Islam in the 21st Century: Can’t We Just Get Along?

DISCUSSION 5:

“Why do they hate us?”: 

the US in the Middle East

I. Operation Ajax (Iran 1953)

II. Perceptions of the “Other”

Good morning: today I would like for us to tackle that troubling question as best we can, “why do they hate us?”—a question that is not at all clear cut or black-and-white…
Operation Ajax (Iran 1953)
First of all, the question itself is a problem—they don’t “all” hate “us”—and who is “us” for that matter?!?  Obviously some Muslims do hate “Americans,” and that number is unfortunately probably growing; so I have to start by attaching a qualifier to the question.  Now, to answer the qualified question, I choose a defining incident in Iranian history—“Operation Ajax”—as a case study (i.e. only part of the story) because of its importance for the postwar period.  How many of you know what this is?  {HAVE SOMEONE BRIEFLY DESCRIBE IT}.  I’m suggesting that in terms of perception, we have to try to understand ourselves through their eyes (as much as we possibly can); that’s why I like that reading from the PBS “Global Connections” web page—it focuses on widely held perceptions of each other—the West and the Muslim world.
My discussion of “Operation Ajax” is informed by (among other things) Stephen Kinzer’s recent book (show image) All the Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror.  He argues that “Operation Ajax” was the defining moment of anti-US sentiment in the Islamic world that sewed the seeds of modern Islamic extremism {he overstates its significance perhaps, but it is a key turning point toward the virulently anti-American attitudes among many in the Middle East}.  
One might not realize it now, but for most of Iran’s modern history a secularist, Western trend has been dominant; the first three-quarters of the 20th century in Iran were about the rise of secularism.  This is true not only for the country’s rulers, Shah Reza Khan and his son Shah Muhammad, but also, initially, for the main opposition to them as well.  In the early 1950s moderate secular opposition to the Shah formed within the Iranian Parliament, or Majlis, around elected Prime Minister Muhammad Mossadeq, whose call to nationalize the country’s oil reserves won him wide popularity.  Mossadeq quickly became a threat to the Shah’s power, and in fact emerged as the country’s dominant political figure, overshadowing the Shah.  
· Mossadeq was very anti-British and hated the Anglo-Iranian Oil Co., which he and other nationalists saw as a symbol of British power and influence.  The Company had definitely profited from its position in Iran, which by 1950 was the world’s largest producer of oil.  By the terms of the original (1911) contract with the company, Iran received a mere 16% of the income from the crude oil taken out of its own ground.  Shah Reza Khan had demanded a renegotiation of the contract in 1932 and received somewhat better terms, but because of the drop in demand for oil during the Great Depression he had to agree to a freeze in prices for 30 years!  To give you some idea of the profits the company was making in Iran, in 1950 the Anglo-Iranian Oil Co. paid Iran ~$45 million in royalties for the crude oil it extracted; in that same year, the company paid the British government $142 million just in taxes on the profits it had earned from Iranian crude oil!!!  
· Given such a scenario, nationalistic Parliamentary leaders regularly denounced the company.  Mossadegh said, “The only source of all the misfortunes of this tortured nation is the oil company.”  Another deputy said it would be better for the Iranian oil industry to be destroyed by an atomic bomb than remain in the hands of the British-controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Co.  
Practically everyone was calling for nationalization of the country’s oil, which put the Shah, still young and unproven, in a bind—the pro-British Shah signed the Parliament’s decree to nationalize oil in 1951 because of public pressure and despite a close relationship with the British and the oil company. 

The US, meanwhile, was watching developments in Iran closely, alarmed at Mossadeq’s nationalization of Iranian oil, not because American oil interests were in Iran, but because the US was worried about what it saw as Mossadeq’s pro-Soviet leanings.  The British and US initially responded to Mossadeq’s nationalization decree by sponsoring an international embargo against Iranian oil, which gradually began to hurt the economy and thus Mossadeq’s government.  Before nationalization, oil exports generated two-thirds of the country’s foreign exchange and half of government revenues.  After no oil revenues for two years the economy was falling apart.  Also, largely at the instigation of the British, the Shah attempted to dismiss Mossadeq in 1952, but popular protests forced the Shah to back down.  Iran was a very important country in the Cold War because of its close proximity to the Soviet Union; its modern history had been dominated by Great Britain and Russia, and many felt that the Soviets were trying to reassert their influence there (show image— Mossadeq was very eccentric; he often held meetings with foreign diplomats and oil company representatives in bed).  Questions?

In 1953, the US proposed a coup to overthrow Mossadeq to the Shah and the British government, both of which were in favor of the idea.  The mission, undertaken covertly by the CIA, was to oust Mossadeq and increase the power of the Shah vis-à-vis the troublesome Iranian Parliament.  The CIA dispatched Kermit Roosevelt, grandson of former US President Teddy Roosevelt, to set the plans in motion, calling it “Operation Ajax.”  The plot was for the Shah to dismiss Mossadeq and replace him with a right-wing general who had collaborated with the Nazis during WWII.  But Mossadeq found out about the planned coup, and the Shah, worried about the potential backlash, fled to Rome in what appeared at first to be a complete disaster for the US and the CIA.  Large anti-Shah demonstrations followed, but the CIA’s Roosevelt also secretly financed demonstrations against Mossadeq.  The Prime Minister called out the army to put down those protests, which proved to be a bad move because the army was very conservative and supported the Shah.  To make a long story short, Mossadeq wound up in prison, and the Shah was restored to power.  The coup had not gone as planned, but the results were the same: the Shah was in control and US influence in the country was greatly increased.  Eisenhower wrote in his diary that the coup, “Operation Ajax,” “seemed more like a dime novel than an historical fact.”  Ironically, even after all this Iran’s oil remained nationalized, but a new contract was drawn up granting US companies a greater share of the country’s oil and reducing British control over this vitally important resource.  The Shah, who learned from all this that one has to crush one’s political enemies before they get too strong, would rule one of the world’s most brutal and infamous dictatorships with strong US support over the next three decades.  One downside to all this was that it cultivated an already strong anti-Western, and particularly anti-US sentiment in the country.  The CIA involvement was widely known throughout Iran and was deeply resented by the Iranian population (show image), and thereafter Iranians tended to blame CIA meddling anytime politics in their country went contrary to their wishes, which was often (show image of Shah, at his desk in the mid-1950s, not long after his restoration to power).  Questions/comments?

Of course, to understand the full significance of “Operation Ajax,” one needs to connect it to events 25 years later with the Iranian Islamic Revolution of 1979, when many observers noted that we would have welcomed a Mossadeq at that time!  Instead, we got the Ayatollah Khomeini (show image—remember him?!?).  {TIME?: Khomeini was a truly revolutionary Shia scholar in that he argued that Muslim clerics should play a more direct role in the political realm, rather than playing a mere backseat, consulting role, as had been the tradition for many centuries among both Shia and Sunni Muslims.  That issue now spills over into the conflict in Iraq, in that two main rival Shia clerics reflect this debate: (show image), Sistani, the most popular of the two, is of the more moderate side of the debate that Muslim clerics should not play a direct role in government, that their role should be consultative rather than direct—Sistani was in fact Khomeini’s main rival among fellow Shia clerics because of their differing opinions on that issue; however, Sistani’s rival in Iraq today (show image), Sadr, agrees with Khomeini on this question—his father, who was assassinated by Saddam Hussein’s operatives in 1999, studied under Khomeini during that latter’s long exile in Iraq (1964-78)—they believe Muslim clerics are duty bound to play a direct role in any government.  Questions?}
I relay this case study of “Operation Ajax” not as an exclusive answer to the question, “why do they hate us?”  It is only a small—but important—part of that answer along with US support for Israel; the fixation with oil and willingness to accept (some might even say encourage) secular dictatorships in exchange for “secure” access to oil; etc.  But it is a glaring example of some of the mistakes we have made and need to learn from.

Perceptions of the “Other”
Finally, again with our emphasis on perception, I want to turn to a very controversial issue: the role and position of women within Islam (show image 1—what do we think of when we see a woman wearing a veil?!?)  What are your reactions to an image like this (show image 2)?  I want to carry this topic into the beginning next time as well, but to get us started on the topic, who had a chance to read the PBS “Global Connections” piece comparing the perceptions of each other for the US and the Islamic world and Middle East?  What does it say in particular with regard to our perception of women in Islam (show images 3-6)?  Islam was a very progressive movement for women in its time, which it undoubtedly was; for example, as we discussed, even imposing a limit of four wives on men was an improvement—DOES ANYONE RECALL THE SPECIFIC CONTEXT in which Muhammad received that particular “revelation?”  Soon after the Battle of Uhud in 625 when the young Muslim community—and especially many of its young men—were soundly defeated and nearly wiped out by the Meccans. 
· Sura 4:3: “And if you fear that you cannot act equitably towards orphans, then marry such women as seem good to you, two and three and four; but if you fear that you will not do justice (between them), then (marry) only one or what your right hands possess; this is more proper, that you may not deviate from the right course.”  Again, in the context of the times this was a positive reform for women.  In today’s Islamic world it is very uncommon for men to have more than one wife unless they are of the elite.  (Often if a man takes a second wife his first wife will divorce him).  {The “Global Connections” piece doesn’t mention this at all…}
· The “Global Connections” piece points out that the Quran guarantees women a “share of family inheritance.”  That is true, but I do think the specifics are important (and telling)—Sura 4:11: “Allah enjoins you concerning your children: The male shall have the equal of the portion of two females; then if they are more than two females, they shall have two-thirds of what the deceased has left, and if there is one, she shall have the half”—in short, there is certainly no gender equality in the Qur’an.  A good indication of this are rules regulating divorce: a husband can divorce a wife with a simple declaration, whereas a wife has to have a justifiable reason to divorce her husband and must go before an official (i.e. other men) for approval.  But at the same time, the rise of Islam was an improvement in many of the issues facing women at that time.  Questions or comments?

{TIME?}: I’d like to show this brief excerpt from a 1993 PBS documentary that deals with this question of the role and position of women within Islam.  What do you think about the explanations given by the women interviewed in this piece?  Do you agree?  Why or why not?  (Show video, 5:12).

I would like to continue our discussion of the role and position of women next time within the broader context of another crucial question: are we witnessing a “clash of cultures” between the West and the Islamic world?
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