Bush referred to Iran as evil, Clearly, both
states had made use of their share of excessive and counterproductive
thetoric. But there are few examples where such an undiplomatic statement
was made at such a sensitive time—just weeks after Iran had proved itself
an indispensable ally in Afghanistan. Hard-liners in Tehran, as well as some
members of the Iranian delegation negotiating with the Americans, argued
that Iran shouldn’t have offered the United States help without exacting a
price up front. “Iran made a mistake not to link its assistance in Afghanistan
to American help in other areas and by just hoping that the U.S, would re-
ciprocate,” Zarif argued. Some of these diplomats were later forced to pay
for the fiasco with their careers, making others in Iran’s foreign policy cir-
cles think twice before extending a hand of friendship to the Bush adminis-
tration,
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Tehran’s immediate reaction to the Axis of Evil, speech was to close
down the Geneva Channel in protest. Washington had yet again failed to
reciprocate Iranian goodwill, and had instead punished Iran for.itssupport,
the Iranians reasoned. In their.last meetingswith.Dobbins; the Iranians
protested the Axis of Evil.comment:: Dobbins explained that the United
States still had many disagreements with Tehran, including the Israeli:
Palestinian conflict, and that the cooperationsin Afghanistan; while very
helpful, did-not.change that reality. ©On most issues, the United: States-and
Iran were still at odds, he pointed out. The Iranian response crystallized:the
opportunity that the.Axis of Evil comment likely,had-squandered, “We
would have liked to have discussed those'matterstoo.” the Iranians said, un-
veiling to Dobbins Tehran’s inténtions 6f using the channel and the cooper-
ation on Afghanistan to-resolve outstanding’issiies between the. United
States and.Iran:*” {For. the-Tranians, it was. particularly bewildering to be

lumped with Saddam Hussein, Iran’s bitter.enemy.*$ ;
But Bush’s comments didn’t spark anger in Tehran alone. The speech,
and the term, was heavily criticized in the United States as‘well—including
by U.S-officials:(though they seldom made their criticism public untilafter
they had left office). Dobbins felt-that it was “ludicrous” and “ridiculous” to
suggest that.Iran, Iraq, and.North Korea formed an axis, “It was a bit like
suggesting«that ‘the :Soviet: Union and Nazi- Germany should be treated
equally: after-Germany had invaded-the Soviet Union.” he told the New
AmericasFoundation in ‘August' 2006.4° He warned Rice that.the speech
couldinduceIranto retaliate by destabilizing Afghanistan. But Rice was un-
moved by the warningyand dismissed Afghanistan and Jran as relatively
unimportant:The United States had greater plans in mind, she told Dob-
bins, andmeither:Iran nor:Afghanistan mattered much inithe greater pic-
ture.2%.Powell’s:staff.echoed Pobbins’s concerns, but the sécretary of state

“didn’t:see aamajor problem withrit [the speech] »5! T

- TheKarineAstory gave new life to Israel’s long-standing campaign to
have.the'internatiorial commuinity declare Iran a state sponsor of terror.5*
Peres:ordered:the publication‘of.a “black book” for distribution around the
world.&Thisblack bookwill reveal'all the facts concerning the actions of the
ay;folléhﬁ:'reﬁime against Israel,%he said. “It-will contain all the calls from
Iraniiansleaders for the destruction of Israel; as'well as details on its nuclear
prograinme ‘aimed at achieving this aim.”5? Iran, in turn, called for the
UnitédiNations ftoset.Up+a’ ctiminial court to try Israeli officials for war
crimes:?!:Soon;.the rhetoricispilled over into direct threats. Israel threat-
ened to attack Iran’s nuclear installations at Bushehr, and the Iranians re-
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sponded by threatening to attack Israel with ballistic missiles if Israel vio-

lated Iranian sovereignty.>> .

At one point, the rhetoric became so aggressive that both Washington
and Israeli generals intervened to defuse tensions. In February 2006, Wash-
ington asked Sharon tosoften his tone toward Iran.”® That same month, the

.head of Israel’s National Security Counicil, Gen. Uzi Dayan, reminded his

colleagues in Tel Aviv that Iran had to be depttted as a global threat, not just
a threat to' Israelrin is“not an en&iify for Israel,” Dayan told Israel’s army
radio. “‘/\f& shouldn’t thrga‘;‘t_q;} Irg;l_rjﬁom our point of view Iran is not an
enemy—but we should make sure that Iran does not manage to procure
weapons of mass destruction.”>” But-in spite of the Axis of Evil speech and
Tsrael’s efforts to isolate Iran, Tehran never turned against America in
Afghanistan. By the time the Iranians stopped showing up for the Geneva
meetings, themajor obstacles in Afghanistan in the fight against the Taliban
and in setting up the new:Afghan government had aiready.been overcome.
But soon the Iranians would need tofind their way back to Geneva, because
shortly after the Afghan war they realized that hard-liners in Washington
had all along been planning to extend the war to Iran’s western neighbor—
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facing the future, facing reality

Who dominates the Middle East—Iran or the United States?
—PFormer German Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer, May 29, 2006 -

Since the end of the Cold War, Israel and Iran’s rivalry has stood in the way
of many of America’s strategic objectives in the Middle East. Both states
have undermined U.S. policies that they deemed beneficial to the other.
Iran worked against the Middle East peace pfocess to prevent thé United
States from creating what Tehran feared would be an Israel—centrlc Middle
East order based on Iran’s prolonged isolation” Tsrael, in turn, opposed talks
between the United States and Iran, fearing that a U.S.:Iran rapprochement
would grant Iran strategic significance in Washington at Istael’s expense
precisely because Iran was a powerful country that shared many global in-
terests with the United States, in spite of their conflicting ideologies.!

The United States could benefit from a powerful Iran serving as a buffer
against Chinese access to Persian Gulf and Caspian Basin energy resotirces,
just as Iran'had served as a buffer against the Soviet Union before the col-
lapse of Communism. Israel feared a strong, missile-equipped, and poten-
tially riuclearized Iran that neither it nor Washington would be able to
influence much.? While many in Israel felt that the Jewish State couldn’t
compete with Iran at the strategic level—in terms of being of value to the
United States—others argued that Israel’s special relationship with the
United States wasn’t based on strategic interests to begin with. The special
relationship is “based on a kind of affinity;” explained Shlomo Brom of the
Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies. “It is based on the fact that a large sector
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in the U.S. population support Israel: the Jews, the Christian Right, and oth-
ers, It is based on common values”?

Neither Israel nor Iran—nor indeed the entire Middle Fast—has over-
come the geopolitical earthquake that shook the region after the collapse of
the Soviet Union. Israel and Iran’s fear that the creation of a new order in the
region would benefit the other is acute precisely because the Middle East
lacks a geopolitical basis for its frail order. The recurring process of estab-
lishing a new arid stable balance brings to the surface and intensifies re-
gional rivalries. Not only has the Soviet collapse yet to be absorbed, but the
full consequences of America’s defeat of the Taliban and Iraq are still to be
known. To make matters worse, Washington has sought to establish an or-
der that contradicts the natural balance by seeking to contain and isolate
Iran, one of the most powerful countries of the region. Even if an artificial
order could be established based on the exclusion of a regional giant like
Iran, it won’t be able fo stand on its own legs and will last for only as long as
the United States is willing to invest in its upkeep. The price, however, is be-
coming increasingly onerous for the United States.

The conflict between Iran and Israel wasn’t sparked by an ideological
difference, nor is it ideological fervor that keeps it alive today. Certainly, this
does not mean that the ideologies of these states are irrelevant; at a mini-
mum, the,rhetoric they produce makes a political accommodation more
difficult. Anti-Zionist views are held by most, if not all, Iranian officials. But
the impact of the ideological orientation of these leaders on Iran’s foreign
policy is a different matter altogether. The major transformations of [sraeli-
Iranian, relations have all coincided with geopolitical rather than ideologi-
cal shifts. The Shah began distancing himself from Israel after Iran had be-
come so strong that it could neutralize the Arab threat and befriend the
Arab states from a position of strength. At that point, Iran increasingly
viewed its relationship with Israel as a burden rather than an asset. The
Shal’s failure to win Arab support for his leadership position, partly a result
of his close ties to Israel, prompted the revolutionaries to seek a different
formula to bridge the Arab-Persian divide—political Islam. That orienta-
tion intensified Tehran’s need to oppose Israel, even though clandestine se-
curity ties with the Jewish State continued.

The most dramatic turn for the worse in Israeli-Iranian relations came
in the early 1990s, wiﬂ}ﬁtg}e end of the Cold War and the defeat of Iraqin the
Persian Gulf War. Ironically, Iran’s ideological zeal was sharply declining in
those years. While Iranian foreign policy has always had an ideological
component, ideology has been translated into operational policy in relation
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to Israel only when coupled with-a strategic interest, as was the case in the
post~Cold War era.* “The Israelis are against Iran having an imiportant, or
number-one, role in the region. As a result, they are against Iran’s develop-
ment,” explained Mohsen Mirdamadi, who headed the Foreign Relations
Committee in the Iranian Parliament in the late 1990s.“So this is a strategic

- conflict we have with Israel. And if we were looking at it ideologically, we

would still oppose Israel”®

When Iran’s ideological and strategic interests collided, as they did in
the 1980s, strategic considerations consistently prevailed. For the Iranians,
this is not a contradiction but a simple fact of life. Ideology is not an ab-
solute for the rulers in Tehran. Former President Hashemi Rafsanjani ad-
mitted as much at a Friday prayer sermon. “We have made inappropriate
measures or never made any measures. And we have delayed making deci-
sions. Our ideology is flexible. We can choose expediency on the basis of Is-
lam.”® On another occasion, Rafsanjani rejected the notion that Iranian for-
eign policy should be based on ideological principles in which the state
would have to act according to its duties ( vazifeh) under Isfam, regardless of
the consequences it would suffer. “To put the country in jeopardy on the
ground that we are acting on [an] Islamic basis is.not at all Islamiic”? Ac-
cording to former Deputy Foreign Minister Abbas Maleki, Irar’s foreign
policy haslong ceased to be ideological. “Ideology means that we must have
pro-Muslims policies in all of the world. Yes, we claim that we are pro-Mus-
lims in all of the world . . . but we didn’t support Chechen Muslims. If ide-
ology was the first motivator for Iranian foreign policy, Iran must do that.
But Iran didn’t”® As much as the Iranian leaders may have wanted to pursue
their ideological goals, no force in Iran’s foreign policy is as dominant as
geopolitical considerations.?

In spite of Israel’s rhetoric to the contrary, many high-level decision-
makers in Tel Aviv recognize this and contend that Iran’s ambitions are in-
dependent of the Islamist nature of its ruling regime. “What had been for
the Shah an ambition built on nationalism was for his successors a parallel
ambition built on an Islamist radicalism that often simply served as a thin
disguise for nationalism,” argued Barry Rubin, director of the Global Re-
search in International Affairs (GLORIA) Center in Herzliya. The Iranian
endgame, as the Israelis see it, has not differed much from the time of the
Shah.'® “The Persians want hegemony! They always have, they always will,”
an old Iran hand in Israel told me bluntly.

When one scratches the surface, even Iran’s President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad’s venomous outbursts against Israel turn out to have strategic
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motivations, Ahmadinejad did something few Iranian leaders had done be-
fore him—he questioned the Holocaust. (The previous president,Moham-
mad Khatamyi, had carefully avoided these excessés.) “Todayy: they have cre-
ated a myth in the name of Holocaust:and consider.it to.be above God,
religion'and the prophets,” Ahmadinejad told a‘¢rowd in the fall of 2005 in
the southeastern Iranian' regiomof:Zahedan“Ifiyou [Europeans}-commit-
ted this big crime, then.why should the oppresséd. Palestinian.nation:pay
the price?” he continued.“You [ Eliropeans] haveito pay.the compensation
yourself ” Immediately, the presidentrof,the UN:Security:Couneil: issued’a
‘stafement, denouncing thé:.Iranian president’s. conunentszhe.aEuropeans,
not surprisingly, were infuriated dnd'thredteried to join the WnitediStates in
taking:a much:harsher positionvagainst Iran:Thelswift intetnational back-
lash took Tehran by-surprise;sparking an intenseinternal debate within.the
governmenit:The statements-angeredilran’s nittleat negotiatdrs;who had
been:condiicting delicate! talksxwithistheiEaropeansssince 2003rover:Iran’s

nuclear programzrThe: rhetoncsundermmedythmreﬁne—tuned ‘balaricingact
that séught-simultaneously:to aviidreferral to thé!Security:Council and to
defend Ifan’s fighttouraniumenrichfiientsthey maintaineds  ame v

The catnp dround Alimadinejad forééfully. argued.thatIran:shoulden-
large:the conflict:arid makédsrael a,ériticalanid yisiblelpart:of the. intérna-
tional debate onIran’snuclednpragtarn;Viewing it ih.isolation:onljbene-
fitedithe'West»Bytexpanding:the scope:ofithe.débate;Tran, would. fifxd sthe
nécessary-levérstordefénd;its;position. At ratminimumyythetAhmiadinejad
camp:argued;ascost;stiouldibeiimposed:on Israckfor:having made the:lra-
niamnucléar program asubject of.grave iriternational conéernrand forhav-
ing:convinced:Washingtonsto:adopt 2 very hawkishspolicy:onthe matter,
Ahmadinejad’sopponents inthemoremoderate camp.agieed onthélneces-
sity.of jpuiting-Israclioncthe :defensivetand. enlarging itheidebite; butithey
strongly.diffefed asito thesbestway.to-achievéthose objectives JAccordingto
aseniorifranianfofficialipeopleiclose torAhmadinejad favoredsputting:into
questionissuesIsrael-Had-managed tosettleroves thie:pastitwo decades: Is:
racl’slegitimacyand rightto.existythe reality.ofithie Holocaustyandtheright
ofBuropéansJeis+torremainzin.theheart ofsthe MiddleFasts Suthsin ap-
proach;thiey.drguedswouldrresonate withithe:discontented Arablstreét and

tevéal theimpatenceofithe pro:U.S. Arabrégimes, which would be inequal

parts:pressuredand-ernbarrassed! ™ * s 3 ane o oot et on b y e
« JustasIran had donein the early:1980spit'agaitvsotightito neutralizejthe

,pro-Western%rab«governments inthe region:by playingto the Atali'street.

If thenuclea.nstandofﬁ was:franied:ds an' American- Israelirassaultsion ails-
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lamic Iran that stood upiforthe Palestinians; it would-be next to impossible
for Arab governments=—howéver much they-disliked Tehran—to-publicly
opposeTran becaiise thatwouldunake:them appear:to be siding with-Israel:
This was:an:old:Iranian tfick;.the Israelisiare well familiar.withit, though
they have little with.which'to countefit.{Inmyview-this remains, eyen with

“this nuclear.thing;the mairipirpose of Ahmaalne]ad sincendiary rhetoticy?

explained:Shlomo,Ben-Ami;. Israel’s:former: foreign: 'minister.'“Ifj-;the dis-
course inithe Middle:Fast isian Arabidiscourse; Iranis isolated. If it is an Is-
lamic.discotirse;thendrandsiivaleading positidn. And alwayswith the view
of protectingJran and tHeIranian revolution, whichis whytheytried allthe
time to oppose the peace process.’ maire e« by Y
More moderate voices.in Tehran strongly 0 opposed this approach be-
cause of the! difficulties they predicted jt-wotild ' cause for 141’ nuclear
diplomacy. Theyrfavored Khatami's;tactic of invoking ‘the:suffering:of the
Palestinianhpeoplesand-Istaels:unwillingness;to. make territorial conces-
sions,ibut-avoididg-hot-buttonrissdes:such-asdsrael’siright to-exist.or the
Holocaust: TaKing the.rhetoric to-§uchilevels; theyiargued,:could backfire
and £uin *key countnes hke Russ1arand:Chma' agamstrIraanartzof this de-
that,:Alnnadme]ad later shut.’downfor.cnucmmgshlm too,opeplyzpubhshed
an éditorial blastingithes: Iranianipresidént’s—sHolb‘céhst{denial The com-
mentiry focused'ontwb.argiiments-+*the Holocaustwash’t Ifan’s issue; and
rather-thdn; turning 'the: table*oniTehran’s ‘enemies; Ahinadinejad’s state-
mentwoultionly:maké thingsiworse for Ifanm:12  taremss -

* . What was: conspicuously:absent fromysthesinternal debate in Fehran,
however, wasithe' idéological motivationsand:factors that Tramipublicly-n=
voked to justify its stance’on Israel: Neither thethonor-of Islamnorithe sif-
fering: of the.Palestinianrpeople: figuréd inithe deliberations;:Rather, both
the terms of the debate:and itsioutcome wererof a}purely’str'ategic mnature.
Both camps-aimed-dt-giving Iransthe 1 1n1t1at1ve in the: confrontanonmthsthe
United Statesand Tsrackto-avoid: suffermgithe fate.of: Iraq;where}fromd1991
uintil:the 2003, invasionWishington: remiained: 1argelysin:firm: control of
events. Though:the regime didn’tdeachta consensus on:howto-resolve the
matter;ali Iratiian’ officials were fotbiddenby Ayatollah Khairieneitorepeat
the venomous Holodaust remaiks fot the tiine-being=+miich to Ahmadine-
jad’sfrustrationf2ds e ncs 1, M n et " ij-u’ T

.+#Thatdecisionystill-holds: When:Ahmadinejadsvisitéd-New: Yotk tozad-
dress the UN General Assembly in September 2006, Western journalists
challengéd iimontheHolotaust issuerButrather.than repeating hisearlier
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remarks, Ahmadinejad turned the question into a different debate: Whether
the Palestinians should pay for the crimes of Nazi Germany, and why debat-
ing the Holocaust is a crime in some European states. “If this event hap-
péned, where did it happen?” Ahmadinejad asked CNN’s Anderson Cooper.
“The ‘where’ is the main.question. And it wasn’t in Palestine. [So] why is the
Holocaust used as a pretext to occupy the Palestinian lands?” He then went
on to call for more research into the topic as he completely avoided .ac-
knowledging the reality of the Holocaust or repeating his.previous charac-
terization of it as a'myth, But.even without repeating his earlier remarks,
Ahmadinejad showed how easily he could undermine his moderate rivals in
Tehran by infuriating Western audiences.

1

NUCLEAR AYATOLLAHS?

»

The standoff over Iran’s nuclear program must also be addressed in this
context. Just as the Israeli-Iranian enmity isn’t driven by ideological differ-
ences between theitwo, neither is it solely caused by a sense of threat in Israel
arising from Iran’s nuclear activities. Certainly Israel has legitimate.con-
cerns about Iranian nuclear plans, but these worries cannot in and of them-
selves explain why Israeli-Iranian.relations took a turn for the worse in
1992—three years after Israel discovered that Iran had restarted its nuclear
programi—nor:why-thdse- concerns were temporarily put to rest by Net-
anyahu in 1996 when he:tried to reach out to Iran. “Israel didn’t: rea.lly pay
any attention to.{the Iranian nuclear program] until the peace process.” ex-
plained Keith Weissmén of the American Israel Public Affairs Committee
(AIPAC).A*Apthat time, the program was at an embryonic stage.Iran didn’t
have ahy.uranivm centrifuges and it lacked much of the know-how to de-
velop nuclear weapons—and it still does.

According to a comprehensive U.S. intelligence review, in 2005 Iran was
about a-decade-away-from manufacturing the key ingredient for a nuclear
weapon.:? Furthermore, according.to several Israeli decision-makers, the
Labor Party exaggerated the Iranian threat for political reasons. Though a
distant threat did exist, Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin overplayed it to sell
the land-for-peace formula to the Israeli public, a former adviser to Rabin
explained:1® After all, Isracl’s behavior did not square with the idea that it
faced an éxisteritial threat from Iran. If it did, one would expect Israel to ex-
plore-all avenues to neutralize that threat, including a U.S.-Iran dialogue.
Instead; Israel worked strenuously to prevent any such dialogue from taking
place. - . 5

The.Shah started Irar’s nuclear program back in the 1970s. Iran pro-
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duced more oil then than it does today, and its domestic consumption was
much lower in those days. Still, President Gérald Ford offered Teliran the
chance to buy a U.S.-built reprocessing facility for extracting plutonium
from nuclear reactor fuel. Through that offer, Iran would master the com-
plete nuclear fuel cycle, which also would grant it the know-how to produce

‘material for a nuclear bomb. But Washington wanted to go even further. In

1975, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger developed a negotiating strategy
for the sale of nuclear energy equipment to Iran projected to bring Ameri-
can business more than $6 billion in revenue, Dick Cheney, Paul Wolfowitz,
and Donald Rumsfeld all held key national security posts in the Ford ad-
ministration. More than a quarter century later, however, the same individ-
uals were in the forefront of a campaign seeking to deny Iran access to that
same technology, arguing that a country with Iran’s oil wealth would seek
the technology for military purposes only.!”

Though Iran is still years away from having the capab1hty and material
to build a nuclear bomb, the standoff has reached a critical point because of
Iran’s efforts to master uranium enrichment. According to Israel, once Iran
learns how to enrich uranium in large quantities and to high degrees, it will
have passed a “point of no return.” Iran will have acquired the necessary
know-how, after which it will be next to impossible to stop Tehran from
going nuclear. But there are many problems with this analysis. For one,
Iran—unlike Israel—has signed the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT), and
the majority of the parties to the treaty believe that Iran has a right to ura-
nium enrichment under Article IV of the NPT, which guarantees all states
“the inalienable right . . . to develop research, production and use of nu-
clear energy for peaceful purposes without discrimination.” Denying Iran
that righf would change the terms of the trgg%tx,'whigh many nuclear have-
nots are reluctant to go along with unless the nuclear-haves live up to their
commitment under Article VI of the treaty and begin dismaritling their
nuclear arsenals.!® Second, according to some nonproliferation experts, the
concept of a point of no return is an arbitrary measure used for political
purposes. “The ‘point of no return’ concept is not a valid one, and the voices
in America and in Israel using it to push for a quick solution are mislead-
ing,” said Jon Wolfsthal, a former senior Energy Department official. “This
is a made-up term by those who want immediate action,”*?

Immediate action is precisely what the Israelis have been calling for.

“Every day that passes brings the Iranians closer to bulldmg a bomb,” Is-
rael’s Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni said in the summer of 2006, “The world
cannot afford a nuclear Iran.”?® The pro-Israel lobby in Washington took a
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characteristically more hawkish position than the Israeli government itself.
“The parallels of the geo-political climate of March 5, 1933, and that of
March 5, 2006, are stunning in their likeness; eerie in their implication,”
AIPAC Executive Director Howard Kohr told five thousand AIPAC sup-
porters at their annual banquet in Washington in March 2006. Before
Kohr’s speech, the audience was shown a series of video clips comparing
Adolf Hitler's rise to power with Ahmadinejad’s tenure as Iran’s president.?!
The Israelis have put a tremendous amount of pressure on the Bush admin-
istration to act. They played a key role in convincing Washington to adopt a
zero-enrichment policy, meaning that Iran must be completely denied any
enrichment technology. Even a small pilot-scale program would be unac-
ceptable, because Iran could still learn how to master the technology from
such a program, the Israelis maintained. Whenever the Bush administra-
tion hinted at warming up to a compromise, the Israelis sounded the alarm
bells.

For instance, when the Bush administration expressed support for a
proposalithat would permit Iran to continue its nuclear development as
long as enrichment took place in Russia, AIPAC came out strongly against
the Bush administration.?? At a briefing on Capitol Hill, a senior Israeli
diplomat was asked what kind of inspections regime would make the Is-
raelis feel comfortable:with an Iranian civilian nuclear program. Without
hesitation the diplomat replied, “None” Instead, he explained, the only
guarantee acceptable to Israel was “the debilitation of Tran’s industrial
base.” If the United States doesn’t take quick action on Iran, the Israelis said,
the Jewish State “may have to go it alone;” hinting that it might try to destroy
Iran’s nuclear facilities itself.

The prospect of an Israeli assault on Iran’s nuclear installations created
a major headache for the White House, because the United States would be
automatically blamed for such action—regardless of whether President

Bushhad given the Israelis a green light or not. And since Israel itself does

not have the military capability to successfully take out Iran’s program
tl}goggh air. strikes, the veiled threats coming out of Tel Aviv were likely
aimed- at pressuring Washington not to moderate its stance, by warning it
about the consequences of an Israeli assault on Iran: a major escalation of
the violence in the region that would pose a serious danger to U.S. security,
given Washington’s increasingly vulnerable position in Iraq. Whether it
liked it or not, Washington would get sucked into the ensuing mess.
Ironically, Tehran might not be pursuing a nuclear weapon itself, but
the capability to be able to go nuclear in case it faces an imminent threat.
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(For Iran to possess such a capability, however, is still seen as a major prob-
lem by Western powers,) International Atorpic Energy Agency (IAEA) Ex-
ecutive Director Mohamed ElBaradei has suggested that Iran’s preferred
option is to have the capability to make weapons without having to do so.
ElBaradei said the Iranians know that mastering uranium enrichment is “a

“deterrent” in and of itseif and that “they don’t need a weapon; [enrichment]

sends a message.” The JAEA director qualified his comments on the News-
Hour with Jim Lehrer on March 18, 2004: “Well, what I mean is . . . if you
have an enrichment program or a reprocessing program, which means that
you can produce uranium. .. you are really sending a message that we
know how to do it, should we decide to make a weapon. We don’t need . . .
to develop a weapon, but I am telling you—jyou know, the world, my neigh-
bors, that I can do it.”23

The Iranians are well aware that a decision to weaponize would likely
weaken rather than advance Iran’s strategic position. As long as the Middle
East is kept as free as possible from nuclear weapons, Iran will enjoy a con-
ventional superiority vis-a-vis its neighbors because of its size and re-
sources. However, if Iran weaponizes, it will risk sparking a nuclear arms
race that may lead small states such as Bahrain and Kuwait to opt for a nu-
clear capability as well. In such a Middle East, Iran would lose its conven-
tional superiority and find itself at strategic parity with states less than one-
twentieth its size. This is partly why Iran joined with another populous
regional state—EBgypt—to keep the Middle East a nuclear-free zone back in
the 1970s. As large states, Iran and Egypt would have the least to gain and
the most to lose by going nuclear, As a small state, Israel would have the
most to gain. (The Israelis disagree with this analysis and assume that Iran
will seek to obtain a nuclear weapon no matter, what.)2¢ s

Furthermore, Tehran believes that it has &ffective deterrence capabili-
ties against almost all states in the region, including Israel, and wouldn't
need nuclear weapons to dissuade the Jewish State from attacking Iran,
“From the government’s perspective, weapons of mass destruction would
not constitute a deterrence against Isracl. We have other deterrences that
work better;” Iran’s UN Ambassador Javad Zarif explained, hinting at Iran’s
asymmetric capabilities in Lebanon.? (The effectiveness of this deterrence
was demonstrated during the Israeli-Hezbollah war in the summer of
2006.) The only threat against which Iran lacks an effective deterrence is the
United States (though Iran does have a partial deterrent in the form of in-
fluence over Shia militias in Iraq, which could badly hurt the already-failing
U.S. occupation there), But if relations with the United States could be
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patched up, Iran could perhaps also be deprived of one of the key motiva-~
tors for attaining nuclear weapons.

A DETERRABLE TEHRAN?

Israel’s fear of a nuclear Iran is understandable, even though Israel does not
believe that Iran would necessarily use the doomsday weapon against it.26
That would surely lead to Iran’s own destruction: Iranian civilian and mili-
tary leaders are well aware of Israel’s arsenal of two hundred nuclear war-
heads and its second-strike capability through its three nuclear-equipped
Dolphin submarines. And contrary to the depiction of the Iranians as “mad
mullahs,” most strategic thinkérs in Israel recognize that the Iranian gov-
ernment is extremist and radical—but rational,

In fact, Iran is a more potent adversary of Israel precisely because-it is
not irrational and careless. Iran has acted with greater savvy and caution
than have many of Israel’s traditional foes. Whereas Saddam was careless
and adventurous, and committed strategic blunders by attacking Iran in
1980 and Kuwait in 1990, Tehran has operated according to completely dif-
ferent principles. Even under the most ideological days of the Franian revo-
lution, Franwas never reckless or completely insensitive to its losses.2” “Peo-
ple here respect the Iranfans and the Iranian regime. They take them as very
serious, calculating players,” said Ehud Yaari, a veteran Israeli television
journalist.?® Efraim Halevi, the former Mossad boss, concurred. “1 don’t
think they are irrational, I think they are very rational. To label them as irra-
tional is escaping from reality and it gives you kind of an escape clause,” he
said:** As long as the other side is rational, an Israeli deterrent capacity
againstan [ranian nuclear threat hasa strong chance of succeeding precisely
becaiise the Iranians know the price of attacking Israel, according to Reuven
Pedatzur;:director of the Galili Center for Strategy and National Security
and afighter pilot in the Israeli Air Force reserves,?®

Iran’s:rationality may-also be the reason why thus far it has not shared
chemical or biological weapons with any of its Arab proxies such as Hezbol-
lah, and why a nuclear Iran likely would not share nuclear weapons with ter-
rorist-groups. Israel has signaled Iran that it would retaliate against'any
nuclear.attack on Israel by hitting Iran—regardless of who attacked Israel.
Tehramrhasfully grasped the meaning of the signal—if any of Iran’s proxies
attacked Israel with a nuclear warhead, Israel would destroy Iran. But even
without this stern warning, Iran would be unlikely to share the doomsday
weapon with its proxies precisely because those groups would cease to be

Iy
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proxies if they acquired such a powerful weajjpi. Iran’ sfambition, after all, is
to become the region’s undisputed power; given its tendency to view all
other actors as potential competitors, it’s hardly likely Tehran would under-
mine its goal by sharing the sensitive technology. Judging from Tehran’s
past behavior, the Iranian leadership is too Machiavellian to commit such

‘an irrevocable and devastating mistake,

The minority view in Israel, dubbed the Beginist view, is advocated by
people like Deputy Defense Minister Ephraim Sneh, Knesset member Uzi
Landau, and Gen. Amos Gilad. They argue that the preemptive doctrine
of Menachem Begin—who destroyed Iraq’s nuclear facility by bombing
Osirak in 1981—must guide Israel’s approach to Iran. The states in the
Middle East are irrational and suicidal, 2ccording to this school of thought,
and, asaresult, no stable deterrent option is available,3! Tsrael cannot afford
to take any risks with such enemies. The only viable defense is to ensure that
these countries do not gain access to-nuclear technology to begin with by
preemptively destroying their nuclear facilities.

Advocates of this line often point to a statement made by-Rafsanjani in
carly 2002, in which he discussed how Istael’'s smaller territory would make
it more vulnerable to a nuclear attack, hinting—the Beginists say—that
Iran believes it can win a nuclear war with Israel. (Rafsanjani later accused
Israel of distorting his statement.)®? In the end,.the Beginists have had a
greater impact on Israel’s rhetoric and portrayal of the conflict than on its
actual policy regarding Iran. After all, if Iran is an irrational and suicidal
state, then why hasn’t it committed suicide yet? For the last twenty-seven
years, the Islamic Republic seems to have declined every.opportunity to de-
stroy itself. In fact, the clerics in Tehran are iprobably more powerful now
than ever before. Given the Iranian govemment s many internal problems
and its unpopularity at home and abroad, it is'difficiilt to'see how the clerics
could have achieved this success had they been irrational.

Nevertheless, it is not surprising that many in Israel have drawn the
conclusion that Tehran is irrational because that is arguably' what the clerics
want Iran’s enemies to believe, But behind their often contradictory behav-
ior lies a single, carefully calculated policy. Iran uses this contradiction to
conceal its interests and make itself appear irrational and unpredictable. It
has been called “simulated irrationality”3* “We should not be calculable
and predictable to thern [Iran’s enemies],” Amir Mohebian, an influential
conservative strategist, explained. “The U.S. could not mess with Tmam
[Khomeini] because he wasn’t calculable. . . . Saddam’s fall was because he
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was calculable; they knew that even if he had weapons of mass destruction
he would not dare use them,”3*

Thisline of thinking is not limited to the conservative camp in-Iran. Ac-
cording to arradviser to the Iranian National Security Advisor, it is rooted in
Iran’s experience during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when the
country’s openness enabled foreign powers to manipulate it-in order to ex-
ploit its natural resources and render it dependent on the West. The Iranian
government believes that “you have to maintain.a calculated distance with
foreigners,” the adviser explained. “You don’t let them understand how
you're running your affairs. And that’s why I think there is an intention out
there to confuse. That is.why they would let so many contradictory policies
be aired by different institutions. That’s fine. That buys [Iran] security fbe-
cause] we know what we'are doing? Iran may have fooled many in Israel
with this strategy, but it Has also contributed to the enormouis lack of trust
between Iran and the:outside world, which in turn has made it all the more
difficult to find a solution to Iran’s.problems with the United States and the
international community. )

Whether Iran is rational or not; suicidal or not, or even if itis intent-on
attacking Israel or not, a nuclear Iran would still pose a problem for Israel
because of its impact on Israel’s strategic maneuverability, The real danger
to Israel of a nuclear-cdpable Iran is twofold. First, an Iran that does not
have nuclear weapons—but that can build them—will significantly dam-
age Isracl’s-ability to deter niilitant Palestinian and Lebanese organizations.
It will damage the image of:Israel.as the sole nuclear-armed state in the re-
gion andrundercut the myth of its invincibility. That image is “the most
powerful stabilizer of the peace. It’s. our deterrence,” Gilad told me. Such an
Iranian deterrence capability would undermine Israel’s military supremacy
and preventitifrom dictating the parameters of peace and pursuing unilat-
eralpeace plans. “We:cannot afford a.nuclear bomb'in the hands of our en-
emies; period:Fhey don’t have to use it; the fact that they have it is enough,”
Sneh'argued:’A nuclear Irdn.could force Israel to accept territorial compro-
mises;with:itémeighbors to.déprive Tehran of points of hostility that it could
use against the Jewish State. Israel simply would not be able to afford a nu-
clear rivalry.with Iran and continued territorial disputes with the Arabs at
the sarrietimesSecond, theideterrence and power Iran would gain by mas-
tering theifuel cycle could compel Washington to cut a deal with Tehran in
which Iran.would be'recognized as.a regional power and gain strategic sig-
nificance i the Middle East at the expense of Israel.
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WASHINGTON’S OPTIONS: BETWEEN A RQCk AND A HARD PLAEE

When it comes to Iran and the Israeli<Iranian rivalry, conventional wisdom
says that Washington does-not have any good optiohs. But some are worse
than others. Some are built on fancy theories that have little connection to

reality, similar to Israel’s insistence on remaining loyal to the periphery doc-

trine in the 1980s even after. Khomeini had seized power in Iran. The Is-
raelis’ worldview was based on rather simplistic assumptions about- the
mechanisms of international relations that failed to take into account Iran’s
conflicting interests. On the one hand, Israel believed that the Arab-Israeli
rift was so deep that no real peace with the Arabs was achievable (in spite of
its agreement with Egypt at Camp David I); on the other hand, it assumed
that Iran reasoned along the same lines that Tsrael did. Iran would-always be
at odds with its Arab neighbors because of the Arab-Persian rift, Israel as-
sumed, making it a natural and long-lasting ally of Israel regardless.of the
wishes of the rulers of Tehran. Geostrategic realities would simply leave
Tehran with no other options.?¢ Based on these assumptions, a notion was
formed about what fran’s behavior should be. When‘Iran’s behavior did not
conform to this notion, the validity of the assumptions underlying it wasn’t
questioned. Rather, Iran’s behavior was deemed irrational and temporary.
Sooner or later it would “come to its senses.”

This same divorced-from-reality outlook has characterized the Bush
administration’s approach to the Middle East since September 11. One fan-
tasy in which the Bush White House has invested much energy and hope is
regime-change in Iran, which itself is based on the idea that with a different
regime ruling Tehran, the problems between the United States and fran, as
well as Israel and Iran, would more or less ayfomatically be resolved. “The
moment the [Islamic] regime is gone, the [Isfariéli—lrallian] relationship will
change 180 degrees,” Sneh maintained.®” Mindful of the close relationship
Israel and the Shah enjoyed, it'is easy to reach this dubijous conclusion. But
there is much disagreement in Israel about this point. Some, like Menashe
Amir, the legendary director of Radio Israel’s Persian service, see the reli-
gious zeal of the Iranian leadership as the sole cause of the enmity. “Today,
Iran is against Israel due to religious reasons,” he told me in his Jerusalem
office, which is decorated with Iranian artifacts and paintings. “Future Ira-
nian regimes won’t have that problem.”38 .

Others argue that a change in individual leadership or regime in Tehran
would not affect Iran’s nuclear drive. A secular and democratic government
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in Tehran may actual!g be more inclined to acquire a nuclear bomb, Ariel
Sharon’s spokesperson Ranaan Gissin maintained, or, at a minimirm, it will
be under popular pressure to continue the program at the same pace.?® Is-
rael “cannot be confident that reform in Iran will eliminate the strategic
threat to Israel,” said Uzi Arad, former director of intelligence for the Mossad
and currently a professor at the Interdisciplinary Center in' Herzliya 40
Moreover, there is no guarantee that a.democratic Iran would be any more
stable or anyless radical than the current regime. “If a change in the regime
is possible, then the threat is there, It will be an unstable situation and con-
tinue to be an unstable regime,” Israel’s Gen. Amnon Lipkin-Shahak ex-
plained. Just as the Shah’s regime was replaced by a radical government, a
weak democratic regime in Iran could face the same fate.*! Gilad, in turn,
dismissed the entire discussion as useless and academic because, in his view,
the regime in Iran isn’t likely to fall, “I exclude any possibility for regime
change,” he asserted,*? As problematic as the ayatollahs have been, the na-
ture of the clerical regime is not the root of the Israeli-Iranian or the
U.S.-Iranian enmity. After all, it was geopolitical changes that sparked the
Israeli-Iranian rivalry after the end of the Cold War, not the ideclogy or na-
ture of Iran’s leadership. Just as the Islamic Revolution did not end Iran’s
quest-for primacy (in fact, it initially intensified it), there is little to suggest
that a secular Iran would be less.inclined to seek preeminence and more
Prone to accepta timid role in regional affairs.

)

THE FAILURE OF CONTAINMENT—THE LEBANON WAR OF 2006 '

Another failed policy is containment—the idea that the solution to the con-
flictlies incontaining and weakening Iran, This policy has not only failed, it
has backfired-and rnad&'a bad situation worse by making Fran stronger—
and-angriet: The last attempt to weaken Iran—the 2006 summer war in
Lebanon—exemplifies [his point. Though Israel did not expect the July 12
Hezbollahiborder attack.and kidnapping of its soldiers, the Jewish State had
planned’and prepared for war against Hezbollah for more than two years. In
2005, @ senior Israeli army officer began giving off-the-record PowerPoint
presentations to American diplomats, journalists, and think tanks, setting
out in.frightening.detail the plan for the expected operation. “Of all of Is-
rael’s wars since 1948, this was the one for which Israel was most prepared,”
Professor Gerald Steinberg of Bar Ilan University explained.®? At first,
everything wentas planned. As Washington gave Israel’s war its blessing and
support~—Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice referred to the fighting as
the “birth pangs of a new Middle East”Israel Defense Forces Chief of
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Staff Dan Halutz and a crowd of officers gathered hundreds of feet below-
ground in the command bunker of the Israeli Air Force in Tel Aviv to mon-
itor the developments. Late on the night of July 12, the first reports came in.
Fifty-four missile launchers had been destroyed by Israel’s jet fighters,
which were returning to base. Relieved, Halutz called Prime Minister Ehud

“Olmert at his residence in Jerusalem. “All the long-range rockets have been

destroyed,” Halutz proudly declared. But he gifin’t stop there. After a short
pause, he added: “We've won the war”44 ,

In the meantime, ds neoconservatives in Waskiington were urging the
Bush administration not only to support the war but to join it as well, deci-
sion-makers in Tehran were tretnbling. Both Hezbollah and Iran were sur-
prised-by the scale of Israel’s response to the raid. “We expected Israel’s re-
sponse to the taking hostage of the two soldiers to be at most a day or two of
shelling or a few limited attacks of specific places,” the deputy secretary gen-
eral of Hezbollah, Sheikh Naim Kassem, later told reporters.* Iranian intel-
ligence had warned Tehran’s political leaders that Tsrael had plans to attack
Lebanon later, in October 20086, but they had no indication that the scale of
the war would be this large or that it would begin as early as July.46 “This was
God’s gift to Israel,” Nasser Hadian, a reformist strategist, said. “Hezbollah
gave them the golden opportunity to attdck”4?

The Iranian fear was that Washington and Israel were paving the way
for a military confrontation with Iran by first taking out Hezbollah—Iran’s
first Iine of defense. This was more than a proxy war, Tehran feared; it was
the prelude to a final showdown. Pundits in the United States speculated
that Iran had triggered the condlict to take attention away from the Franian
nuclear standoff, but in Tehran the feeling was that “one of Iran’s cards had
been unnecessarily wasted” by Hezbollah’s foolish attack against Israel. The
conventional wisdom in Tehran was that a direct confrontation between the
Lebanese militants and the Jsraeli army would likely work to Hezbollah’s
disadvantage ?® “Israel and the U.S. knew that as long as Hamas and Hez-
bollah were there, confronting Iran would be costly,” Mohsen Rezai, Secre-
tary of the Expediency Discernment Council of Iran, told the Iranian news-
paper Baztab.“So;to deal with Iran, they first Want to eliminate forces close
to Iran that are in Lebanon and Palestine”*® On this point, the Israelis and
Iranians didn’t seem to disagree. For years, the Israelis had been worried
about Hezbollah’s military buildup; with its deployment of thousands of
missiles and rockets, the Shia guerrilia group:could hitlarge parts of north-
ern Israel. Through Hezbollah, the Iranians were gaining a deterrent capa-
bility and leverage that was unacceptable to Israel. In the minds of the Is-
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raclis, the fighting in Lebanon was not just about Hezbollah; it was also
about Iran. “To some degree, one of the aims of this war is to make sure in
Tehran, when they look at the pictures of Beirut, they also think about
Tehran,” Steinberg told the Council on Foreign Relations in an interview.5°

But neither Israel’s hopes, nor Tehran’s fears, came true., After some ini-
tial successes, the Israelis were stunned at Hezbollah's powerful response,
including its firing of thousands of Katyusha rockets into northern Israel.
Rather than facing an amateur militia, the Israelis soon realized that they
were fighting a well-trained and well-equipped guerilla army. Hezbollah
even used a Chinese-made C-807 missile against an Israeli warship -off
Lebanon’s coast, catching the Israelis off guard and disabling the ship. Is-
raeli intelligence had failed to fully discover before the war what Hezbollah
was hiding in its-arsenals.”! The Lebanese fought a high-tech war, and they
paid as much attention to the media battle as they did to the fighting on the
ground. Trained and equipped by the Iranians, Hezbollah fighters'cracked
the codes of Israeli radio commuinications, intercepting reports on the ca-
sualties they had inflicted. Whenever an Israeli soldier was killed, Hezbollah
confirmed it by listening to.the Israeli radio and then sent the reports im-
mediately to its satellite. TV station, Al-Manar, which broadcast the news
live. Thus Arab audiences knew the names of Israeli casualties and where
they had-been killed well before the Israeli army had a chance to inform the
soldiers’ families. The psychological impact of this on the Israelis—who
had grown.accustomed to superiority over the armies of their Arab nexgh—
bors—was devastating.

As the war progressed, -Istaeli tactical miscalculations and strategic
shortsightedness changed the situation on the ground—as well as public
opinjon:in Israel. At the outset; the vast majority of the Israeli public sup-
ported-the war. It-was seen as a defensive and necessary war to finally putan
end to Hezbollah's border attacks, However, the initial euphoria of the Is-
raeli leadership—and:the Israeli public—soon turned to despair. After a
few weeks of hard fighting with no clear gains for the Israel Defense Forces,
polls showed that 63 percent of Israelis believed that Olmert should resign.
And:74 percent:wanted Hhe inexperienced Moroccan-born defense minis-
ter, Atnir Perez, to step down as well.52 The battle cry that at the beginning
of the war read “Let Israel win!” had by the third week turned into “We will
settle.for a draw.” By the'end of the war, after thirty-four days, Israelis half-
jokingly said-that what was important wasn’t whether Israel had won or
lost, but that it had. played the game. Rather than strengthening and rein-
forcingthe image of Tsrael’s invincible deterrence, the war that was to
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weaken Iran only made Israel itself more vulnerable. Even though Hezbol-
Jah took a beafing (as did Lebanon in general; the more than one thousand
casualties overwhelmingly were tivilians, and the country’s infrastructure
was systematically bombed by Israel from the first days of the war), its
strategic capability wasn’t significantly damaged, and its political strength

‘within the complicated Lebanese sectarian mix may have been enhanced.

Israel was under just as much threat after the war as before.

Even the Iranians were surprised by the outcome—and by Hezbollals
fighting power. The fear, and to some extent the expectation, had been that
Israel would destroy Iran’s Lebanese ally, after which “the entire regional
calculus would change in Iran’s disfavor.”>3 Instead, Iran’s—and even more
so Hezbollah’s—stock in the Arab street rose to unprecedented levels, Israel
and the United States were weakened, and pro—Western Arab governments
found themselves squeezed between their d{sgruntled popitlatioris.and a
White House that showed little consideration for the interests and:wishes
of its allies.-Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Jordan, three key.U.S. allies whose
regimes would have much to lose from Iran’s rise, took the unusual step in
the early days of the war of chastising Hezbollah for having started the war,
Never before had an Arab government so publicly denounced an -Arab
group fighting Israel.>* The Saudi calculation was that, by offering political
coverage for other countries to condemn Hezbollah, America would rein in
the Israelis. But the Saudi move backfired. The Bush administration worked
to prolong the war rather than shorten it, embarrassing the Saudi leader-
ship by revealing its lack of influence over the Bush White House.® At the
same time, popular support for Hezbollah was so strong in Saudi Arabia,
Jordan, and Egypt that their leaders were quickly forced to change their
anti-Hezbollah line. To add insult to injury, not enly did Israel’s move
strengthen Iran, it benefited further from Washington’s weakening of Tran’s
Arab rivals.

Containment has also failed even when circumstances were far more
favorable for the United States. Washington and Tel Aviv currently face a
radically different situation compared to 1993, when containment was first
putin place through the peace process. At that time Washington stood-at the
apex of its power. The Soviet Union had collapsed, and, in the “New World
Order” that was forming, the United States was the world’s sole superpower.
Diplomatically, Washington’s stock was equally high. Then—Secretary of
State James Baker had marshaled a broad coalition—including numerous
Arab states—to expel Saddam Hussein from Kuywait, and he had kept his
word that Arab cooperation against Iraq wo;s{x_ld lead to a push for'Israeli-
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Palestinian peacemaking. Iran, on the other hand, was weak. It was still re-
cuperating from the Irag-Iran war, and its relations with the Arab states and
Europe remained frosty. Still, isolating Iran ﬁroved far more difficult than
Washington had envisioned. Despite its extensive efforts, the policy of con-
taining Iran proved a huge failure.

Today, the tables have turned. Washington’s credibility is at an all-time
low. The invasion and occupation of Iraq has weakened the United States
both militarily and diplomatically. Israel’s war with Hezboliah has done lit-
tle to buy it new friends in the Arab world, and the pro-Western Arab gov-
ernments’ impotence in influencing Washington has increased the rift
between these regimes and their peoples. In spite of their undeniable eco-
nomic successes; the Arab states of the Persian Gulf are weakened, because
their security is directly tied to the strength of the United States.

Iran, on the other hand, has gained strength. The Bush administration
has expedited Iran’s emiergence as a key power in the Middle East by swiping
its immediate rivals—Afghanistan’s Taliban and Iraq’s Saddam Hussein—
off the geopolitical chessboard. No regional power can balance and contain
Iran without extensive U.S. support—and as the cost of this policy in-
creases, its sustainability becomes questionable. Sooner or later, contain-
ment will break down and the United States will be forced to either integrate
or confront Iran. Increasingly Washington’s—and Israel's—Dbest option
seems to be to bite the bullet and find some accommodation with Tehran,
because the cost of not talking to Iran is steadily increasing. Opportunities
to negotiate with Iran from a position of strength in the last five years have
all been squandered by:the neoconservatives, who, like Israel, did not want
any U.S.-Iran-talks at all, As a result, future talks may have to start from 2
point that is more favorable to Tehran than to Washington and Tel Aviv.

* THE NONEXISTENT MILITARY SOLUTION

Military action against Iran would be extremely risky, and even if it were to
succeed the costs would be staggering. Top officers in the U.S. Army and
Marine Corps, as well as many conservatives in the U.S. national security
elite, warn that a U.S. attack on Iran would be potentially catastrophic for
the U.S. position in Iraq and the region generally, given Iran’s asymmetric
counterstrike capabilities. Israel, on the other hand, cannot take on Iran by
itself. The Israeli-Air Force still lacks the capability to take out all of Iran’s
known nuclear facilities. Unlike the Iraqi program, Iran’s nuclear facilities
are spread throughout the country. In addition, the distance to Iran is far
greater, and the Israelis cannot reach Iran without air refueling. More im-
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portantly, U.S. war plans involve targeting not only the nuclear plants but
also much of the infrastructure related to the nuglear program, The United
States is able to destroy these points, but Israel is not. A rash and unsuccess-
ful military campaign could turn the pohtlcai momentum in Iran’s favor
and undermine efforts to stop Tehran, Furthiermore, with approximately
twenty-five thousand Iranian Jews still living in Iran, military confronta-
tion could jeopardize the security of this ancient community, a move the
Jewish State would be reluctant to take, And even though Israel has lobbied
the United States to deal with Iran in a decisive manner, pro-Israeli groups
in Washington are wary of pushing the United States too hard, lest they be
seen by the American public as pressing America to go to war for Israel’s
sake. Jewish organizations in the United States have already quietly asked
the White House not to cite Israel’s security as a top rationale for a possible
showdown with Iran, fearing a backlash from the American public.5

A POSSIBELE WAY OUT—REGIONAL INTEGRATION
AND COLLECTIVE SECURITY

The one policy that hasn’t been seriously pursued is regional integration
through dialogue and engagement. This policy would be based on the
recognition that, like China, Iran is 2 country that the United States cannot
contain indefinitely, that Iran becomes more antagonistic when excluded,
and that the United States can better influence Iran by helping it integrate
into the world’s political and economic structure rather than by keeping it
out. This approach is also favored by leading Iranian human rights activists,
who believe it will facilitate internal political reform as well. And what the
Iranians are asking for is, in essence, an end to a policy that has cost the
United States a lot and won it little,

Beyond being the least costly policy optzon, there are indications that
the policy has a fair chance 6f succeeding. Béth imperial and Islarnic Iran
have had ingrained in them the notion that Iran’s size, population,educa-
tional level, and natural resources have made the country destined to obtain
regional preeminence and that it should play a leadership role reflective of
its geopolitical weight. This has been—and continues to be—the main
driving force of Iranian foreign policy both during the era of the Shah and
after the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Revolutionary Iran initially aspired to be
the leader of the entire Islamic world. The Shah’s aspirations for Iran’s role
far exceeded the Middle East geographically; he dreamed of establishing
Iran as the preeminent naval power in the Indian Ocean basin.

However, since the end of the Irag-Iran war Tehran has gradually re-
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duced its aspirations and the definition of its national security environment
to encompass only the Persian Gulf and the Caspian Sea and not the greater
Middle East.5” Withiri this area Iran wants to be second to none, and its for-
eign policy has radicalized when regional or outside powers have sought to
isolate and contain it. According to Murad Saghafi, a secular reformist with
close family ties to the late Ayatollah Khomeini, Iran would accept a U.S.

rapprochement that safeguarded Iran’s regional interests. “If they say, Iran
has a place in the world, we don’t want to attack Iran, let’s make Iran a lead-
ing gas producer, [Iran] will say yes,” Saghafi said.58

But even though revolutionary Iran hasn’t hesitated to sacrifice its idé-
ological objéctives for the sake of state and regime survival, are there any
guarantees that it would become more pragmatic once it could pursue its
ideological objectives without sacrificing its strategic position? Would ide-
ology continue to be a secondary motivator of its foreign policy, or would it
come to the forefront? In short, would a more powerful Iran also be a more
radical Tran? It is impossible to make such predictions with complete accu-
racy. But a review of Iran’s past behavior indicates that a more powerful and
integrated Iran s also a more moderate Iran. Its behavior after Likud’s vic-
toryin 1996 is a case in point. As Iran’s power rose and it improved its rela-
tions with-the Arab states, the EU, and the Organization of Islamic Confer-
ences and successfully countered American efforts to isolate it, its position
on the Israeli-Palestinian issue tempered. Iran did not use its rising power
to intensify its anti-Israel policies. Iran may have realized that it couldn’t ex-
clude Israel from regional decision-making (just as Israel failed to exclude
Iran)-and that in the long run it did not need to isolate Israel in order to
achieve its leadership objectives.

A new U.S. approach could turn its Iran foreign policy into a force for
stability by accommodating legitimate Iranian security objectives in return
for Iraniafconcessions on varions regional and international issues, as well
as significant. Iranian policy modifications, including Iran’s acceptance of
U.3. global leadership and an end to its hostilities against Israel. As Iran it-
self had suggested in its 2003 proposal to Washington, Tehran would have to
accept Israelas a fact in the region and respect a two-state solution to the Is-
rael-Palestine conflict. Joschka Fischer, Germany’s former foreign minister,
urged the Uhited States to adopt this approach in an opinion piece in the
Washington Post in May 2006. “Iran’s alternatives should be no less than
recognition and security or total isolation,” he wrote.5® Such an order would
better reflect the region’s natural balance, which in turn would make it
more stable and less costly to sustain for the United States.
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This idea also enjoys support in Israel among moderate elements, who
recognize that a winner-take-all approach will in the long run probably
leave Israel in a weaker position. Ben-Ami, Israel’s former foreign minister,
argued in the pages of Haaretz that “the question today is not when Iran will
have nuclear power, but how to integrate it into a policy of regional stability

-before it obtains such power. Iran is not driven by an obsession to destroy

Israel, but by its determination to preserve its regime and establish itself as a
strategic regional power, vis-3-vis both Israel and the Sunni Arab states. .
The answer to the Iranian threat is a policy of detente; which-would change
the Iranian elite’s pattern of conduct.”s® Ben-Ami went on to point put that
this is first and foremost an American responmblhty but that the Bush ad-
ministration—Ilike Israel—has been more interested in fighting “evil” than
in pursuing conflict resolution. A U.S.-Iran dialogue is absolutely necessary,
Ben-Ami argued, even though it would lead to serious compromises for
Washington and Tel Aviv, such as recognizing Iran’s regional importance,
Unlike his predecessors in the Labor Party, Ben-Ami pointed out that allevi-
ating the Iranian threat would aid the Israeli-Palestinian peace process,and
that seeking to exaggerate the threat to scare the Arabs and the Israeli public
to the negotiating table would be damaging to Israel in the long run.

What Ben-Ami put forward is that the Israeli-Palestinian conflict can-
not be resolved unless the geopolitical context in which it transpires is ad-
dressed. Many have argued that the Israeli-Palestinian issue is the key to re-
solving all problems in the Middle East, Colin Powell, for instance, believed
that Israel-Palestine peace would pave the way for an accommodation with
Iran. The key, however, may lie in the other direction. Though the conflict
between Israelis and Palestinians touches everyone and everything in the
region in a profoundly emotional way, it is not a conflict that sets the geopo-
litical balance. Neither is it driven by geopolitical factors. Rather, it is the
geopolitical imbalance in the region that renders that conflict all the more
unsolvable. Unless the underlying conflicts in the region are addressed, any
process seeking to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian dispute will be hostage to
geopolitical rivalries. It will be a pawn in the competition between Israel
and Iran for the future order of the region, as it was in the mid-1990s. These
issues are clearly linked, whether they, are tre ted as suchornot. .

Though only Washmgton can lead theﬁprocess of reintegrating Iran
into the regional order, significant steps are al§o needed ffom Israel to make
this policy successful. Thoroughly convinced that its Arab neighbors would
destroy Israel if they could, the Jewish State seeks survival through military
domination.5! The Israelis hold on to a concept referred to as their strate-
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gic, or military, edge. The hostile intentions of its neighbors are immutable,
the Israeli leadership has generally believed, making it discount the impact
that its actions have on their objectives.52 And because of Israel’s smaller
population and geographic size, the standard doctrine holds, it has no
choice but to seek to be stronger than its neighbors at all times, because “if
any one of our enemies has the capability to eliminate us, they will,” as
Shmue] Bar, a veteran of the Israeli intelligence community, put it.53 Most
Israelis disrriiss the idea that Israel can affect Iran’s objectives and motives.
“They are dedicated to their dreams, and their dream is to destroy Israel. . . .
Nothing will change their mind. They are only flexible about the timetable;”
Israel's Gen. Gilad maintained.5 If intentions are immutable, then Israel
has no choice but to ensure the weakness of its neighbors. As long as Isracl’s
neighbors are kept weak, their intentions will be irrelevant. “In this region,
we have to consider every weapon as if it is directed toward Israel,” Deputy
Defense Minister Sneh argued. “This is the assumption that should lead us
in everything that we are doing. We are living in a dangerous, unstable re-
gion, and we have to live according to worst-case scenarios all the time.”65
The emphasis on worst-case scenarios is, to a great degree, a result of
overcompensation by the intelligence apparatus for the mistake Israel com-
mitted on the eve of the 1973 Yom Kippur war, when it grossly underesti-
mated Arab capabilities while overstating its own absilities, The result was
that a complacent Israel was stunned by a well-coordinated Egyptian and
Syrian surprise attack that inflicted enormous Israeli losses in the first days
of the war, nearly leading to a catastrophic defeat, before Israel regained its
balance and went on the offensive. “The correction to this is an overcorrec-
tion, by far. Today, the E__;gyajleing culture, or I would say the mindset of the
intelligence . . . is to attribute to the enemy almost infinite power and com-
pletely underestimate what our strength means to them,” said Shmuel
Limone of the Ministry of Defense.%® This doomsday mindset tends to lead
to self-fulfilling prophecies, materializing the worst-case scenarios rather
than preventing them from arising.57 In addition, the emphasis on hostile
propaganda from IsraeP’s foes, which in the case of Iran is abundant, tends
to make Israel either miss positive signals or dismiss them as deception tac-
tics:ff‘ Taken to the next step, the policy dictates that Israel take preemptive
action against any state or organization that is about to acquire capabilities
that could give it parity. According to David Ivry, former Israeli ambassador
to gth%. United, States, preemption is an old Israeli policy. “Our tradition
states; ‘He who arises to kill you, arise earlier and kill him first? The phrase
‘arise earlier’ contains the entire doctrine.”s?
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In April 2004 Prime Minister Ariel Sharon received a comprehensive
national security report—Project Daniel—which argued that Israel has an
inherent right to preemption because, it concluded, Arab and Iranian lead-
ers are irrational and do not value self-preservation. This undermines the
effectiveness of Israel’s deterrence and necessitates complete Israeli military
domination and the avoidance of parity at all cost. In this view, anything less
than overwhelming Israeli superiority will cqir;’stitutgean existential threat
to the Jewish State.”” As a result, Israel mustfgéonstantly seek to outgun its
neighbors by preempting any would-be challéngersaAs the countries of the
region progress, Israel must outrace them. It cannot afford to lose its lead,
because if the neighbors gain the military upper hand they will destroy Is-
rael. This doctrine shows why democratization in Iran may be insufficient
to fundamentally change the Israeli-Iranian rivalry. Even a democratic Iran
would be considered a threat to Israel if it could challenge Israel’s military
superiority—nuclear or conventional.”* “It’s become the only way we be-
lieve we can firmly establish a presence in the region. In a sense it is a form
of domination,” an Israeli analyst admitted. “But it’s not hegemonic. We do
not want to be or think we can be the dominant cultural force, It is existence
through domination.” But it’s domination nevertheless.

While integration remains the only policy that can stabilize the region,
it cannot succeed unless the Israeli-Iranian rivalry is tamed, which in turn
requires signiﬁcant changes in both Iranian and Israeli foreign and security
policies. At a minimum, Iran must accept the two-state solution and reduce
its regional ambitions by settling for a role that doesn’t outstrip its resources.
Clearly, Iran cannot expect to gain a prominent role as a rightful force for
stability in the region if it continues to view asymmetric military capabili-
ties as a legitimate political tool. Israel, on the other hand, must amend its
military outlook because its belief that it must dominate the region militar-
ily will likely put it on a collision course with Tehran regardless of Iran’s ide-
ology, political structure, or policies. Relinquishing this military doctrine
will likely also facilitate peacemaking between Israel and its Arab neighbors.

The clash between Iran’s regional arnbit_l;ggs and Israel’s insistence on
strategic dominance will continue to fuel instibility aiid undérmine Wash-
ington’s interests in the region unless America recognizes that neither sta-
bility nor democracy can be achieved without ending the balancing game
and genuinely seeking a Middle East that integrates the legitimate aspira-
tions of all states, including Iran. So far, the Bush administration has re-
mained steadfast in resisting such a shift. Somewhere along the way, Amer-
icabecame so weakened by the failure in Iraq that the Israeli-Franian rivalry
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was overshadowed by Washington’s own fears that Iran would successfully
challenge America’s regional domination. In his State of the Union address
on January 10, 2007, Bush accused Iran of destabilizing Iraq and supporting
Shia militias killing American soldiers there, while neglecting the fact that
Sunni insurgents—supported by elements in Jordan and Saudi Arabja—
were responsible for more than 90 percent of American casualties in Iraq,
Desperate to hold on to America’s regional hegemony, Bush signaled that
Iran would be confrontéd and isolated even more aggressively by the United
States through the creation of an anti-Iran alliance consisting of Arab states
and Israel; that is, balance-of-power politics would continue to guide
America. But even if Washington were to stabilize Iraq and salvage U.S,
hegemony in the Middle East, the balancing game would ensure that the
eight-hundred-pound gorilla—the Israeli-Franian rivalry—would con-
tinue to remain unaddressed and hidden behind slogans of democracy and
freedom, while rendering stability and security in the Middle East an ever so
hopeless dream.
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