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For Ilana, who has taught me  

the true meaning of love and companionship





I teach at the university . . . in the department of Middle 

East Studies. First and foremost the Arabs, naturally, but 

also Turks, Iranians, and all the other nut cases.

—Prof. Yohanan Rivlin,  

protagonist of A. B. Yehoshua’s The Liberating Bride,  

explaining the essence of his craft to a shop vendor.

“Iran, Israel, and Zionism Since the Islamic Revolution: 

From Rational Relations to Threat and Disaster.”

—The title of a keynote address given at a symposium on  

Iran, Israel, and the Arab World: The New Middle East, 

 Netanya Academic College, Israel, 2008.
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PREFACE

iranophobia is the product of an intellectual journey that began more than 

seven years ago. It started in 2001, when I was invited by the Van Leer Institute 

of Jerusalem to write a book reflecting on Israel’s shifting understandings of 

Iran, the Jewish state’s onetime intimate ally and today its most bitter foe. The 

book, Reading Iran in Israel (Likro Iran be-Yisra’el), came out in 2006 as part of a 

book series devoted to critical perspectives on Israeli society. The book was well 

received by Israeli historians and social scientists, and the Arabic edition that 

soon followed (2007) won praise in the printed and electronic Arab media.

Following these auspicious circumstances I decided to try reaching out to 

a wider audience of readers by translating the book into English. However, as 

is usually the case, what began as a simple work of translation culminated in 

a different book altogether. Thus, the present book, Iranophobia, differs from 

the Hebrew edition in its scope of empirical research, in its methodologies, in 

its narrative strategies, and in the range of subject matters it covers. It is both a 

product of my disenchantment with the displaced anxieties about Iran among 

Israelis and an attempt to make sense of these anxieties outside the domain of 

geopolitics, with which previous scholarship on Israel and Iran has been pri-

marily concerned. In the final analysis, by proposing new ways for thinking 

about the relationship between domestic and foreign policies in the overall 

manufacturing of the Israeli polity, I hope this book also provides new ways 

for thinking about the Jewish state’s anti-Iran phobias.

It is my pleasant duty to thank all of my colleagues, students, and friends 

who have assisted me in the various stages of conceiving and writing this 

xi
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book. Special thanks go to my dear friend Yehouda Shenhav. As chief edi-

tor of Van Leer’s Theory and Criticism in Context book series, Yehouda was 

the one who had originally proposed that I write a critical book on Israeli 

perceptions of Iran. He has not only followed through the Hebrew edition 

with much commitment, skill, and faith, but also read earlier drafts of the 

manuscript and provided valuable comments and suggestions. His imprint 

is evident in many pages of the book. Yossi Yonah is another dear friend from 

whose companionship, wisdom, intellectual breadth, and critical mind this 

book has benefited tremendously. I also thank Adrianna Kemp, Avi Rubin, 

and Bob Vitalis for their incisive comments on parts of the manuscript’s 

earlier versions.

Zvi Barel, Eitan Bar-Yosef, Zvi Ben-Dor, Na‘ama Ben-Ze’ev, Israel Gershoni, 

Nissim Mizrahi, Orly Rahimiyan, Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin, Maya Rosenfeld, 

Yaakov Yadgar, Nitza Yanai, Orit Yekutieli, and Dror Ze’evi graciously read 

the Hebrew edition and offered me useful ideas for revisions that ultimately 

found their way into the present book. Pleasant thanks are due to the fac-

ulty and the administrative staff of the Department of Middle East Studies at 

Ben Gurion University of the Negev, particularly Hagit Ezra, Sivan Revensari, 

and Aliza Usan-Swissa. Their collegiality, good spirits, and erudition have 

provided me with a pleasant and intellectually stimulating environment for 

writing this book.

Finally, I should thank the anonymous reviewers. Their encouraging and 

thought-provoking comments enabled me to sharpen my arguments and situ-

ate them for a wide English readership and beyond. Kate Wahl, the acquisi-

tions editor at Stanford University Press, Joa Suorez, her editorial assistant, 

and Judith Hibbard, senior production editor at Stanford University Press, 

have gone out of their way to make academic publishing both pleasant and 

feasible. To David Horne, the copyeditor, I want to express my appreciation 

for his meticulous editing of the manuscript. I would like to thank the Herzog 

Center for Middle East Studies and Diplomacy at Ben Gurion University and 

the center’s director, Yoram Meital, for providing the funding for the prepara-

tion of the book’s index. As it is customary to state, all the above-mentioned 

friends and colleagues are not responsible for the flaws of this book for which 

I alone should be held accountable.

Over the years I have come to appreciate and depreciate the heated passions 

that surround all things related to the Islamic Republic of Iran, in and outside 

academia. Present world politics and the “war on terrorism” have amplified 



PREFACE xiii

these passions. In such a context, writing against the grain of common fears, 

overt and covert political designs, and wartime consensus is bound to meet 

all kinds of disgruntled reactions. I respond to these reactions by endorsing 

the following introductory statement from Zachary Lockman’s Contending 

Visions of the Middle East: The History and Politics of Orientalism (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2004), 6: “I will not be surprised if those who 

understand the world in ways that are diametrically opposed to my own do 

not like this book. In fact, I would feel as if I were doing something wrong if 

they were not unhappy with what I had to say.”





Iranophobia
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	 	INTRODUCTION

It is, of course, possible to compare many things, even a mosquito to 

a helicopter, or a fish to a submarine.

— An Iran expert explaining why a comparative study of Iran and 

Israel is unjustified

iranophobia is concerned with Israeli perceptions of Iran before and espe-

cially after the 1979 Islamic Revolution. By historicizing these perceptions, 

tracing their twists and turns, and situating them within the multiple and 

contradictory contexts in which they were produced, this book provides a 

first-of-a-kind critical (and reflective) analysis of Israel’s self-understandings 

of its place in the world; of contemporary Israeli identity, society, and politics; 

and, accordingly, of the cultural logics at work behind the Jewish state’s anxi-

eties about the “Iranian threat.”

In this book I take a strikingly different approach to issues involving Israel 

and Iran than has usually been the case. Much of the literature on these top-

ics has been preoccupied with political, strategic, and economic issues and 

concerns. This book does not shun discussion of these issues and concerns 

and acknowledges their importance. At the same time, however, it aims at 

transcending them by attempting to decipher what the meanings Israelis have 

produced about Iran are likely to tell us about contemporary Israeli identity, 

society, and politics.

By calling attention to the resonances of these meanings to the internal 

dynamics of the Israeli polity, this book demonstrates that although Israeli 

anxieties about Iran derived from legitimate strategic concerns, they also de-

rived from the Jewish state’s domestic crisis of modernity since the late 1970s. 

At the same time, these anxieties can, and should, be linked to Israel’s rep-

ertoires of violence in the post-9 / 11 world. In other words, meanings about 

Iran in the Israeli public sphere were deeply wedded to, and embedded in, the 

specific world in which they were produced.
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For nearly three decades Israelis have understood the enmity between Iran 

and Israel to be a manifestation of a perceived opposition between a backward, 

Islamic, religious, and Oriental dictatorship, on the one hand, and a modern, 

Jewish, secular, and Western democracy on the other hand. Others have come 

to view this enmity as a manifestation of a strategic rivalry for power and pre-

eminence in the Middle East. In this book, however, I argue that Israeli un-

derstandings of Israel’s conflict with the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) were 

not necessarily transparent reflections of the politics of difference. Nor were 

they necessarily expressions of strategic concerns about the Iranian regime’s 

drive to have the Jewish state “wiped off the map.” Rather, they were at least 

as much (perhaps more?) concerned with what historian David Cannadine 

described in the context of the British Empire’s relations with its overseas pos-

sessions as the “construction of affinities.”1 Put differently, these understand-

ings were rooted in the intimidating presumption that Iran was the same 

as Israel, that the two states were, in fact, inexorably entwined by common 

trends and phenomena. This presumption, in turn, has yielded reactions by 

the Israeli media, the public, and agents of social control that can be collec-

tively described as a displaced or exaggerated “moral panic.”

THE UNTHINKABLE:  

INTEGRATING ISRAEL INTO THE MIDDLE EAST

Although I did not know it at the time, the idea of writing this book was born 

in my mind in 1996. In March of that year I gave an interview to Ha’aretz Weekly 

Supplement. Titled “The Demon Is Not So Terrible,”2 the interview immedi-

ately sparked a public uproar that nearly cost me my academic  career. In that 

interview I essentially suggested (a) that the Israeli government, academia, and 

media were disseminating distorted images of Iran that are informed by the 

state’s security and ethnocentric concerns; (b) that Israeli scholarly research 

on the Middle East and Iran has remained impervious to innovative analytical 

tools and paradigms used in other disciplines of the humanities and the social 

sciences in ways that are reminiscent of the “epistemic self-sufficiency”3 of 

Orientalism as a mode of knowledge production; and (c) that in spite of domi-

nant Israeli conceptions to the contrary, Iran and Israel were, in fact, similar 

in that they were both founded, among other things, on the interpenetration 

of the secular and the religious.

As a young and admittedly self-conceited (but untenured) faculty member 

at the newly established Department of Middle East Studies in Ben  Gurion 
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University, I was completely unprepared for the devastating backlash that 

would soon follow. A barrage of condemnations coming from various aca-

demic and political sources appeared in the printed and electronic media 

questioning my “intellectual integrity and basic knowledge of facts.”4 Prof. 

Avishai Braverman, the university president (now turned Labor Party politi-

cian), demanded my head and let it be known that he would be content with 

nothing short of my dismissal. Save a handful of colleagues who hailed my 

“daring attempt to challenge the accepted perceptions in the [Israeli] Middle 

East Studies establishment,”5 the message coming from virtually everywhere 

was loud and clear: “Dr. Ram doesn’t represent us.”6

Fortunately (for me) I survived the backlash. More to the point, how-

ever, it appears that what prompted the scathing outrage against me was not 

my charge that the boundaries between the Israeli state and Israeli Middle 

East studies were dangerously porous; many of Israel’s Middle East scholars 

would see nothing wrong with that.7 Rather, it was my contention that the 

Israeli and Iranian polities deserve to be studied comparatively or contrapun-

tally. Consider, for example, how David Menashri—Israel’s most prominent 

expert on Iran and my former teacher at Tel Aviv University—responded to 

this call of mine:

Dr. Ram’s main original contribution is a comparison between Zionism and 

Khomeinism. I see no fault in such intellectual drills, but we must distinguish 

between what is important and what is marginal. It is, of course, possible to 

compare many things, even a mosquito to a helicopter, or a fish to a submarine. 

But are the two really essentially similar? Compared within the context of their 

ideational substances, the similarities between Khomeinism and Zionism 

are marginal. It suffices to read Herzl and Khomeini in order to appreciate 

how different the two are. Did Zionism aspire to establish a theocratic state 

(medinat halacha)?8

In this book I take issue with this kind of contemptuous dismissal of the pos-

sibility that a comparative study of “Zionism” and “Khomeinism” may be of 

any beneficial value. Indeed, as will become apparent, my interpretive per-

spective on the benefits of such a comparative undertaking is not merely an 

“intellectual drill,” a creation of my imagination. Rather, it was born in the 

interstices between my own research agenda and the accepted cultural prac-

tices in the Israeli polity. As such, it is based on a “double hermeneutic,” to use 

Anthony Giddens’s useful term,9 or, in other words, on my attempt to read the 
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meaning of “lay” or everyday concepts by reappropriating them into my own 

scholarly discourse.

Much has already been said and written about the partitions and enclo-

sures that formed “the Euro-Israeli self-image, which sees itself as an exten-

sion of Europe,”10 or, in Ehud Barak’s more revealing formulation, as a “villa 

in the jungle.”11 The implications of these partitions and enclosures for Israeli 

understandings of monarchical and post-monarchical Iran will be explored in 

the various chapters of this book. I will say here, though, that efforts to mark 

clear borders of identity between Jews as Westerners, on the one hand, and 

Arabs as Easterners, on the other hand, have permeated Israeli institutions of 

higher learning, in which a clear-cut institutional division of labor has been 

introduced between “Israel (and Jewish) studies” and “Middle East studies.” 

In both cases, rarely will one come across any attempt to incorporate Israel 

into the larger Middle East in teaching and research agendas.

One of the answers to the question of why Israeli scholars have shunned 

incorporating Israel into their research on Middle East societies is to be found 

in the disciplinary, coercive role of the politics of Western modernity within 

the Jewish state. “Nation-states,” as Dipesh Chakrabarty instructs us, “have 

the capacity to enforce their truth games, and universities, their critical dis-

tance notwithstanding, are part of the battery of institutions complicit in this 

process.”12 Embedded as they are in various institutional practices that invoke 

the nation-state at every step, Israeli scholars of the Middle East have, there-

fore, been predisposed to insist on Western modernity. This insistence be-

comes particularly manifest in times when trends and circumstances within 

the Israeli polity seem to threaten the hegemony of the Israeli ethnocratic 

regime, which historically has buttressed the dominance of the Ashkenazi 

( European) Jewish ethno-class.13

The latter part of the 1970s was a crucial turning point in this respect. The 

ascendancy of the Likud Party to power in 1977, as literary critic and scholar 

Ariel Hirschfeld contends,

did not only signal the downfall of the Labor Party. It signaled the collapse of 

Israeli society’s ethnic outlook. . . . [T]he political change shook up [Israeli] 

society’s profile. That moment made it possible to view Israeli society as an 

assortment and not as one thing; an assortment of ethnic groups (‘dot) and 

communities, settlements and regions, a rabble of human beings who could be 

very different from each other.14
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Hirschfeld refers here to the emergence of Jews of Middle East descent, or 

Mizrahim, as a social and political force to be reckoned with, which in turn 

showed the Israeli melting pot to be an empty concept. Representing “the 

eruption of the ‘repressed’ in Israeli society and culture,”15 the rise of the Miz-

rahim posed a grave threat to members of the Israeli ethnocracy. Faced with 

the predicament of having to share their country with the “Oriental” (albeit 

Jewish) other, they became extremely alarmed over what they perceived to be 

the creeping assimilation of the Jewish state into the surrounding Arab and 

Muslim Middle East.16

The emergent Mizrahi politics of identity was not the only cause of their 

alarm, however. In addition, the 1977 Likud victory occasioned the rejuvena-

tion of “traditional”-cum-“exilic” Judaism, while also prompting the entry, for 

the first time since the foundation of the state of Israel, of an ultra- Orthodox, 

haredi party (Agudat Yisrael) into coalition government.17 Moreover, even if 

the religious Zionist settler movement, Gush Emunim, was launched in the af-

termath of the 1967 war and was officially founded in 1974, it was the new Likud 

government that had given it official recognition as a settler movement of the 

same rank as the cooperative agricultural communities of the Kibbutzim and 

the Moshavim.18 Thus, if the ascendancy of the Mizrahim threatened to sub-

merge the Jewish state into the Middle East, the rise of religious politics had 

shown that Israel could not fully subscribe to the separation between religion 

and secularism, and that any attempt to occasion that separation from within 

the Zionist framework would be tantamount to “a snare and a delusion.”19

Israeli anxieties about Iran are indeed linked to, and cannot be examined in 

isolation of, these domestic (ethnic and religious) challenges to the nature and 

outlook of the Jewish state. Still, because these challenges might imperil neat 

and homogenous conceptualizations of Israel as a “Europe in the Middle East,” 

many Israeli scholars insist on examining them in relation to the countries of 

Euro-America. By leapfrogging over the immediate Middle East, they have in 

effect joined, intentionally or unintentionally, the enterprise of calibrating an 

insurmountable gap between the Jewish state and its Arab and Muslim neigh-

bors. Historian Benny Morris provides a striking example of this, contending 

that the Middle East is in reality “a world whose values are different [from 

ours]. A world in which human life doesn’t have the same value as it does in the 

West, in which freedom, democracy, openness and creativity are alien.”20

Interestingly, even critical Israeli scholars have not been immune to such 

endeavors. Sami Shalom Chetrit is a classic case in point. Chetrit is a radi-
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cal scholar identified with the “new Mizrahim”—that is, those Israeli Jews 

of Middle East descent who, as Chetrit himself explains, “are very critical of 

 Zionism, are radical from a social perspective, hold leftist positions on political 

issues and are not linked in any way to [Israel’s] Ashkenazi Zionist parties.”21 

In his illuminating book The Mizrahi Struggle in Israel,22 Chetrit therefore sets 

out to deconstruct the Arab-Jewish dichotomy and to demonstrate, among 

other things, that the Jewish state’s discriminatory and racist practices against 

Mizrahi groups stemmed in large part from those groups’ Arab identity. Chet-

rit also comes out strongly against repeated charges issuing from liberal Is-

raeli Jews that the Mizrahim are “Arab haters” and, consequently, an obstacle 

to peace. He claims, rather, that by virtue of their Arabness the Mizrahim 

could—and should—serve as a constructive “bridge to peace” between Jews 

and Arabs.23

One can only wonder, therefore, why Chetrit’s point of departure, from 

which the rest of his analysis proceeds, is a discussion of the Mizrahim struggle 

in Israel within the context of—and in comparison to—the African Ameri-

can struggle for equality in the United States.24 At first sight, this comparison 

seems to make some sense: after all, the Mizrahim protest movement of the 

1970s took the African American struggle as a model and inspiration, as at-

tested by its choice of name, the “Black Panthers” (ha-panterim ha-shchorim). 

However, by making the human rights issue in the United States the main, if 

not the only, point of reference, Chetrit unwittingly reinforces the process of 

dismembering the Israeli state and its “Jewish victims,”25 the Mizrahim, from 

the political, geographical, and cultural zone (the Middle East) to which they 

belong. By doing so, he glosses over the main cause of the latter’s position of 

subalterity in Israeli society.26

The Israeli media, too, have been anxious to consign Israeli realities to an 

imaginative Europe—“a hyperreal Europe,” in Chakrabarty’s terminology.27 

In a panel on the set of Channel 1’s late-night television news show dedicated 

to the publication of the Hebrew edition of Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of 

Civilizations,28 the host, Emmanuel Halperin, was concerned not with the va-

lidity of Huntington’s thesis, which he uncritically embraced, but rather with 

the question, “Where are we [Israelis] located” civilization-wise? The foreign 

affairs commentator, Oren Nahari, did not pause for one second: the Jewish 

state, he proclaimed, is “the rampart,” “the emissary of Western civilization 

in the Middle East.”29 Or take Channel 10 News mega-meteorologist Danni 

Rop, who joyfully announced on one particularly stormy day (in February 
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2007) that “the snowiest place in all of Europe today was the [occupied Golan 

Heights’] Mount Hermon.”

Of course, one cannot really address Israel’s drive to constitute itself as 

Euro-America without referring to the continuous “wall” (or “fence” or “bar-

rier”) with which it has surrounded itself in recent years. The barrier, it is true, 

was designed as a buffer against horrific terrorist bombings by Palestinians 

in Israeli cities, and it has contributed very substantially to a great reduction 

in penetration of Israel by Palestinian bombers. Still, as Ian Lustick recently 

commented in a highly instructive essay,

[T]he effect of the barrier, and perhaps more of its purpose than is commonly 

acknowledged, is not to keep Middle Easterners out of Israel, but to physically 

and psychologically remove Israel from the Middle East. The iconic formula, 

offered originally by Yitzhak Rabin, picked up by Ehud Barak as his campaign 

slogan, but used now by virtually all supporters of the barrier to describe its 

purpose most succinctly, is “Anachnu po, hem sham” (“Us over here, them over 

there”). . . . It is undeniable that a continuous barrier separating Israel from the 

Palestinian territories . . . greatly reduces the amount of contact Israelis have with 

the only part of the Muslim / Arab Middle East to which they have had direct 

access. In these ways the barrier contributes directly to an Israel separation or 

escape from the Middle East.30

Clearly, in and by itself the “wall” does not, and cannot, remove Israel to Eu-

rope (or Euro-America) in any concrete or tangible way. But it does endow 

Israelis with the mental capacity to imagine that it does, which is perhaps 

why, contrary to the domino effect akin to the fall of the Berlin Wall and the 

collapse of Communism, “the only wall in sight—Israel’s apartheid wall—

pointedly stays up.”31

Consider, for example, a disturbing interview with Avraham Burg on the 

occasion of the publication of his provocative book The Defeat of  Hitler.32 

Burg, it needs to be emphasized, is not an outsider to Israeli society and poli-

tics. Son of Yosef Burg, long-time leader of the Mafdal (National Religious 

Party) and Minister of Interior under Menachem Begin, “Avrum,” as he is 

usually nicknamed with much affection, is former speaker of the Knesset and 

chairman of the Jewish Agency, as well as a one-time contender for leadership 

of the Labor Party. In the interview Burg speaks in ambiguous terms about 

the barrier. On the one hand, he seems to accept the barrier as an idea and a 

practice, saying that “physically [it] demarcates the end of Europe. It says that 
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this is where Europe ends. It says that you are the forward post of Europe.” 

On the other hand, Burg voices strong reservations with respect to the barrier 

on grounds that it is a “pathetic . . . bill of divorce from the vision of integra-

tion [into the Middle East]”; “there is something so xenophobic about it,” he 

concludes. However, in the final analysis Burg emerges as an avid supporter 

of what Lustick described earlier as an “Israel separation or escape from the 

Middle East.” Asked if he was a “salient Europist,” Burg replied, “Completely. 

Completely. I see the European Union as a biblical utopia. I don’t know how 

long it will hold together, but it is amazing. It is completely Jewish.”33

And so, are Israel and Iran—“Zionism” and “Khomeinism”—really two 

worlds apart, like a mosquito stands in relation to a helicopter or a fish to 

a submarine? I don’t share this view. However, many an Israeli would like 

to think that Israel and Iran are not only worlds but also galaxies apart. A 

flagrant illustration of this was provided in the wake of the devastating earth-

quake that leveled the Iranian town of Bam in December 2003. Asked about 

the earthquake in a television interview with Channel 1, Menashe Amir, a 

leading Israeli expert on Iran, put it most succinctly and bluntly: “Human life 

has no value there.” In Amir’s mind, “there” is diametrically opposed to here, 

Israel’s world, the putative abode of Western, Judeo-Christian humanity, even 

if the footage running in the background as Amir was making his ludicrous 

allegation actually told an entirely different story: mothers lamenting their 

children who were buried under the rubble, rescue teams spraying corpses to 

prevent epidemics, and physicians in makeshift hospitals trying to save lives 

with the paltry means at their disposal. Still, no one in the studio cared to 

challenge the expert’s assertion. On the contrary, they remained resoundingly 

silent about his allegation, thus accepting it as an immutable fact of nature—

even while the background pictures showed the exact opposite.

Another telling example of how Israelis have been adamantly reluctant to 

bring down the physical and mental barrier that separates the Jewish state from 

the Islamic republic is the controversy surrounding a handshake exchange 

between Iran’s president, Muhammad Khatami, and his Israeli counterpart, 

Moshe Katsav, during Pope Paul II’s funeral in spring 2005.34 Reportedly, the 

handshake was accompanied by an exchange of words in Persian centering on 

the two dignitaries’ shared city of provenance, Yazd.

These gestures, I argue, had the potential of destabilizing the principle 

of difference upon which Israelis imagine themselves in relation to Iran, be-

cause they demonstrated that the two dignitaries shared a linguistic-cultural 
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foundation and common childhood memories. By exchanging a handshake 

and a few words in their shared native tongue, the two leaders called the lie 

of Iran’s radical alterity, showing that Israelis and Iranians were tied together 

in ways that defied simple unraveling.35 And yet, the backlash against Katsav 

which soon followed clearly indicated that Israelis were not prepared to cast 

a friendly, familiar, and human limelight upon anything Iranian; not even 

upon the “reformist” Khatami. “Katsav disgraced Israel”—such was the knee-

jerk reaction by “senior state officials” to their own president’s seditious act.36 

Even Katsav himself, possibly with an eye to public opinion, tried to undo 

his terrible wrongdoing by declaring that the gestures had “no meaningful 

significance whatsoever.”37

This overall aversion with the Katsav-Khatami encounter serves as a 

metaphor for the duress under which Israelis find themselves whenever and 

wherever they are confronted with the daunting realization that Iranians and 

Israelis might not be so different from each other. Take, for example, liter-

ary editor of Ha’aretz Benny Ziffer’s impressions from a screening event of an 

Iranian movie that took place at a Cairo film festival in December 2006. Ziffer 

was particularly astounded by the fact that the Iranian guard who let him in 

the theater was “exceptionally friendly.” At the end of the movie, as Ziffer 

recounted with bewilderment, the guard even “gave me a friendly wink and 

asked if I enjoyed the movie.” Although Ziffer had serious misgivings with 

the quality of the film—it “was not . . . exemplary in any sense; it was just a 

comedy”—he was struck by its protagonists who, lacking horns, swastikas, 

sacred rage, and a penchant for martyrdom and jihad, were “just like everyone 

else in the world: fathers who want to marry off their children, and children 

who want to be modern . . . by using computers and all sorts of technological 

gadgets. . . .”38 Similarly, when it was reported in January 2008 that the perfor-

mance of Israeli pupils in mathematics was poorer than that of their Iranian 

counterparts, Israelis took this finding as a grave offense. This came out most 

clearly in many a television talk show and news program, with opposition 

leader Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel’s “scaremonger-in-chief,”39 crying out in 

frustration, “even Iran has surpassed us”!40

IRAN, ISRAEL, AND THE ISSUE OF “POWER-KNOWLEDGE”

As mentioned, my 1996 interview with Ha’aretz had earned me the wrath of the 

Middle East studies community precisely because I insisted that “one of the best 

ways to understand the Islamic Revolution in Iran is to compare it to the history 
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of Zionism.”41 I would now like to expand on this supposedly blasphemous ar-

gument and explain how and why it bears direct relevance to this book’s subject 

of inquiry. According to Martin Riesebrodt, a phenomenon such as the one we 

call “fundamentalism” should be “placed in a larger context, [so that we] can 

attempt to compare its ideologies, adherents, or causes of mobilization with 

those of secular movements.”42 No doubt, the term fundamentalism does not 

quite capture the gist of post-1979 Iranian realities—not the least because the 

“tradition” that Khomeini discovered had actually never existed.43 Still, schol-

arly research in the past three decades or so has amply demonstrated that Iran’s 

“fundamentalist” project bears close affinity to secular movements in different 

geographies and in different temporalities—fascist, populist, nationalist, and 

Third World anti-imperialist.44 Thus, to the extent that “the white man takes 

his own mythology, Indo-European mythology . . . for the universal form of 

that he must still wish to call Reason,” as Jacques Derrida suggested,45 “funda-

mentalism,” too, should be considered an integral part of that mythology.

Within this context, Israel offers us something of dramatic resonance for 

thinking about nationalism in the modern world: “a nation vested in, at times 

struggling with—but repeatedly failing to discard—the mantle of God.”46 

Clearly, the genealogies of many Euro-American and postcolonial national-

isms have also been entwined with religion, as religion was considered an 

unrivaled basis for mobilization and a component of national identity vir-

tually everywhere, in the West and in the non-West.47 Be that as it may, the 

danger of messianism—as the illustrious philosopher, historian, and founder 

of the scholarly study of Jewish mysticism Gershon Scholem warned some 

time ago—feeds into the very heart of modern and (ostensibly) secular Jewish 

nationalism.48 “They think,” as Scholem wrote his friend Franz Rosenzweig in 

1926, “they have made Hebrew into a secular language, that they have removed 

its apocalyptic sting.” But, he continues, every word “taken from the treasure 

house of well-worn terms is laden with explosives.”49 In other words, messian-

ism colors Zionism, including secular Zionism, at every turn. As psychoana-

lyst Jacqueline Rose forcefully argues in Question of Zion:

[There is a] line that runs from messianism to the heart of Zionism, including 

secular Zionism—that is, to the heart of Zionism even when, or perhaps especially 

when, it does not know it is there. We cannot therefore relegate messianism to 

the religious Zionists and Orthodox Zionists, any more than we can to Gush 

Emunim or indeed the even more fervently fundamentalist and ruthlessly 
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messianic movement of [Rabbi Meir Kahane’s] Kach. We are talking about the 

“slow but steady” penetration of the civic culture by a vision that many of Israel’s 

citizens do not explicitly embrace. . . . Messianism, as unconscious inspiration, 

is in the air and soil of Israel.50

In light of this brief examination, one can no longer be sure if a statement 

concerning the “contradiction between God’s rule and man’s” or, if you will, 

between “religious and democratic rule,” which originally appeared in a “sur-

vey on Iran” in The Economist,51 provides a faithful description of Zionism or 

of Khomeinism, of Israeli realities or of Iranian realities. I’m not suggesting, of 

course, that the two cases are identical—after all, Khomeinism means a range 

of things, from a doctrine embedded in a (certain) modernist interpretation 

of Shiite teachings to what Ervand Abrahamian defined as a form of Third-

Worldist populism,52 and so does Zionism. For the narrow field of my inquiry, 

however, I would like to suggest that messianism and the interpenetration of 

the sacred and the profane have been crucial in imagining the modern nation 

both in Israel and Iran and, moreover, they should be considered a fundamen-

tal cause of the respective tensions, contradictions, and exclusionary practices 

inherent in both societies and in both political systems.

Another parallel between Khomeinism and Zionism, which centers on the 

issue of messianic redemption, should illustrate this point even further. In 

most general and schematic terms, in their endeavor to break with the past—

“to create an unbridgeable gulf between all they had hitherto been and all they 

now aspired to be,” to borrow from Alexis de Tocqueville’s famous passage 

on the French revolutionaries53—both secular Zionists and Islamist Iranians, 

respectively, differed from the old, religious, Jewish and Shiite messianic vari-

eties in that they moved salvation from the heavens to the plains. In both these 

cases redemption was not to be realized by miraculous, transcendent interven-

tion; rather, both assigned human activity a crucial role, if not the crucial role, 

in the purification of history. Zionism and Khomeinism usurped the divine 

prerogative, which made human agency redundant, and engaged in the tasks of 

the world, thus in effect forcing “the end,” even if little by little. In both of these 

cases redemption would not come suddenly, with divine succor, but through 

human hands. In secular Zionism redemption would be realized through the 

progressive settlement of the Land of Israel—“we shall have to build houses, 

dig wells, and plant vines and olive trees,” as one of Zionism’s “Harbingers,” 

Yehuda Alkelai, surmised;54 and in Islamist Iran, it would be realized through 
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progressive revolutionary action—“with a banner and a sword, with true holy 

war involving all responsible believers,” as the most furious revolutionary 

among the ideologues of the Islamic Revolution, Ali Shari‘ati, has argued.55

Both Zionism and the Islamic Revolution thus seized the initiative from 

history, thrusting the task of redemption into the hands of human beings, 

thereby vehemently coming out, perhaps in an act of pure sacrilege, against 

previous Jewish and Shiite conceptions of messianism as expectant and pas-

sive.56 What all this seems to suggest is that theological concepts or ways of 

thinking underlie political, social, economic, and cultural discourses in con-

temporary Israel and Iran. Indeed, if central concepts of modern politics are, 

in effect, secularized versions of older theological concepts, it is then possible 

to argue that political theology serves as a comparable paradigm in the histo-

ries and constitutions of both polities.57

It may be recalled that the Israeli Middle East studies establishment has 

not been particularly keen to study Israel and Iran in a comparative fashion. 

It is my view that the close links forged between Middle East (and Iranian) 

studies as an academic field in Israel and the state’s security and policymaking 

institutions have made such a comparative undertaking unthinkable. Need-

less to say, this symbiosis between the academy and the state provides us with 

yet another glimpse into the working relations between knowledge and power 

as embedded in various forms of discursive and institutional formations.

To illustrate the intimate links between Iranian studies and the Israeli 

state’s security concerns—and at the same time illustrate the context in which 

this book was conceived and written—I would like to recount the following 

episode. In April 2006, I received a telephone call from a prominent “security 

analyst” at one of Israel’s institutions of higher learning, inviting me to par-

ticipate in a “roundtable on Iran.” To my query as to who else was invited to 

contribute to the event, the analyst provided me with a list of names; some of 

them were established Israeli scholars in their own right but the majority were 

representatives of Israel’s various military, security, and political establish-

ments. Naturally, this raised my suspicion, and so I asked him to spell out 

for me the precise nature and objectives of the roundtable. To my dismay the 

analyst replied, “I may be paranoid, but I’m afraid I can’t discuss this over the 

phone.” I protested, saying, (a) that he could not possibly expect me to arrive 

at the event without knowing its objective in advance, and (b) that his answer 

ran the risk of contradicting the very principles of academic transparency. 

To this the analyst replied with the following words (which have scorched 
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my mind ever since): “What we do here, Dr. Ram, is different from the kind of 

scholarship that you’ve been used to.” At that point I realized I could not pos-

sibly contribute to the event. Nevertheless, determined to make this analyst’s 

life more difficult, I asked if the event would be open to the public. As his 

answer was a resounding “No,” I politely declined his kind invitation.

Let there be no misunderstanding: the Iranian studies community in Israel 

comprises faculty and graduate students who produce excellent and exciting 

scholarship.58 Still, as the preceding episode clearly illustrates, the institu-

tional symbiosis between academic research on Iran and the Jewish state’s 

security and political concerns carries with it detrimental implications.59

Another telling example of this was a conference titled “Iran’s Emergence 

as a Regional Power,” which was convened in April 2006 at Tel Aviv University 

(TAU), in conjunction with the inauguration of the Center for Iranian Studies 

(CIS) there. The conference, it is true, included many scholarly lectures dealing 

with different aspects of Iran’s “rising power” in the Middle East and the world 

at large. However, it was kicked off with a keynote lecture by then Defense 

Minister Shaul Mofaz, who spoke on the “security challenges facing Israel.”

Now, I don’t object in principle to having politicians attend academic fo-

rums. Nonetheless, in his capacity as defense minister, it must be emphasized, 

Mofaz was one of the most radical proponents of the charge marking Iran 

as the main threat to Israel, to the Middle East, and to the world at large.60 

Whether or not this charge is true is irrelevant in this instance, for it remains 

quite instructive, if not highly problematic, that an academic center commit-

ted to the “promotion of knowledge and understanding of Iran,” as the TAU 

official Website states,61 should at the same time associate itself so openly and 

so intimately with the state’s official line on Iran. This, I believe, does not just 

make for a gross violation of the proper separation between the academy and 

the powers that be. For a center that has not even been launched yet, it also 

makes for a resounding statement about what kinds of research agendas it was 

likely to pursue in the future. It is of little consolation that a handful of TAU 

faculty signed a petition in protest of the event,62 or that some twenty of the 

university’s students set up a demonstration at the conference site to express 

concern lest “the new center would adopt a security agenda that endorses the 

military and the government’s policy.”63

Neither the petition signatories nor the students knew at the time that 

while the CIS conference was taking place, TAU authorities had already taken 

concrete steps to establish an additional research institute, on top of the CIS, 
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to supply the government with analyses and solutions concerning the “Ira-

nian threat.” In May 2006, TAU president Professor Itamar Rabinovich and 

the Australian entrepreneur Frank Louis ceremoniously announced the es-

tablishment of the “Institute for National Security Studies” (INSS) to replace 

the old Jaffee Center for Strategic Studies. Rabinovich emphasized that the 

institute would focus “on crucially important issues, and most notably on 

the threat of a nuclear Iran.”64 Louis and the newly appointed director of the 

INSS, retired IDF brigadier general Dr. Zvi Shtauber (who previously served 

as senior policy advisor to Prime Minister Ehud Barak and as ambassador to 

the United Kingdom), had no compunctions about explaining just how the 

institute’s research would be put to use. Louis stated, “[A]t a time when dra-

matic strategic developments are taking place in the Middle East . . . the new 

institute will enhance the ability of the State of Israel to conduct independent 

academic research . . . to facilitate processes of decision making with respect to 

issues vital to Israel and to global security.”65 Shtauber was even more candid: 

“[T]he institute is designed to provide exactly what the state is lacking. . . . Our 

people take an active role in the workings of government. We are located in 

such a position so as to make our access to decision makers very easy.”66

If academic analyses of Iran are institutionally embedded in “the workings 

of government,” what is there to be said about their analytical mainstays? Let 

me briefly address this question by juxtaposing two texts on the threat of a 

nuclear Iran, the first penned by a tabloid reporter and the other by a promi-

nent scholar of the Middle East. The first text reads as follows:

It is 21 March . . . the Iranian New Year. In the background victory songs are 

played on Iranian TV, and President Ahmadinejad declares that his country 

has carried out a successful nuclear experiment, joining the exclusive club 

of states with nuclear capabilities. Millions of Iranians take to the streets in 

an exhilarated show of pride, which quickly evolves into a grand spectacle of 

hatred against the West and Israel. Iran calls on the Arab states to unite in a 

jihad against Israel and promises them a nuclear umbrella in protection against 

any Israeli unconventional threats.67

The other text, penned by a prominent historian of the Middle East, Benny 

Morris, reads as follows:

One bright morning . . . the Mullahs in Qum will convene in a secret mission, 

under a portrait of the steely-eyed Ayatollah Khomeini, and give President 
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Ahmadinejad . . . the go-ahead. The orders will go out and the Shihab III and 

IV missiles will take off for Tel Aviv, Beersheba, Haifa and Jerusalem. . . . Some 

of the Shihabs will be nuclear-tipped, perhaps even with multiple warheads. 

. . . With a country the size and shape of Israel . . . probably four or five hits 

will suffice: No more Israel. A million or more Israelis . . . will die immediately. 

Millions will be seriously irradiated. No Iranian will see or touch an Israeli. It 

will be quite impersonal.68

As can be gleaned from the excerpts above, these two texts portray an 

amazingly similar doomsday scenario regarding the dangers of a nuclear-

armed Iran. If there are any disparities between them it is that the scholar 

actually transcends the tabloid reporter in producing and disseminating 

Irano phobia. Little wonder, then, that some of Israel’s leading scholars have 

been pushing in earnest for an Israeli preemptive military strike on Iran. This 

was put unambiguously in September 2006 by Ephraim Inbar, professor of 

political science at Bar Ilan University and a well-known right-wing Israeli 

analyst. “Israel,” he wrote, “can undertake a limited pre-emptive strike. Israel 

certainly commands the weaponry, the manpower, and the guts to effectively 

take out key Iranian nuclear facilities. . . . While less suited to do the job than 

the United States, the Israeli military is capable of reaching the appropriate 

targets in Iran. With more to lose than the U.S. if Iran becomes nuclear,  Israel 

has more incentive to strike.”69 Meanwhile, in tandem with increasing reports 

in the international and Israeli media that Israel was considering a strike 

against Iran’s nuclear facilities, the INSS published its annual report (Janu-

ary 2007), in which it concluded that a strike on Iran was perhaps inevitable: 

“time [was] running out to deal with Iran,” the report said. The INSS director, 

Zvi Shtauber, added more fuel to the fire, saying that owing to the reluctance 

of the international community to attack Iran’s nuclear facilities, sooner or 

later Israel might have to decide “to do it alone.”70

This almost total unanimity about the presumed apocalypse Iran has in 

store for the Jewish state suggests that the Israeli government has thus far re-

mained utterly unchallenged in its dealings with that country. As one com-

mentator described it (in favorable terms),

[The] Iranian scourge has unified us like nothing else has since the Arab siege of 

spring ’67 that resulted in the Six Day War. On this, we find ultra-conservative 

Avigdor Lieberman [of right-wing Yisrael Beiteinu Party] harmonizing with 

super-liberal Yossi Beilin [of left-wing Meretz-Yachad Party], Prime Minister 
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Ehud Olmert huddling with Opposition leader Binyamin Netanyahu and ultra-

Orthodox Eli Yishai [of Shas party] cuddling—well, so to speak—with ultra-

secular Zehava Galon [of Meretz-Yachad].”71

Needless to say, under such circumstances—in which “even the extreme left 

is not proposing that Israel hold a dialogue with . . . Ahmadinejad”72—no real 

or meaningful debate concerning Iran can ever take place, and no such debate 

is ever likely to emerge as long as so many politicians, intellectuals, and jour-

nalists continue to disseminate anti-Iran phobias. Indeed, there is an inverse 

relationship between the ubiquitous place that Iran holds in the Israeli public 

sphere and the dearth of critical discussions that are likely to seriously chal-

lenge and supplement Israel’s Iran policy.73

That the Israeli public has taken these Iran imageries seriously, and is there-

fore scared out of its wits, is attested in a recent poll which found that 71 percent 

of Israelis believe that the United States should launch a “preemptive” strike 

against Iran if diplomatic efforts fail to halt Tehran’s nuclear program.74

IRANOPHOBIA AS A CASE OF MORAL PANIC

It was against this backdrop that I set out to write this book. Disenchanted 

with the exaggerated or misplaced anxieties about Iran among Israelis, and, 

equally so, about the overall failure of much of the literature to make sense of 

the Israeli-Iranian conflict outside the realm of geopolitics, in this book I set 

out to inquire into the cultural logics at work behind Israel’s “Iran psychosis.”75 

While there are many good reasons for the Jewish state to be apprehensive of 

the Islamic republic, I feel there is also a great deal of irrationality involved 

in that apprehension, and it is the cultural roots of that irrationality I seek to 

investigate in this book.

As any informed individual nowadays would undoubtedly recognize, 

there is a high degree of convergence of outlooks and of cross-cutting influ-

ences between Israel and the United States with regard to the “war on terror” 

in general and Iran’s position within the matrix of that war in particular.76 

Previous scholarship has already unraveled how the media and the experts 

in the U.S. have portrayed Iran (and “Islam”) as a monolithic entity, synony-

mous with terrorism and religious hysteria, and the hidden agendas and dis-

tortions of fact that lay beneath the ostensibly “objective” coverage of Iranian 

(and Muslim) realities.77 Although these portrayals produced public anxieties 

about Iran that are comparable in both form and content to those produced in 
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Israel, Israeli anti-Iran phobias also bear distinctive qualities that are rooted 

in the specific history of the Jewish state as well as in that state’s crises of mo-

dernity. To underline the distinctive characteristics of Israeli Iranophobia and 

at the same time to account for its historical specificity, I will incorporate in 

relevant places of this book the notion of moral panic.

Generally speaking, the term has been used in sociological analyses to refer 

to periods when specific groups are negatively framed and labeled as the ene-

mies of society’s cosmological order of things and as a threat to its interests. The 

Massachusetts witch hunt in the mid-seventeenth century was perhaps the first 

paradigmatic case of moral panic, which achieved more recent expressions in 

American McCarthyism in the 1950s and in the persecution of the Stalinist Left 

in Europe during the Cold War.78 Twentieth-century history provides us with 

a plethora of phenomena that can be defined and conceptualized in terms of a 

threat to social mores and moral rectitude: alcoholism, homosexuality, sexu-

ality, the maintenance of family values, abortions, and the smoking of mari-

juana.79 Most of these phenomena reaffirmed existing social and racial-ethnic 

hierarchies and hence induced feelings of misplaced and exaggerated anxiety.80

Although I don’t intend to make “moral panic” the overarching concept of 

this book, it will occasionally come in handy as a methodological and analyti-

cal tool. First of all, it lends coherence to the source material I’ve used. As a 

mass hysteria generated by the exploitation of people’s worst fears, moral panic 

is, for the most part, not orchestrated by one (conspiratorial) source.81 Rather, 

moral panics are produced by social agents (or “moral entrepreneurs”) from 

all ranks of society—the media, politicians, social science experts, and so on. 

That is to say, some are engineered by elites, some come by way of middle-level 

interest groups, and still others emerge almost spontaneously from the grass 

roots.82 The source material I have used in this book similarly cuts across seg-

ments of the Israeli polity—from the realms of popular culture, academia, 

and the media to the realm of elite decision making. By resorting to the no-

tion of moral panic I will therefore be able to draw on my corpus as a clearly 

demarcated site in which conflicting texts, overlapping representations, and 

diverse interests converged in a powerful way to produce a sense of exagger-

ated anxiety about the Iranian threat among much too many Israeli Jews.

Moreover, if the notion of moral panic is likely to lend methodological 

coherence to this study, it is also likely to anchor it in history. By this I don’t 

merely mean to state the obvious—namely, that “moral panics are bound 

by history; they erupt at a particular period as a result of a configuration or 
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concatenation of factors specific to that period.”83 Moral panic depends on 

the delineation of a scapegoat—or a “folk devil”—as an identifiable object 

onto which our deeper social fears and anxieties may be projected. Although 

moral panic centers on a particular folk devil, the locus of the panic, however, 

is not the folk devil itself. Rather, folk devils are the ideological embodiment 

of deeper anxieties “symptomatic of a more general situation of protracted 

state and economic failure, but one not (yet) perceived of in terms of ‘crisis’. 

. . . [T]hey are constructions or mediations of state contradictions and fail-

ures.”84 The receptacles of all these intense feelings of threat are, therefore, 

culturally and politically constructed, products of human imagination. As 

such, they are highly exaggerated. Reflecting on specific historical episodes of 

moral panic, sociologists Erich Goode and Nachman Ben-Yehuda thus con-

clude, “In each case, a specific agent was widely felt to be responsible for the 

threat; in each case, a sober assessment of the evidence concerning the nature 

of the supposed threat forces the observer to the conclusion that the fear and 

concern were, in all likelihood, exaggerated or misplaced.”85

What, among other things, lies at the heart of this study is the argument 

that Israeli phobias about Iran must be understood in relation to a moral panic 

about the project of modernity’s perceived “contradictions and failures” in 

the Jewish state. More precisely, these phobias are to be understood in relation 

to domestic (Ashkenazi, secularist, middle-class) anxieties posed by Israel’s 

religious and ethnic (Mizrahi) underclass since the latter half of the 1970s. 

Indeed, it is not coincidental, I argue, that Iran has been transformed into 

a repellent and frightening external other in Israeli imagination at the same 

time that Israel’s ethnic and religious “outsiders within” (or folk devils) have 

shown Jewish-Israeli modernity to be in a state of crisis, and “not a finished 

ideal state seen as the culmination of a majestically plotted history.”86 Hence, 

I argue, Iran became a screen onto which we Israeli Jews projected our own 

fears of difference. By inquiring into this dialectic I will present a unique case of 

moral panic, one that is bounded by history but at the same time transgresses 

the boundaries between spaces, between self and other, between “here” and 

“there.” By doing so, I hope to be able to contribute to the ongoing debate on 

the history of Jewish-Israeli nationalism and its discontent.

. . .

According to Ali Mirsepassi, the 1979 revolution in Iran was exactly the type 

of crisis that “provide[d] a perfect location for viewing the intersection be-
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tween ‘scientific apprehension’ and the mythical substrata of historical exis-

tence applied on a global scale.”87 Accordingly, in Chapter 1 I examine the 1979 

revolution as a “moment” when “scientific” and “poetic” knowledge inter-

sected to produce an Iran tailored after Israelis’ fears and states of conviction 

which, drawing their force from the depths of the soul and history, brook no 

argument.88

More specifically, I will demonstrate that Israeli perceptions of Iran at the 

time of the revolution were forged at the intersection of a deep-seated moral 

panic and geopolitical transformations. On the one hand, the revolution, as 

previously noted, dramatized and concretized the perceived ethno-religious 

threat to the dominance of the Israeli ethnocratic regime, and this threat was 

ultimately projected onto Iran; I will deal with this issue in Chapter 2. On the 

other hand, it should be borne in mind that the revolution also occurred at 

about the same time that the Israeli-Egyptian negotiations culminating in the 

Camp David Peace Accords were under way. Hence, in Chapter 1 I intend to 

draw on some of Trita Parsi’s insights from his study on the history of the tri-

angular geopolitical relationship among the United States, Iran, and Israel,89 

but offer them a different periodization. Parsi argues that the Oslo peace pro-

cess in the 1990s pitted Israel against Iran, because from then on the Israeli 

government “needed” to relocate the image of threat from the Arab vicinity 

to another source, that is, the Persian periphery.90 However, given that histori-

cally the Jewish state has been known for its “dependency on the drug of mili-

tarism,”91 and thereby on the existence of an external enemy, I suggest that the 

elevation of Iran to the status of a formidable threat was first established dur-

ing the Egyptian-Israeli peace negotiations in the late 1970s and early 1980s: to 

convince Israelis that peace could be made with the Arabs it was, at the same 

time, also “necessary” to construct an image of threat from elsewhere. The 

Iranian revolution that unfolded in tandem with these negotiations provided 

the Israeli government with a golden opportunity to cast its eyes on the issue 

of the “Iranian threat.”

In Chapter 2 I shift the focus of my analysis to Israeli realities since the late 

1970s and introduce Israeli anti-Iran phobias as a unique case of moral panic. 

The organizing principle of this chapter draws on works that read metropoli-

tan and colonial cultures together, or contrapuntally, to use Edward Said’s 

resonant term. By studying one history (Iranian) as at once the condition and 

the effect of the other history (Israeli), I show that Israeli Iranophobia since 

1979 was fashioned and comprehended by Israelis on the basis of what they 
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believed to be the (dis)ordering of their society at home. Manifestations of 

anti-Iran phobias in the Israeli public sphere were not only expressions of per-

ceived cultural differences between the two polities or of justified concerns 

over the rise of an Islamist regime whose objective it is to “wipe Israel off the 

map.” Equally so, they were a product of a moral panic directed at the Jewish 

state’s ethnic and religious folk devils—or, if you will, of ethnocratic concerns 

about the current and future direction of secular-cum-Western Zionism. Talal 

Asad suggests that “the notion of horror has to do with the collapse of social 

and personal identity and thus with the dissolution of form.”92 Accordingly, I 

argue that the Israeli sense of danger emanating from Iran is linked to a range 

of practices employed by members of Israeli ethnocracy to protect their val-

ued identities, beliefs, and forms of life.

A related implication of Israel’s increasing entanglement in the web of 

Western influence in the Middle East is its perceived role within the matrix of 

the “war on terror.” It has been amply demonstrated that Israel has been quick 

to seize on the Bush administration’s antiterrorist agenda since September 11, 

2001 in order to impose more and more brutal policies on the occupied ter-

ritories.93 It was also in the name of the “war on terror” that, in July-August 

2006, the Israeli military wrought destruction on the Lebanese, making good 

on IDF Chief of Staff Lt.-Gen. Dan Halutz’s threat “to turn back the clock in 

Lebanon by 20 years.”94 Chapter 3 explores the ways in which constructions of 

Iran as the epitome of world terrorism concertized, animated, and radicalized 

the phantasmagoric image of “world terrorism” into which Palestinians and 

Lebanese were indistinguishably cast.

To be sure, Iran does arm Hezbollah; does extend material and moral sup-

port to Islamist groups, most notably Hamas, in the Palestinian territories; 

and does have an active nuclear program that may or may not be proved to 

have hostile intent.95 However, it is also true that in the post-9 / 11 world the 

Jewish state has engaged in a relentless effort to depict Palestinian and Leba-

nese politics merely as a puppet show in which Iran was pulling the strings. 

The endeavor to cast an ominous Iranian shadow over Palestinian and Leba-

nese realities, to “Iranicize” Palestine and Lebanon, has had multiple objec-

tives. Yet it was, as I argue, primarily intended to transform Palestine and 

Lebanon into “spaces of exception,” and in so doing to take their respective 

populations outside the domain of humanity, rendering them into homines 

sacri96—mute bearers of “bare life” from whom the rights and protections of 

international law could be systematically withdrawn.
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One of the paradoxes of Zionism is that it called for the “negation of exile” 

by evoking nostalgic memories for the East, only to establish a state ideologi-

cally and geopolitically oriented almost exclusively toward the West.97 It is 

for this reason that “one can define the modern Jew as being located between 

‘Europe’ and the ‘Orient,’ in a hybrid place that produced continuous ten-

sions and led to varying responses, be they ‘assimilationist’ or ‘subversive.’”98 

The complex and dialectical Israeli position toward the Orient as a source of 

inspiration and / or anathema is further explored in Chapter 4 through ex-

amination of Zionism and the Jewish state’s shifting and unstable perceptions 

of Iranian Jewry, a particularly important “Oriental,” Mizrahi group that has 

not yet received the attention it deserves in critical scholarship.

Critical scholarship over the past two decades has unraveled the exclu-

sionary, colonial underpinnings of the official Zionist-Israeli attitude toward 

Middle East Jewries. Significantly, however, most of these critical interven-

tions have focused almost exclusively on Jews from Arab countries, thereby 

missing out on or glossing over the plurality of voices, as well as the ambiva-

lences, tensions, and contradictions inherent in Zionist-Israeli representa-

tions of Middle East Jewries. In the fourth and final chapter of this book I set 

out to start filling these voids by providing a first-of-a-kind critical account of 

Zionist-Israeli representations of Iranian Jews. By focusing on Iranian Jewry 

as objects of the Zionist-Israeli ideological prism, I demonstrate that although 

notions of “exile” and “homeland,” and “East” and “West,” have been known 

to be notoriously axiomatic and rigid when applied to Jews from the Arab 

countries, they appear fluid, overlapping, and contingent when applied to 

Iran’s Jews.

As I will demonstrate, on account of their distinctive history and self-con-

ceptions, Iranian Jewry did not, and indeed could not, fall neatly within any 

stable Zionist ethnic or cultural categories, hence confounding the most fun-

damental Zionist convictions embodied in the notion of the “ingathering of 

exiles.” To the extent that these Jews were unclassifiable in Israeli imagination, 

they brought to the fore—perhaps more than any other Jewish “diaspora”—

the double-edged Zionist colonial imagination of inclusion and exclusion, of 

desire and anxiety, to which modern Jewish identity is (still) indebted.99

I write these words in late September 2007, at the conclusion of President 

Ahmadinejad’s visit to the United Nations General Assembly, during which 

he also appeared before students at New York City’s Columbia University. 

For most Israeli analysts and laypersons this visit was equivalent to “Satan 
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coming to New York.”100 Within this context, they lost no time showering 

contempt and scorn upon Ahmadinejad, even mocking him for putting on 

his eyeglasses during a video interview with American reporters, as though 

he was trying to deceive them into believing that he was an intellectual. For, 

according to the dominant Israeli view, Iran is a nation composed of ignorant 

and ignoble people who could not put eyeglasses to good use anyway. A piece 

offering my own perspectives on the visit, as well as an overview of the ideas 

I put forth in this book, was posted on Ynet, the Internet edition of Yedi‘ot 

Ahronoth.101 Literally 99 percent of the five hundred talkbacks that followed in 

response accused me of high treason and of complicity with Holocaust denial, 

with some even calling for my deportation (to Iran, of course) and wishing for 

my death. It is my intention to explore in this book the roots of the mind-set 

that has enabled the introduction of such extreme venomous reactions.

Thus conceived, this book should also be seen as an exercise in reflec-

tive writing. By systematically engaging with widespread Israeli notions and 

narratives of Iran, I (an Israeli historian of Iran) will incorporate my own 

theoretically informed readings of Iranian history, and in so doing, provide a 

vista into the conflicting, converging, and conflating discourses that shaped 

not only the history of reading Iran in Israel but also the history of writing 

Iran in Israel.
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it฀ is฀possible to argue today, with the benefit of hindsight, that like many 

other revolutionary struggles in the colonial and postcolonial world, the 1979 

Iranian revolution has run out of vital sources of energy and creativity and is 

left with an exercise of power bereft of any pretense of the exercise of  vision. As 

a consequence, the revolution’s “anticolonial utopias have gradually withered 

into postcolonial nightmares,” to borrow from David Scott.1 Nonetheless, it 

cannot be discounted that this revolution certainly was “one of the central so-

cial revolutions of the twentieth century,” as Eric Hobsbawm contends,2 not the 

least because it was waged against a perverted kind of modernity that “betrayed 

every humanistic principle [which] modernity is supposed to represent.”3

Reflecting on the historiography of the Chinese Revolution, Arif Dirlik 

asks, “Why is it that revolutions which seemed to make eminent sense only 

decades ago, no longer make any sense?”4 Yet to both Israeli experts and lay-

persons the 1979 revolution made no sense almost from the very beginning. 

The reason for this was that their understandings of the revolution were 

deeply embedded in colonial (or modernist) conceptions of violence, whose 

nature and implications Talal Asad describes as follows:

However reprehensible it was to liberals, the violence of Marxists and national-

ists was understandable in terms of progressive, secular history. The violence 

of Islamic groups, on the other hand, is incomprehensible to many precisely 

because it is not embedded in a historical narrative—history in the “proper” 

sense. As the violence of what is often referred to as a totalitarian religious tradi-

tion hostile to democratic politics, it is seen to be irrational as well as being an 

international threat.5

	 1	INAUGURATING IRAN’S RADICAL ALTERITY

Shifting Geopolitics, Oxymoronic Voices

The Army should use tanks and machine-guns against the masses, 

deploy firing squads facing the strikers, and give the secret police 

and its agents a free hand.

— An unnamed Iran expert explaining how the Shah  

can save his throne, January 1979
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Hence Israelis relegated the revolutionary struggle to the realm of disorga-

nized, untamed, “irrational” violence of the kind that historians of medieval 

and early modern Europe, as well as of modern colonialism, purportedly come 

up against periodically.6 Indeed, to these Israelis the 1979 crisis in Iran was the 

kind of violence that apparently had no causes and motivations other than “in-

citing riots, murder, conflagration, torture, and bringing the life of [a] country 

to a standstill,” to cite one Israeli commentary on the 1979 revolution.7

The revolution, it is safe to argue, was directed against a ruler whose blatant 

elitism and brutality were fashioned after colonial and imperial ideals of mod-

ernization. It should not come as a surprise, then, that his fate was similar in 

kind to that of other postcolonial rulers—or juntas—for whom nationalization 

“simply mean[t] the transfer into native hands of those unfair advantages which 

are the legacy of the colonial period.”8 As mentioned, Arif Dirlik believes that 

historians of the Chinese Cultural Revolution would later forget its radical dis-

courses and radical alternatives to capitalist modernity. That dismissal of past 

perspectives, as Dirlik explains, rested not on some “objective” ground, but on 

the “desire to forget past perspectives that have become uncomfortable owing 

to changes in the historian’s environment and consciousness.”9 By contrast, 

 Israelis who monitored the events in Iran refused to view the 1979 revolution 

as an intellectually formative event from the very start. The act of “forgetting,” 

which in the Chinese case was bound up with important transformations of the 

present, did not come up in this instance because, to these Israelis, there was 

nothing worth “remembering” in the 1979 revolution to begin with.

In retrospect, it is not at all surprising that Israeli experts following the 

Iranian crisis immediately engaged with the art of “forgetting,” that their nar-

ratives of the revolution were instantaneously ridden with silences that have 

made the whole history of Iran since 1979 into one sorry story of violence, 

corruption, ineptitude, and waste. For in making sense of the revolution and 

its aftermath, they drew on much of the same “expert non-knowledge”10 that 

has long been in circulation about Palestinian realities (and Palestinian re-

sistance). “The story of Western civilization advancing in the East through 

its proxy Israel,” anthropologist Ted Swedenburg explains, “has consistently 

pushed Palestinians to the margins”:

Forced to lurk in the West’s shadow, the “wild” Palestinian Other has occasionally 

managed to blast his or her way onto center stage with explosive charges and 

machine-gun bursts. Such disruption of the Western [and Israeli] narrative 

only lasted for a flicker of the television screen . . . for they were apprehended as 
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irrational interruptions of an unfolding story of Western progress rather than 

as statements within a plausible counternarrative.11

Echoing long-standing conceptual vocabularies on the murky, impenetrable, 

irrational, and violent nature of Palestinians (and indeed of “Orientals” in 

general), Israeli conceptions of the Iranian revolutionaries’ motivations and 

actions completely overlooked the concrete historical contexts of oppression 

or injustice in which they operated, and denied them the imaginative, im-

provisational practices through which “we” ceaselessly elaborate our world. 

“Their” actions were simply seen to be dictated by the very nature of “their” 

(religious-cum-violent) culture.12

Yet it would be wrong to conclude that dominant Israeli readings of the 

Iranian revolutionaries were essentially restatements of older themes about 

Palestinians and other “unruly” Muslims, in the sense coined by Edward Said, 

referring to the complex movement of “social and historical affiliation” of 

traveling ideas and theories.13 Israeli narratives of the revolution and its after-

math also worked differently for Israelis because they displayed a moral panic 

deriving from the Jewish state’s cultural and ethnic “outsiders within,” as well 

as a reaction to transformations in that state’s relations with the Arab world 

since the late 1970s.

The issue of moral panic will have to wait until the next chapter. Nonethe-

less, in this chapter I explore the production of these narratives within the 

context of Israel’s shifting strategic concerns. To exemplify this issue I first 

trace the evolution of these narratives in “real time,” that is during the time 

of the revolution’s unfolding in the years 1978–1979. These narratives, consist-

ing of false historical analogies, huge generalizations about human behavior, 

and huge assumptions about world historical processes, read more like a tes-

timony on behalf of the “Murderous Humanitarianism”14 of the Shah regime 

than a testimony on behalf of its Iranian victims. In the second section I will 

move on to break through the seemingly stable authority of these narratives 

and reveal their ambivalences and fractured nature, and through them, the 

unresolved tensions and contradictions inherent in the Jewish state’s conflict-

ing reality, as will be explored in Chapter 2.15

SETTING IN PLACE THE GREAT DIVIDE: “KHOMEINISM AND HUMANISM”

I begin my discussion with three anecdotes, the first two dating back to the 1979 

revolution and its immediate aftermath, and the latter from the year 2001. On 

January 16, 1979, following months of stormy and violent demonstrations, the 
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Shah left Iran for an exile he would not return from. A few days earlier, when it 

became clear that the Shah’s days as Iran’s all-powerful ruler were numbered, 

a cartoon appeared in Davar, a newspaper belonging to the Histadrut,16 which 

captured the gist of the ways in which Israelis came to understand the unfold-

ing crisis in Iran. In this cartoon, the vast array of groups that joined forces 

to depose the Shah are all reduced to a figure of a bearded, turbaned, cloaked 

cleric. The cleric is seen setting free “the genie of the revolution” out of a bottle 

representing “the reaction of Islamic radicals to modernization.” This car-

toon clearly reveals the imagination at work in the minds of those Israelis who 

closely monitored the crisis in Iran. Through the genie’s image, the revolution 

is stripped of any concrete or plausible context. Instead, it is presented as an 

exotic scene from A Thousand and One Nights, a spectacle conjured of a purely 

religious instinct, the purpose of which is to foil Iran’s majestic march toward 

modern statehood and modern nationhood.

Similar silences were introduced during the international ordeal that 

began in Tehran on November 4, 1979, when some four hundred Iranian mili-

tant students stormed the U.S. embassy and took all diplomats and employees 

there hostage.17 In the midst of this crisis, in March 1980, the late Ze’ev Schiff, 

Ha’aretz’s expert on military and security affairs, reported on a conference held 

in Tel Aviv University in which Middle East experts from Israel and the United 

States convened to discuss the implications of the Iranian revolution and the 

hostage taking. Schiff was particularly impressed with Columbia University’s 

professor of Middle East studies, Richard Bulliet, who “for quite a while . . . 

talked enthusiastically . . . about the positive aspects . . . and the humane side 

of the revolution.”18 “It is remarkable,” Schiff wrote, “that you can always find 

Americans who think differently and raise question marks about the posi-

tion of the mainstream.”19 And yet in his essay Schiff said not a word about 

Bulliet’s “different” modes of thought. Readers interested in the assumptions 

and reasoning of the American professor regarding revolutionary Iran would 

find none. Instead, Schiff concentrated on the negative impression Bulliet left 

on “most Israelis” present in the audience, who, like Schiff, were shocked to 

discover that “what seemed insanely murderous to many of his countrymen, 

seemed perfectly sane and understandable to him.”20 Paradoxically, although 

Schiff ’s declared intention was to introduce original and provocative views on 

the revolution and the hostage crisis, all he ended up doing was reproducing 

what he himself defined as “the position of the mainstream.” The other stance, 

in this case the one voiced by Bulliet, was entirely absent from his account.
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Moving forward to the twenty-first century, on February 12, 2001, the 

Channel 2 morning television show “Café Tel‘ad” commemorated the Ira-

nian revolution’s twenty-second anniversary with Brigadier Gen. (res.) Itzhak 

Segev, Israel’s last military attaché to Iran. Segev was summoned to the studio 

to relate his part in the operation of smuggling out a group of Israelis from 

the compound of the Israeli mission in Tehran, after it had been captured by 

Iranian demonstrators on February 11, 1979—the day the Shah’s army sur-

rendered to the revolutionary forces.21 Against the backdrop of ominous, 

gory footage of the Iran-Iraq war (which broke out nearly two years after the 

event!), the announcer introduced Segev to the spectators as follows: “His 

story sounds like an Iranian-style . . . fictional Hollywood script.” Thus, in 

this instance, the revolution, the escape story, and the Iran-Iraq war were all 

presented as a clutter of unrelated topics. In view of the total disregard of any 

essential context that would make the Israeli embassy’s capture intelligible, it 

comes as no surprise that the announcer treated the whole affair as somewhat 

of a fairy tale, an “Iranian style” Hollywood script. It is no coincidence, too, 

that Tel‘ad decided to take notice of the revolution’s anniversary by recount-

ing the Israelis’ escape from the embassy—rather than, say, trying to explain 

the revolution and its broader implications on their own terms. In the absence 

of any clearly demarcated contexts, the program left two critical questions un-

answered: Why did the revolution take place, and Why did a host of Iranian 

demonstrators storm the Israeli embassy in the first place? The fact that these 

questions were never raised stands as testimony to the implicit assumption—

which, being self-explanatory or “normal,” does not need explanation—that 

the revolution and the raid both stemmed from the Iranian people’s Islamic 

provenance and the unprovoked hatred that this “Islam” nurtures against 

Jews in general and the Jewish state in particular.

These are merely three examples of the massive self-censorship by ana-

lysts who, by remembering only what fitted with their ready-made categories, 

gave testimony to a pervasive amnesia in the Israeli public sphere regarding 

Iranian history. As we know well today, to gain a fuller perspective on the 

revolution, the hostage crisis, and other episodes in Iranian history, it is nec-

essary to situate them in the related contexts of royalist despotism and Iran’s 

entanglement with the history of colonialism since the early nineteenth 

century.22 In the absence of any talk about the implications of despotism 

and colonialism in Iran, Israeli experts left the impression that the Iranian 

revolution occurred in a timeless vacuum, hence providing yet another vivid 
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example of the well-known colonial gesture of “dismissing the possibility 

that the native can look back at you as you are looking at him.”23

Yet it should be emphasized that these lacking images of the revolution 

became prevalent in Israeli public culture only gradually. At the beginning 

Israelis demonstrated a great deal of sensitivity to the complex revolutionary 

situation and were even willing to try to get to the bottom of the deeper roots 

and motivations of the crisis. Sometimes, too, they even expressed empathy 

with the revolutionaries and their causes, an empathy that Israelis have in-

variably lacked with respect to previous “Oriental” coups, revolutions, and 

popular upheavals in the modern Middle East. This mind-set, it seems, was 

first and foremost the outcome of one basic heartfelt wish: that the secular, 

pro-Western revolutionary forces gain the upper hand, even if that meant put-

ting an end to the Shah regime, which—as will be seen in Chapter 2—was 

Israel’s longtime ally. “In our secret hearts, perhaps in our naiveté, we still 

hoped that Bakhtiyar [leader of the National Front, appointed prime minister 

by the Shah on the eve of his departure] would regain control and put things 

the way they were,” was the reminiscence many years later of an Israeli official 

and entrepreneur who had operated in Iran for nearly a quarter of a century 

up to the 1979 revolution.24

Capturing the gist of this mind-set, Michel Foucault, who covered the 

revolution for the Italian newspaper Corriere della sera, remarked ironically 

that “Many here [in the West] . . . are waiting for and hoping for the moment 

when secularization will at last come back to the fore [in Iran] and reveal the 

good, old type of revolution we have always known.”25 Yet the dawning real-

ization that a different (read Islamist) scenario would most likely unfold in 

Iran finally prompted Israelis to cast the revolution into the realms of radical 

alterity. It should be borne in mind that as the struggle developed and as the 

popularity of the exiled Ayatollah Khomeini grew, so did Islamist expressions 

of the popular protest become more prevalent.26 As a result, Israeli analysts—

who had watched the revolution through hyper-secular eyes and hence as-

signed religion to premodern “savages”—became concerned with what they 

perceived as the overtaking of the Iranian polity by regressive clerics. Put dif-

ferently, as long as they believed that the revolution would remain faithful to 

what Dipesh Chakrabarty described in the context of colonial India as “the 

rule of institutions that delivered us from the thrall of all that was unreason-

able and irrational,”27 they could identify with it and even show empathy for 

its instigators. But when it seemed to them that the revolution strayed from 
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these institutions they were quick to label it a diehard expression of reaction-

ary anti-modernity.

As previously noted, in the early stages of the revolutionary upheaval, in 

late summer 1978, Israeli figures from the media, government, and academia 

revealed a remarkable understanding of the complexity of events in Iran and 

attempted to place them in their multiple and sometimes conflicting contexts. 

Such sensibilities enabled them to trace the roots of the crisis to the destruc-

tive impact of the Shah’s policies rather than to violence running rampant 

outside the boundaries of modernity. “Explanations that relate the causes of 

events to the actions of hotheaded fanatic groups are too simplistic and do 

not fully elucidate the problem,” noted Haifa University historian Gad Gilbar. 

Attention should instead be focused, he said, on the Shah’s projects of mod-

ernization in the 1960s and 1970s (collectively known as the White Revolu-

tion reform program), which created “serious problems [such as] a dearth of 

human resources, severe communications problems, massive urbanization by 

village populations, transportation difficulties, storage problems and a seri-

ous shortage in apartments.”28 Other analysts traced Iranians’ grievances to a 

pervasive sense of cultural alienation deriving from the Shah’s reckless West-

ernization, and to “inflation and corruption that spread like a plague.”29 Still 

others noted the Shah’s political repression—“by means of the armed forces 

and the vast secret police, the SAVAK”30—as an important determinant in the 

formation of the resistance movement.

At this early stage of the struggle, too, Israelis acknowledged the heterogene-

ity of the resistance movement, that this was “an opposition . . . with deep social 

roots.”31 For example, they reported that anti-royalist demonstrations included 

“clerks, day workers, students, craftsmen and peasants who left their villages to 

look for work in the cities”;32 and that “the working classes, the craftsmen and 

the petty bourgeoisie, hard hit by hyper inflation,” fanned the crisis.33 On the 

basis of these analyses, one could conclude that it was not religious commit-

ment or religiously incited violence that triggered the Iranian revolution but 

rather the darker and more sinister dimensions of the Shah’s modernist proj-

ect. It therefore comes as no surprise that on the eve of the old regime’s demise 

some Israelis even dared describe the Pahlavi monarchy as an anachronism 

rather than as the embodiment and sine qua non of human progress:

Twenty years ago Egypt’s king in exile, Farouk, was asked for his opinion about 

the fate of monarchies in the modern world. Farouk mulled it over for a minute 
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and responded: “In twenty years there will be only five kings, four in the deck 

of cards and the king of England.” Now, as the rule of Iran’s Shah is over, it 

appears that Farouk’s prophecy was on the mark. The Shah of Iran, bearer of the 

Peacock Crown, Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, was the last king to rule his country 

as absolutist monarchs did hundreds and thousands of years ago. In a world of 

democratic governments and Communist dictatorships the Shah was the last 

ruler whose life was distinguished by a splendor and magnificence that seemed 

to be drawn from the world of fairytales.34

As the excerpt above clearly indicates, at this stage Israelis were still pre-

pared to integrate the unfolding revolution into the entangled histories of 

modernity of which it was part. Thus, for a fleeting moment the struggle ap-

peared to them as something familiar and knowable—something that could 

even be empathized with:

Had television existed at the time of the French or Russian Revolutions we would 

have witnessed spectacles similar to those we have seen in the last few days . . . 

in Tehran. The frenzied crowds, the rampant demagoguery, the street scuffles 

and the inability to restrain the hysterical turbulent mob. We are undoubtedly 

living in the midst of revolutionary events of which we have only had occasion 

to read in history books.35

However, as Islamic images and symbols proliferated, and as Khomeini’s 

exiled figure became more ominous, fear of the purported regressive character 

of the revolution increased as well. Put differently, the expulsion of Iran to the 

realms of radical alterity in the Israeli public sphere can be traced back to that 

very “moment” when it became increasingly clear to Israelis that the stern 

cleric held the cards for the (Islamist) future of Iran. The beginnings of this 

trend can be found in anti-royalist demonstrations in Tehran in August and 

September 1978, which were understood as “resistance . . . to the secularizing 

efforts of the Shah . . . to extricate Iran from its state of underdevelopment and 

turn it into a modern state.”36 By the same token, the massive killing of dem-

onstrators by the Shah’s forces in Tehran’s Jaleh Square37 drew sympathy not, 

as one might expect, for the victims but for the forces committing the mas-

sacre: “The internal strife proves once again that the Shah is an innovator, and 

that resistance to his rule clusters around intransigent Muslim zealots who can 

motivate [the] masses and who are opposed to progress.”38

Note how these commentators reduce the revolutionary crisis into an 
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anachronistic backlash by “religious leaders” against the Shah’s drive “to extri-

cate Iran from its state of underdevelopment.” Note also the passive demeanor 

which they accredit to the demonstrators. Not unlike colonial narratives else-

where, and echoing long-standing Israeli representations of Palestinians and 

Arabs in general, the Iranian demonstrators were said to be ignorant, gull-

ible, and manipulable masses, relieved of a will of their own and stumbling 

blindly to the tune of heartless manipulations orchestrated by tyrannical and 

cynical clerics; ostensibly, “anything may be prized out [from them] and in 

whose heads, apparently, anything may be planted.”39 As the religious-Zionist 

daily Hatsofeh stated, the Iranians are “simple-minded and ignorant masses,” 

a “furious mass,” for which “religious slogans are far more powerful than . . . 

democracy, civil rights and social justice.”40

Note also how fears of being deprived of the Shah, Israel’s much valued 

ally and the guardian of Israel’s diverse mega-interests in Iran, effectively ren-

dered any empathy with the demonstrators as unthinkable. Indeed, so great 

was the fear of escalation (and Islamization) of the revolutionary struggle that 

an unnamed Israeli “expert” of Iran called upon the Shah to massacre his own 

people in order to save his progressive throne:

Upon my return from Iran, when the riots started, I was asked whether the Shah 

regime was in grave danger. . . . I said that if the Shah and his officers will have 

the courage to do unto their opponents what these opponents are scheming 

to do unto them, the regime stands a better chance of survival. . . . The army 

should use tanks and machine-guns against the masses, deploy firing squads facing 

the strikers, and give the secret police and its agents a free hand. . . . Despite the 

aversion . . . to such steps, I witnessed what such an incited and zealous mass 

and its Shiite mullah leaders may do once they are allowed to act freely.41

When, on January 16, the Shah had to give up his throne and leave Iran “on va-

cation” for an unlimited period of time, Israeli anxieties reached new heights. 

As mentioned, before leaving Iran for good the Shah entrusted his sovereignty 

to a civilian government headed by Shahpur Bakhtiyar, one of the leaders of 

the “National Front.” Yet owing to the fact that the latter was totally identified 

with the Shah, he had little chance of survival. Three days after the Shah went 

into exile millions of people marched through the streets of Tehran calling for 

Bakhtiyar’s resignation. Then, when on February 1, 1979, Khomeini returned 

to Iran, he called upon Mehdi Bazargan, leader of the “Freedom Movement,” 

to be his appointed prime minister. As these events unfolded, a senior Israeli 
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reporter speculated, “No one knows to what extent the [Bakhtiyar] govern-

ment will be able to put a stop to these waves of fanaticism by extremist reli-

gious circles, which threaten to run the country awash in waves of reactionary 

religion and violent conservatism.”42

By the time Khomeini returned to Iran, but especially in the wake of 

the Shah army’s surrender to the revolutionary forces on February 11, 1979, 

the discursive process of banishing Iran to the realm of radical alterity had 

been completed. Henceforth, a firm and impenetrable wedge was set be-

tween Iran and the West, between Iran and History, and between Islam and 

modernity. An essay by the celebrated Israeli novelist, translator, and publi-

cist Hanoch Bartov, suggestively titled “Humanism and Khomeinism,” viv-

idly demonstrates how, from then on, analyses of Iran and the revolutionary 

crisis were firmly rooted in a narrative of the “absences” and “failures” of 

Iranian modernity, and of the “Iranian” as a “figure of lack.”43 In this essay, 

Bartov seeks a compelling answer to the apparently perplexing question of 

how it was that a nonmodern revolution such as Iran’s was able to topple a 

hypermodern state such as the Shah’s:

Islamologists and Sovietologists, energy experts, strategy experts, and their ilk 

will tell us—in a postmortem analysis—how such an elderly cleric succeeded, 

thousands of miles away from his homeland, with no access to any of the trappings 

of government, without a single cannon to his name, using only whispers 

recorded on tape cassettes, to topple the mighty Shah, an absolutist monarch 

who held his people in an iron grip by force of one of the best equipped armies 

of the world, by force of wide-ranging networks of spying and intelligence, and 

by force of a merciless centralized machinery of government. All this is after 

the fact. For before the fact it all seemed nigh impossible, just as it is no longer 

possible for the horseman with the fastest Arab mare and the sharpest Saracen 

sword to overcome a “Chieftain” tank or a “Phantom” fighter-jet. Revolutions of 

the kind that took place in previous generations—of peasants, proletarians or 

those bearing the sword of faith—are no longer possible in a modern state.44

Bartov construes the revolution as an inexplicable and unjustifiable vio-

lent backlash against the Shah’s modern state, as though this violence was a 

matter of a natural, automatic, and autonomous growth, “uninfluenced,” to 

borrow from Pandey’s critique of colonial historiography in India, “by the 

development of world capitalism, European dominance, scientific racism and 

other related phenomena.”45 By ignoring how deeply the revolution was, in 
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fact, entwined with the histories of colonial modernity, Bartov cannot but 

visualize it solely in terms of Iran’s purported deficiencies in relation to the 

imaginative stories that Euro-Americans told themselves about themselves, or 

in other words, in relation to a “hyperreal Europe,”46 a self-fashioning of the 

West as something that occurred only within its self-assigned geographical 

boundaries. Bartov defines the 1979 revolution by what it is not, as an absence. 

He compares it to the pattern of long-gone revolutions—carried out by “peas-

ants, proletarians or those bearing the sword of faith”—which, in his view, 

can no longer come to pass in the modern world. What confounds Bartov, 

then, is how an “absolutist monarch,” who had access to all the apparatuses of 

political control that the modern state can offer—“one of the best equipped 

armies,” “wide-ranging networks of spying and intelligence,” and “a merci-

less centralized machinery of government”—was unconditionally defeated by 

something that could only be defined as a relic of bygone ages.

As a consequence, Bartov dissociates himself from this Iran by construct-

ing an impenetrable wall between “humanism and Khomeinism”; there is, he 

claims, an “abyss between the two parts of our world and it is that abyss which 

lies at the base of the Western collapse in Iran.”47 Note that Bartov renders the 

extraordinary inequalities and depredations which the Shah’s state exacted 

on its subjects as “humanism.” By doing so, he uncritically reproduces a self-

induced blindness, in which “the West” is seen as reaching out only to bring to 

others the fruits of progress that would otherwise be beyond their grasp.48 In 

this way Bartov is able to conceive of the revolution as an ungrateful Iranian 

gesture against a benevolent West—or in Bartov’s own words, as “humanism 

run over by the hooves of the black barbarians’ horses.”49

The anonymous Iran “expert,” whose call upon the Shah to massacre 

his people I discussed earlier, also had a couple of things to say about Iran’s 

self-inflicted failures to come to terms with the rickety road to modernity. 

In his account, which brings to mind Karl Marx’s Orientalist descriptions of 

India in the mid-nineteenth century, our expert uncovers in Iran a classic 

Oriental society—petrified, unchanging, wild, and unruly—with no abil-

ity to break through the barriers of precapitalist patterns and traditions. 

Describing India in his day, Marx ruled that “[a]ll the civil wars, invasions, 

revolutions, conquests, famines, strangely complex, rapid and destructive as 

the successive action in Hindustan may appear, did not go deeper than the 

surface.” India existed for Marx on a flat and unchanging plane throughout 

history—for however often political transformations have swept the country, 
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the “social condition has remained unaltered since its remotest antiquity.”50 

Given that “civilization is too low and the territorial extent too vast” in India, 

no social classes are likely to rise there to counterbalance the power of the 

state. Under such circumstances, Marx says, the “Oriental despot” was able 

to “stand above,” “poise over,” and act as the “all appearing unity of all the 

lesser communities.”51 Keeping Marx’s proposition in mind, consider the Is-

raeli expert’s conclusions with respect to the putative “lacks” and “absences” 

in Iranian history and society:

I see no alternative to a despotic regime [in Iran]. . . . Iran’s people is not yet 

mature enough for an independent democratic government and Iran has no 

entrenched advanced and educated class of people who could take it upon 

themselves to actually run the government. . . . Those who know the real Iran, 

the one behind the showcase windows . . . the coffee houses and the restaurants 

of Pahlavi Street, would know also that most of Iran’s people are still taking 

their first steps to emerge from the darkness of feudalism and Islamic religious 

fanaticism, and that most of the population is made up of uneducated peasants 

who have only recently begun to change ways of life and labor techniques, which 

were in existence since the days of the Achaemenid dynasty [sic]. When you 

leave Tehran and arrive at the villages between the Alborz and Zagros mountain 

ranges, or at the towns scattered on the arid Iranian plateaus, you find out that 

people’s ways of life and mentalities do not change with red or white revolutions, 

and that despite the agrarian reforms, the economic revolution and the media, 

most of the people remained unchanged for hundreds of generations—pious, 

distrustful, materialistic and fatalistic.52

Barring massacre, such is the conclusion of our expert, only an “oriental des-

potism” of the Shah’s type could somehow restrain the expansion of “reli-

gious Islamic fanaticism”53 and establish a modern state—thereby defending 

Iranians from their own reactionary and fanatic forces that are always on the 

lookout for the opportune time to raise their heads.

To sum up, Israeli commentaries on the 1979 revolution in real time con-

signed Iran to an “anachronistic space”—space that is “prehistoric, atavistic, 

and irrational, inherently out of place in the historical time of modernity.”54 

As Israelis realized that the Shah would have to abdicate in favor of Khomeini, 

they increasingly described the revolution in terms of backwardness that 

would “send Iran back to the dark ages.”55 This motif of “going back in time” 

stands in stark contrast to the idea of leaping forward into an open future—a 



INAUGURATING IRAN’S RADICAL ALTERITY 35

future in which “new things would continue to come about”56—which is an 

essential part of the experience of modernity.57 Thus when Khomeini returned 

to Iran, challenging the legitimacy of Bakhtiyar’s government, the Israeli press 

predicted that “in the next few hours the entire world will follow, in breathless 

anticipation, the fatal struggle between legitimate government in Iran and its 

adherents, and the elderly cleric who strives to set the clock back and cast his 

country back into the dark ages.”58

How are we to account for these sweeping, awe-inspiring representations 

of the revolutionary crisis and its aftermath? Should we view them as re-

formulations of older Zionist and Israeli beliefs about the ways of life and 

the “mentality” of “Orientals”? As previously argued, we certainly should. 

Alternatively, are we not better off examining them against the backdrop of 

corresponding Iran  images in the United States, where similar silences and 

distortions with respect to Iranian history, the revolution, and its immediate 

aftermath can be detected?59 I think that would be a worthwhile endeavor as 

well. After all, it was not until the revolution and the hostage crisis that “a 

conjunction between ‘Islam’ and ‘terrorism’ was established within Ameri-

can public culture, through which many Americans and Israelis were able 

to find a common language and a common cause.”60 However, I suggest that 

these Israeli images, as well as the anti-Iran phobias they gave rise to, also 

bear distinctive qualities that I would like to further explore in what follows 

and then again in the next chapter.

To begin with, I propose that Israeli anxieties about Iran since 1979 should 

be attributed to the Jewish state’s shifting geopolitical concerns—especially 

in light of the Israeli-Egyptian peace process of 1977–1981, which was concur-

rent with the unfolding Iranian revolution and its immediate aftermath. “The 

Likud’s victory in the 1977 election,” says historian Avi Shlaim, “was not just 

a ballot box revolution in Israeli politics but also a watershed in Israel’s re-

lations with the Arab world and especially in its approach to the occupied 

territories.”61 I suggest that Israel’s approaches to and anxieties about Iran as 

exemplified above were greatly affected by this dramatic geopolitical turn-

about in Israel’s relations with the Arab vicinity, a turnabout that came at the 

same time the Iranian people were ousting their Shah.

Trita Parsi, in his informative history of the triangular relationship among 

Iran, Israel, and the United States,62 suggests that the ascendancy of the Labor 

Party to power in 1992 and the ensuing Israeli-Palestinian Oslo peace pro-

cess were watershed events in the history of Israeli-Iranian animosities. As 
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Parsi demonstrates with much clarity, although in the 1980s Israel did not take 

Iran’s anti-Israel rhetoric too seriously—indeed, Israel supplied the clerical 

regime with weapons and spare parts it desperately needed to survive the war 

with Iraq and even defended Iran in Washington—once peace with the Pales-

tinians seemed within reach all the tables were turned: to convince a skepti-

cal Israeli public to accept peace with the Palestinians, Parsi surmises, Israel 

started depicting Iran as a threat to the region and the world. This, he says, 

was an unprecedented shift in Israel’s geopolitical outlook:

It completely contradicted the very heart of Israel’s guiding strategy since 

the days of Ben-Gurion—the periphery doctrine [i.e., the idea of cementing 

relations with the outer-ring, non-Arab states of the Middle East, such as Iran, 

to counter the expansion of Arab radicalism and Soviet influence]. By seeking 

peace with the Arab states in Israel’s vicinity and portraying the key peripheral 

state—Iran—as a threat, [Israel] turned the periphery doctrine on its head.63

While I accept Parsi’s claim that hopes for an Israeli-Palestinian thaw in the 

early 1990s prompted Israel to actively promote the notion of the Iranian threat 

(see Chapter 3),64 this was by no means without precedent. Although correct in 

principle, Parsi’s thesis should be brought back to the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

when Israeli hopes for peace with Egypt interacted with, and amplified, corre-

sponding Israeli anxieties about the regional repercussions of the ongoing Ira-

nian crisis. To the extent that Israel needs an existential threat—“it could be a 

country, like Iran; an ideology, like Islamic fundamentalism; or at other times 

it could be a tactic—terrorism”65—Israel’s march toward peace with Egypt, the 

Arab world’s most dominant power, immediately turned the limelight onto the 

newly emerging menace from peripheral Iran. In short, in making peace with 

Egypt Israel instantaneously found in the 1979 revolution the opportunity to 

replace one existential threat (Arab) with another (Iranian).

Support for my argument can be extracted from the Israeli printed press 

of the period, where, as one commentator remarked at the time, “Rivers of 

ink have been spilled and hundreds of articles written . . . about the upheaval 

( mahapach) in Iran and its ramifications for international and Middle East pol-

itics and for Israeli-Egyptian negotiations.” The same writer went on to say,

The situation in Iran is still fluid and no one can really predict how the political 

drama will turn out. It remains clear, however, that Iran will not return to what 

it had been in the past—even if the Shah retains his throne. For all practical 
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purposes, [Iran] was expropriated (hufqe‘ah) . . . from the West’s zones of 

influence. . . . The balance of power has been violated because Iran’s armed 

forces are the strongest and the largest in the region and equipped with the 

most up-to-date weapons, including F-15 and F-14 fighter jets and top secret 

electronic means of combat.66

As this writer suggests, in view of the unfolding Iranian “upheaval,” Iran 

could no longer be counted on as Israel’s (and the West’s) ally within the 

framework of the alliance of the periphery. Quite the opposite, the writer is 

now worried lest the Shah’s turbaned adversaries—whom he probably did not 

expect to be receptive to any rational criteria—would turn the mighty Iranian 

military against Iran’s former regional allies, including Israel. On the other 

hand, as he writes,

Lately we have been witnessing a sea change in Sadat’s Egypt—namely, the 

abandonment of the Soviet orientation in favor of an American orientation. 

This led to a gradual “drying out” of [Egypt’s] Soviet weapons arsenal which in 

turn required the introduction of radical reforms in the Egyptian military. This 

military is today at its lowest point ever. . . . Given that the Egyptian soldier is 

not known for his high level of intelligence, the application of new technologies 

is, indeed, a difficult task.67

Here we have the periphery doctrine “turned on its head,” to use Parsi’s useful 

formulation, only several years before he assumes it to be the case. For accord-

ing to the Israeli writer’s reckoning, Egypt has become too weak militarily and 

too “impoverished economically”68 to be able to pose a formidable threat to 

the Jewish state. Instead, the same writer now identifies revolutionary Iran 

as the new regional bogeyman for Israel. In other words, the reshuffling of 

geopolitical realities rendered the periphery doctrine, in which Iran was ex-

pected to serve as a major building block in the erection of a dam against 

the Arab world, null and void. Although framing his favorable view of Egypt 

in highly contemptuous terms befitting traditional Israeli attitudes toward 

 Arabs (“the Egyptian soldier is not known for his high level of intelligence”) 

he is now envisioning a new pro-Western, Israeli-Egyptian alliance to impede 

Iran’s spread of Islamic radicalism. In the words of another Israeli commen-

tator at the time, “The Iranian crisis emphasized how essential it is to reach 

an agreement [with Egypt] before instability increases, and the realization of 

that agreement . . . is essential for advancing stability in the region.”69
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Now, it is true that throughout the 1980s many of Israel’s leaders continued 

to rely on the periphery doctrine, falsely believing, as Parsi further demon-

strates, that Iran remained Israel’s “natural ally” against the Arabs.70 Indeed, 

that explains, as revelations emanating from the “Iran-Contra” (or “Iran-

gate”) plot also clearly demonstrate, why Israel set out to arm Iran in its war 

with Iraq.71 Nevertheless, there were at the time also other voices within the 

Israeli establishment who seriously questioned the wisdom of the periphery 

doctrine. How could Israel continue to rely on Iran, they wondered, if that 

very same Iran had now transformed into a “crazy state” (medinah metorefet) 

that is keen on resorting to “a new type of barbarism”?72 Significantly, even 

those who dismissed the view that Iran was a “crazy state” did not necessarily 

take issue with the term’s practical implications. Hence professor of Middle 

East history Haim Shaked concluded, “Those who try to escape reality or ig-

nore it by labeling distressing phenomena as ‘crazy’ are akin to those who 

would define a person hastily as ‘insane’ and lock him up, rather than study 

psychology and get to the bottom of the problem.”73 That is to say, although 

the Iranians are not as “crazy” as some would have us believe, they are never-

theless mentally deranged.

In sum, even if “throughout the 1980s, no one in Israel said anything about 

the Iranian threat—the word wasn’t even uttered,” as an Israeli informant told 

Parsi,74 the perception of that threat was already deeply entrenched in  Israeli 

public culture, if not in word then in spirit. Anxiety about Iran among Israelis 

owed much of its intensity and scope to older Zionist-Israeli ideas about the 

Muslims and Arabs, and it shared much of the same imagery that was preva-

lent in American public culture. Yet these anxieties were also intimately re-

lated to geopolitical transformations in Israel’s relations with the Arab world, 

which coincided with the revolutionary crisis in Iran.

But that is only part of the story. As discussed previously, while moral pan-

ics come in all shapes and sizes they are invariably concerned with stigmatized 

internal groups, or “folk devils,” that embody deep anxieties about state con-

tradictions and failures.75 Accordingly, in the next chapter I will argue that the 

production of Iran as a radical external other in Israeli imagination is to be 

understood in relation to the emergence of (“Iran-like”) ethnic and religious 

internal others that violated the Jewish state’s self-image as “the West.” Israeli 

anti-Iran phobias were driven in no small measure by a domestic crisis precipi-

tated by the Jewish state’s “outsiders within” who brought to the fore the ten-

sions and contradictions within the Israeli polity beginning in the late 1970s.
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In the remainder of this chapter I would therefore like to redirect the ob-

ject of my inquiry to the unstable nature of mainstream Israeli narratives on 

Iran. It is my contention that these narratives are ridden with oxymoronic 

voices that underlie the Jewish state’s contradictions and failures, in the light 

of which Israeli anti-Iran phobias will be examined in Chapter 2. Zachary 

Lockman contends that when Europeans looked at the Ottoman Empire in 

the sixteenth century, they in effect “perceived an extreme case of tendencies 

they feared and condemned in their own societies. . . .”76 I argue, in the same 

vein, that when Israeli experts dealt with post-1979 Iranian realities they on 

some occasions wrote more about their own times and selves than about their 

topic. In other words, they had their eyes fixed on the perceived ethnic and 

religious threats to the dominance of Israeli ethnocracy—those “tendencies 

they feared and condemned in their own [society].”

UNPRECEDENTED AND PERENNIAL: THE 1979 REVOLUTION

As we’ve seen, the term Islam as employed by Israelis was made to cover every-

thing in Iran while also depriving Iranians of their autonomy and placing 

them on the historical arena with no will of their own. Needless to say, this 

totalizing or metaphysical view of Islam is inherent to classic Orientalism, to 

which Jewish-Israeli identity was and still is very much indebted.77 According 

to this tradition, while Western, “Judeo-Christian” civilization transcended 

the religious phase, managing to break through to the age of modernity, Mus-

lim societies (including Iran) were left behind, bogged down by a religiosity 

that did not permit them to break free from their traditional, past-oriented 

and past-perpetuating frameworks.78 Indeed, the departure point of many an 

Israeli narrative is that post-1979 Iranian “Islam” has come to represent a per-

vasive, irresistible, and totalizing force:

Islam “covers” all walks of life: in accordance with this purely religious outlook, 

concepts of government are an outcome of belief; modes of economic policy 

are to be dictated by the principles of Islam; the social system and its cultural 

values are dictated by religious traditions. Thus . . . the believer’s life experience 

is to be tied up with religion, and it would be improper to disengage it from the 

world of faith.79

This overriding assumption blinded observers as to anything that lay 

outside the putative purview of “Islam.” Thus, for instance, all activities 

and events in the Islamic republic, including those that should be attributed 
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primarily to the modern state’s means of coercion and means of socializa-

tion, were placed under the regressive rubric of “Islam.” Various actions of 

the regime, whose relation to this imaginative Islam was at best tenuous and 

circumstantial, were therefore reduced to or dismissed as manifestations of 

“Islamic indoctrination.” These include

impressive ceremonies commemorating principal events in the revolutionary 

calendar, such as the anniversary of Khomeini’s return to Iran (January), 

the ousting of the Pahlavi regime (February), the foundation of an “Islamic 

Republic” (March), the inauguration of the first Majlis (May), the struggle 

against the Shah in 1963 (June), the commemoration of the events of “Black 

Friday” in 1978, and the breakout of war with Iraq (both in September), as well 

as the storming of the U.S. embassy (November).80

Even “the replacement of coinage, stamps and seals in government minis-

tries” under the new regime was said to be an integral part of the “Islamiza-

tion process,” or alternatively, as deriving from “the inherent totalitarianism 

. . . of Islam.”81 Significantly, these views bring to mind Edward Said’s critique 

of H.A.R. Gibb’s Whither Islam? (1932), in which, as Said notes, “we learn that 

the new commercial banks in Egypt and Syria are facts of Islam or an Islamic 

initiative; schools and an increasing literacy rate are Islamic facts, too, as are 

journalism, Westernization, and intellectual societies.”82

In exploring these Israeli narratives one nevertheless does come across 

the recognition that our world today is saturated with the legacies of Euro-

 America, and that these legacies can therefore be seen everywhere, even in 

Iran. Put differently, most of the Israeli experts subscribing to the idea that 

“Islam is or means everything”83 did not necessarily turn a blind eye to the fact 

that Iranian culture, far from being a bounded totality, has interpenetrated and 

entangled with other cultures. For instance, in a series of diverse and influen-

tial studies, Israel’s leading historian of Iran, David Menashri, has shown how 

“Khomeini’s revolution was a revolution in Shiite Islam no less than a Shiite 

revolution.”84 The unprecedented politicization of Iranian clergy in the twen-

tieth century, and mainly Khomeini’s doctrine of velayat-e faqih (Governance 

of the Jurist), were, according to Menashri, “an innovation when compared to 

the world views common among Shiite Ulama [in the past].”85 Menashri also 

provides a useful analysis of the transformations that occurred in the mean-

ing and values attached to Shiite symbols and myths in the years preceding 

the revolutionary crisis.86 This analysis cogently demonstrates the process of 
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inventing traditions in Iran, and at the same time challenges notions about 

the fixed and self-sufficient nature of Muslim societies. Last, Menashri traces 

political and economic transformations in twentieth-century Iran that led to 

the 1979 revolution. He demonstrates how various historical constellations—

local and global, religious and secular, monarchist and Islamist, “western” 

and “eastern”—have combined to create the revolutionary “moment” there. 

Thus, as he claims, it was not Islam as such that brought about the revolution-

ary crisis but processes and phenomena such as the repressive rule of the Shah, 

the detrimental effects of the White Revolution reform program, the enforced 

secularization of Iranian society and, last but not least, the “exploitation by 

imperialism.”87

Although Israeli narratives on Iran revealed an appreciation of how the 

Iranian revolution was shaped by interaction with Euro-America, in the final 

analysis they also betrayed a reluctance to let go of deep-seated beliefs about 

Islam’s pervasive force. This simultaneity of two basic yet mutually exclusive 

assumptions—the one, that events in Iran could and should be explained 

through general trends and processes, and the other, that these same events 

can only be explained within the framework of a metaphysical “Islam”—cre-

ated constant tension and ambivalence in Israeli narratives, as exemplified in 

the following three passages (italics are mine):

This “new ” [revolutionary] ideology . . . was nothing but a return to the 

glorious past of the beginning of Islam; the clerics [aspired] to banish the old, 

contaminated by the imprint of the royalist regime and Western culture, and to 

create in its stead new patterns, based on the old principles of Islam.88

Searching for a “new ” way, a safe haven, and having tried various ideas that 

proved disappointing . . . Khomeini suggested a return to Islam as the only 

alternative capable of extracting Iranian society from crisis.89

The Islamic revolution in Iran presents a new pattern of power-seizure in the 

modern history of the Muslim Middle East. . . . [I]t was led primarily by clerics, 

it had mass support . . . and its “new” ideology was nothing more than the return 

to the glorious past and to the ideology most familiar to Iranians—to Islam.90

Note how all the admittedly new and unprecedented phenomena stirred up 

by the revolution—“ideology,” “model,” and “way”—are at once a return to 

something old and familiar—“a glorious past,” “old principles,” or simply 

“ Islam.” This simultaneity of old and new also finds vivid expression in the 
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way the word new is enclosed in quotation marks. Models, ideologies, and di-

rections enunciated by the revolutionaries are concurrently presented as new 

and primordial, unprecedented and perennial.

Similar oxymoronic voices find vivid expression in Israeli mainstream 

readings of Iran’s drive for nuclear power under President Mahmoud Ah-

madinejad. I will say more on this issue later on in Chapter 3, but here I would 

like to focus on one influential book on Iran’s nuclear program that reveals 

the conceptual tensions of the kind I have described.

The book The Sphinx, coauthored by Yossi Melman (Ha’aretz’s expert on 

espionage and international terror) and Meir Javedanfar (an Iranian-born Is-

raeli and an independent Iran expert), went to the bookstores in spring 2007.91 

The timing is extremely important as it helps to understand why it provoked 

so much interest among Israeli readers. The book appeared approximately a 

year after Hamas, an Iranian-backed organization, took power in the Pales-

tinian territories in democratic elections, and immediately after the second 

Lebanon debacle, in which another Iranian-backed organization, Hezbollah, 

dealt a decisive blow to Israel’s sense of military prowess. The two events not 

only underscored the Jewish state’s vulnerability but also raised grave con-

cerns that Iran was gaining a foothold across Israel’s northern and southern 

borders with a view to making good on its alleged pledge to have the Jewish 

state “wiped off the map.” By attempting to decipher the extent of the Iranian 

nuclear threat and to assess Israel’s options for containing it, The Sphinx re-

sponded to a genuine existential want among Israeli Jews.

In The Sphinx the authors are primarily concerned with situating Iran’s 

nuclear program in its multiple contexts, a welcome endeavor that carries the 

potential of reducing exaggerated Israeli anxieties about Iran. However, be-

cause Melman and Javedanfar unwittingly succumb to deep-seated Oriental-

ist assumptions, and particularly those privileging Islam as an explanatory 

category, the book ends up reinforcing these anxieties while also failing to 

challenge the official Israeli position on Iran in any meaningful way.

To begin with, the authors trace the origins of “the Iranian bomb” to the 

nuclear program of the defunct monarchical regime. To garner international 

recognition for Iran as a great power, the Shah sought to arm himself with 

nuclear weapons, and many a Western state, including the United States, was 

eager to cooperate with him. This, according to the authors, is “the greatest 

irony in the story—[namely,] that the U.S., which stands today together with 

Israel at the forefront of the campaign to halt the ayatollahs’ nuclear program, 
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was the first to extend a nuclear arm to the Shah” (p. 91). The authors further 

contend that Iran’s “nuclear ayatollahs” revived the Shah’s nuclear program 

toward the end of the Iran-Iraq War. Throughout the years of the conflict 

Iran’s supreme leader, Khomeini, was reluctant to pursue nuclear power ca-

pabilities, which he identified as one of the deplorable phenomena associated 

with the capitalist West. However, as the war drew to its conclusion, in 1988, 

Khomeini “came to realize that Iran would have no choice but developing 

weapons of mass destruction in order to protect itself from future chemical 

assaults and to acquire a deterrent force” (p. 106). The authors argue that a 

breakthrough on this issue was achieved by Rafsanjani in his capacity as presi-

dent of Iran in the years 1989–1997.

It remains unclear if the authors are correct in asserting, contrary to con-

sistent denials by regime leaders, that Iran’s activities in the nuclear arena 

are in violation of the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty. The book follows in 

detail Iran’s deceptive maneuvers to conceal from the International Atomic 

Energy Agency any incriminating evidence regarding its nuclear program. “In 

order to cover up one lie the Iranians came forward with another lie. Ulti-

mately, Iran became entangled in a complex web of lies from which it could 

not break free easily” (p. 135).

Regarding a possible “preemptive strike” on Iran’s nuclear facilities, 

Melman and Javedanfar’s view is realistic. The Iranians, they say, scattered 

these facilities throughout the country, and some of these facilities were built 

under ground in fortified bunkers. Moreover, in light of the loss of a Repub-

lican majority in the U.S. Congress and the military quagmire in Iraq, Presi-

dent Bush—the only head of state with “the practical military capability to 

carry out an efficient aerial strike” (p. 210)—will not hurry to undertake an 

attack on Iran. Under these circumstances it is possible that Bush will tac-

itly support an Israeli strike, but “given that Israel’s ability to carry out a 

comprehensive attack is not a viable option, it may have to confine itself to 

a limited attack” (p. 219). Such an attack is likely only “to delay, disrupt and 

slow down . . . Iran’s nuclear program,” but not to destroy it (p. 219). Worse, 

an Israeli strike runs the risk of provoking a severe Iranian retaliation. It is 

therefore not implausible that Israel and the international community will 

have to come to terms with “the notion of life under the shadow of the nu-

clear sphinx from Tehran” (p. 251). Whatever the case may be, “in the event 

that Iran will obtain nuclear weapons, the chances it will actually employ 

them are extremely low” (p. 249).
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The authors should be commended for their calm and balanced appraisal 

of the Iranian nuclear threat—a rare phenomenon in Israeli public discourse. 

In addition, they should be praised for situating Iran’s nuclear standoff in the 

context of the protracted entanglement of Iranian history with the history of 

Euro-American colonialism. As I mentioned earlier, it was this silencing of the 

dark side of European expansion in favor of an emphasis on “the failure to 

thrive, in the past three to five decades, of many decolonized nation-states,”92 

that compelled Israeli analysts to look at “Islamic fanaticism” as the root cause 

of the Iranian regime’s conduct and (evil) designs. Yet Melman and Javedanfar 

carefully demonstrate that Iran’s confrontational attitude may in fact be con-

nected to this colonial past; that, irrespective of the thorny question whether 

Iran is actually pursuing a nuclear arsenal, there is some compelling logic in 

the allegation that the current U.S.-led campaign against Iran’s nuclear pro-

gram smacks of previous colonial enterprises that have kept the country in a 

state of structural underdevelopment.93

Even so, it appears that the authors are reluctant to break off the fetters of 

the Orientalist paradigm upon which their identity as Israeli Jews is built. For, 

although they go out of their way to explain Iran’s nuclear policy in terms of 

the shifting circumstances in modern Iranian history, at the same time they 

suggest that Ahmadinejad’s religious worldview is the main (if not the only) 

“key” for making sense of Iran’s nuclear ambitions.

It is for this reason that Melman and Javedanfar painstakingly reproduce 

dominant Israeli doomsday scenarios, according to which the clerical regime 

would not hesitate to drop a bomb on Israel in order to achieve its Islamist 

millenarian agenda. According to the messianic Shiite tradition, they say, 

an Armageddon-like battle will usher the return of the Mahdi, the expected 

 Shiite Messiah. Guided by a mystical belief in a divine mission, Ahmadinejad 

“will not fear war and will most probably welcome [it], not only to defend Iran 

but also as a divine decree.” To further this apocalyptic war Ahmadinejad will 

also be prepared to suffer personal “martyrdom,” which is, as the authors as-

sert, a custom “every Shiite must adopt” (p. 60). Needless to say, this observa-

tion stands in stark contrast to the authors’ previous estimation that Iran will 

not rush “to push the button.”

It is only unfortunate that those parts of the book that situate Iran’s nuclear 

threat in its various contexts are in conflict with, and are then neutralized by, 

those parts of it in which “Islam” is somehow made to cover everything that 

one most disapproves of from the standpoint of civilized, Western rationality. 
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It is for this reason that the book utterly fails to provide any viable alternative 

to official Israeli discourses on Iran. Little wonder, therefore, that Shimon 

Peres endorses the book on its back cover, writing that it “exposes to its most 

diabolic form the danger emanating from Ahmadinejad’s personality.”

As the preceding discussion clearly demonstrates, although Israeli narra-

tives conceded the interaction between and commensurability of Iran with 

the larger world, the view that the Iranians were (still) unable or unwilling 

to “adjust” to the institutional logic of secular capitalist modernity remained 

intact. To resolve the conceptual contradiction, Israeli analysts seized on the 

concept of “pragmatism.” According to Webster’s New Dictionary, pragma-

tism is invariably “a practical approach to problems and affairs,” an approach 

standing in stark opposition to underlying “principles.” In polities in which 

Islamic doctrine was supposed to hold such a decisive sway, so the logic went, 

change can be thought of and explained away only if it is relegated to the do-

main of the superficial and the auxiliary—in short, to the domain of “prag-

matics.” In other words, the category of pragmatism enabled the analysts to 

cling to their assumption that the Iranians lived exclusively by a set of rules 

spelled out in their sacred scriptures and at the same time to argue that they 

lived in constant dialogue with the changing circumstances of their lives. It 

allowed our experts to account for change in Iran while at the same time re-

taining the notion that Iranians as people were somehow untouched by time, 

living in a continuing unchanging “prehistory.” If change were to be acknowl-

edged, it was to remain external to the purported unchanging fabric and spirit 

of Muslim culture and society. The incorporation of the category of “pragma-

tism” in Israeli narratives was thus in keeping with the notion of an internally 

structured archive (called Orientalism) in which things came to be seen as 

neither completely novel nor thoroughly familiar.94

Israeli analyses of post-1979 Iranian identity provide excellent illustrations 

of these discursive acrobatics. Benedict Anderson reminds us that “since World 

War II every successful revolution has defined itself in national terms . . . and, 

in so doing, has grounded itself firmly in a territorial and social space inher-

ited from the prerevolutionary past.”95 As I have discussed elsewhere,96 the 

Iranian revolution was no exception to this rule: ideologically and structur-

ally, Iran’s Islamists operated within Western-inspired political paradigms of 

the nation-state. In addition, their Islamist identity was greatly entwined with 

Aryan hypothesis as elaborated by nineteenth-century European philologists 

and disseminated by the defunct Pahlavi regime.97
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Yet according to a great many Israeli narratives that appeared at the time 

of and immediately after the revolutionary crisis, the revolution represented 

the ultimate defeat of nationalism at the hands of radical Islam, signaling the 

“failure of national identity.”98 Because the Shah had failed to “convert” his 

subjects’ allegiance to “secular national identity,” so the rationale went, “Islam 

remained the focus of allegiance and loyalty among the masses.”99 What we 

are left with, then, is a conception of the Iranians as a community molded 

and governed exclusively by a backward and regressive Islamic superstruc-

ture. This “Islam” allegedly uprooted and displaced the secular (territorially 

and ethnically based) nationalist attachments of the previous Pahlavi regime 

in favor of a purely religious imagined community. The end result has been 

a view that renders the pre- and the post-1979 Iranian polities as two incom-

patible and antithetical forces; national identity belonged exclusively to the 

realm of the modernizing Pahlavi monarchy, whereas “Islam” belonged exclu-

sively to the realm of the regressive post-1979 Iranian regime.100 In keeping with 

Western scholarship’s “obsession with coherence and holistic approaches that 

freezes the meaning of both text and context,”101 Israeli narratives revealed 

an enduring reluctance to recognize that modernity embraces a multidimen-

sional array of historical phenomena that cannot be prematurely synthesized 

and compartmentalized into a unified Zeitgeist.

However, as Iran’s successes in the Iran-Iraq war increased, Israeli analysts 

were more inclined to acknowledge the power of Iranian nationalist identity 

as “the main dimension in the Iran-Iraq War.”102 “They are fighting to pro-

tect their homes, their homeland, against a cruel foreign invader,” explained 

an Israeli analyst,103 and another analyst seconded him, saying, “This is not 

Khomeini’s war but a national war.”104 Yet for the most part, these analysts 

were still not quite prepared to go all the way in acknowledging that national 

identity was a vital force in post-1979 Iranian realities or that nationalist imag-

ination and religious imagination in Iran were not necessarily antithetical 

forces. Reluctantly compelled to integrate Iranian nationalism into their nar-

ratives, Israeli analysts introduced the category of “pragmatism”:

By the nature of things, revolutionary movements, once in power, often deviate 

from their original radical doctrines. The Islamic Revolution was no exception. 

As long as he headed an opposition movement, Khomeini had depicted a “new 

Iran” modeled on early Islam. The wholeness of the Islamic umma, an ecumenist 

conception par excellence, was the ideal that followed naturally. But, once in 
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power, he knew he could not rule by means of revolutionary slogans—certainly 

not slogans derived from seventh-century thought. He and his disciples were 

now called upon to manage, rather than discuss, affairs of state. Soon they 

compromised with realities, not from any new-found moderation, but from a 

pragmatism responsive to the exigencies of their situation.105

Note that nationalism here is merely a “deviation” from the “radical [Islamist] 

doctrine” of the revolution, and not an integral part of that doctrine. It is a 

sheer pragmatic maneuver, a utilitarian performance that, in fact, militates 

against everything the revolutionaries genuinely aspired to. Thus, as the same 

writer goes on to say elsewhere, “the will to Islamize dictated the new regime’s 

basic attitude toward the issue of nationalism; but facts of life forced upon it 

a measure of realism and an emphasis on the ‘requirements of state’ rather 

than on ‘an ideological crusade’ ”106; “though Khomeini’s [Islamist] vision 

has not been abandoned, its implementation has been subordinated to practi-

cal calculations.”107 In this way nationalism was transformed into a kind of 

false consciousness, an unnatural growth with which the Iranians have had 

to come to terms, a pragmatic “compromise” they were compelled to strike in 

light of changing realities.

CONCLUSION

The portrait of Iran emerging from the Israeli narratives since the time of 

the revolution was that of a world entrenched in pre- or anti-modern pat-

terns, affected neither by the vicissitudes of time and overseas expansion nor 

by the Shah’s tyrannical modernization. Indeed, for most Israeli analysts the 

revolution was a powerful indication of the Iranians’ “failure to thrive” in the 

age of modernity; they did not grow anything of tangible and lasting value, 

and they played little if any part in what since the nineteenth century was 

seen as universal historical progress. According to this portrait, the revolution 

raised from its slumber the specter of primeval reactionary forces, and these 

uprooted everything the Shah’s benevolent modernizing project had sought 

to introduce and implement. Like a body rejecting foreign implants, Iran re-

jected with unrestrained violence the foundations of secular capitalist moder-

nity. As we’ve seen, this portrait of Iran, although not lacking in tensions and 

contradictions, drew on a number of sources—from long-standing Zionist 

and Israeli attitudes toward Muslim societies through shifting geopolitical 

concerns since the late 1970s.
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As an anachronism imbued with vitality, power, and tenacity, Iran emerged 

as a paradox in Israeli public culture, a phenomenon devoid of any logic. On 

the first anniversary of the Islamic Revolution, Uri Lubrani, Israel’s last am-

bassador to Iran and one of the Jewish State’s foremost experts on that coun-

try, reiterated the gist of this paradox. Referring to Qom, Khomeini’s chosen 

residence following his return to Iran, he wrote,

Almost nothing has changed in the human landscape. In this city, sacred to 

Shiite Islam, history moves along at an excruciatingly slow pace. With its ancient 

mosques, this city embodies the immense gap between the extremist Islamic 

world view and the Western one. . . . Khomeini . . . has taught the twentieth 

century a remarkable lesson in the immense power of irrationality.108

How did Israelis cope with this paradox? Simply put, they tried to wish 

it away. Thus, when in May 1979 the head of the Jewish community in Iran, 

Habib Elqaniyan, was executed during a great purge of supporters of the old 

monarchical regime, they predicted that “this dark utopia of Khomeini and 

his ilk will not withstand the reality test of the late twentieth century.”109 Uri 

Lubrani joined in, predicting, “This is a tyrannical, cruel and very dogmatic 

regime. It will not last long.”110

Indeed, the expectation that Iran’s Islamist radicalization would be short-

lived was in keeping with the view of many Israelis who had extensive con-

tacts with the old regime and came to play a major role in the formulation 

of the Jewish state’s Iran policy. This basic aspiration increased as threats to 

the existence of the young Islamic republic became more frequent. Successful 

raids by the opposition against state institutions and personalities; uprisings 

of ethnic and religious minorities, which had made use of the absence of a 

stable central government to lift their heads; and border skirmishes between 

the armed forces of Iran and Iraq (which developed into full-scale war in Sep-

tember 1980)—all these indicated to analysts the impending “disintegration 

of the Iranian State.”111 This wishful thinking was also reflected in titles of 

newspaper op-eds, such as “Iran Disintegrates,”112 “Chaos Reigns in Iran,”113 

“Tehran Hourglass,”114 and “Khomeini—The Beginning of the End?”115

Yet the Islamic republic existed on—despite the series of crises at home and 

abroad that threatened to break it apart and despite Israelis who wished it away. 

This baffling resilience prompted several past and present Israeli state officials 

to try to hasten its demise by assisting Iranian exiles “to turn the wheel the 

other way,” as Yaakov Nimrodi put it. Nimrodi, it should be emphasized, was 
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one of the chief architects of this “counter-revolution that never took place,”116 

a move that, although unsuccessful, still indicated that Israelis viewed Iran’s 

Islamic nature and extremist views as “a historical parenthesis.”117 This im-

pressive resilience of the post-1979 regime perhaps set the greatest challenge to 

those who prematurely predicted (or expressed the desire to see) the demise of 

the postrevolutionary Iranian state: how to account for the survival of such an 

outdated anachronism in the modern (and postmodern) world.

But which anachronism exactly did they have in mind? As I will argue in 

the next chapter, it is not at all unreasonable to suggest that when speaking 

about relics of a bygone age, Israelis were referring not only to Iranian reali-

ties but also—perhaps mainly—to “Iran-like” (Jewish) forces of ethnicity and 

religion that operated in their own midst.
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	 2	MODERNITY IN CRISIS

Israeli Pipe Dreams of Euro-America and the Iranian Threat

We are not only on our way to becoming a state of the ayatollahs, 

we are already in its midst.

— An Israeli commentator expressing concerns over the rise of 

Mizrahi and ultraorthodox politics of identity in the late 1990s.

held฀since฀1956, the Eurovision Song Contest is an annual event tradition-

ally dedicated to the eternal themes of love, peace, and harmony.1 Yet asked to 

pick a song to submit to the 2007 contest in Helsinki, Israelis paid little heed 

to these themes. Instead, they settled for “Push the Button,” a controversial 

number by a punky Israeli group called “Teapacks,” which is generally un-

derstood as a description of life under the threat of a nuclear-armed Iran with 

its “crazy rulers.”2 Meanwhile, an Israeli fashion house (Dan Cassidy) com-

missioned a series of photos at a construction site in southern Tel Aviv that 

showed a topless model lying in a pit. The project was designed as a warning 

against the “holocaust” that would follow Iran’s possible nuclear attack on 

Israel; the pit, as the project’s creative director explained, represented “a mass 

grave of complacent Tel Aviv residents.”3

These are merely two vivid expressions of the acute Iranophobia that has 

taken hold of the Israeli public sphere in recent years. With some notable 

exceptions,4 this phobia has been disseminated by leading Israeli scholars, jour-

nalists, and politicians who argue that, should Iran be allowed access to weap-

ons of mass destruction, the “nuclear ayatollahs” will quickly turn them against 

Israel so as to achieve their apocalyptic ambitions. “With a country the size 

and shape of Israel . . . probably four or five hits will suffice. No more Israel,” 

predicted historian Benny Morris.5 The Israeli public has taken these dooms-

day scenarios seriously: as noted in the Introduction, a recent poll found that 

71 percent of Israelis believe that the United States should launch a “preemptive” 

strike against Iran if diplomatic efforts fail to halt Tehran’s nuclear program.6



MODERNITY IN CRISIS 51

Needless to say, there are many good reasons why the Jewish state should 

be apprehensive of the Islamic Republic of Iran. In the course of just one 

year—2006—Israel has fought a war with the Iranian-backed Hezbollah on 

its northern border; seen the election of candidates from Hamas, another 

Iranian-backed organization, in the Palestinian Territories; and watched the 

growing influence of Iran in Iraq.7 All the while Iran has kept up its Israel-

threatening rhetoric (and Israel reciprocated in kind), and is suspected of pur-

suing nuclear weapons capability with contempt for international opposition. 

As a result, “a rising tide of anxiety at the Iranian threat is afflicting Israelis at 

all levels.”8 Still, as the earlier illustrations clearly demonstrate, and as we’ve 

seen in the previous chapter, there’s something utterly irrational and exceed-

ingly disproportionate in Israeli understandings of the Iranian threat—even 

if that threat is, in certain respects, very real.

In Chapter 1 I argued that Israeli anxieties about Iran derived in no small 

part from geopolitical shifts in the Jewish state’s relations with the Arab world 

since the late 1970s. In this chapter I further inquire into the roots of Israeli 

perceptions of the Iranian threat. To do so, I change the analytical focus from 

politico-strategic issues with which previous scholarship on Israel and Iran 

has been preoccupied to the realm of culture. Following works that read met-

ropolitan and colonial cultures together, or contrapuntally, I will emphasize 

the collapse of boundaries between Israel and Iran, and view one history (Ira-

nian) as both the condition and the effect of the other history (Israeli). So 

doing, I will demonstrate that Israeli perceptions of the Iranian threat should 

be examined and understood within the framework of a moral panic evoca-

tive of what Israelis believed to be the (dis)ordering of their society at home.

In the first section I analyze various Israeli texts on Iran under the old 

monarchical regime, which appeared after the fall of the Shah in the 1979 

revolution. These retrospective texts were often created by Israelis who had 

spent extended periods of time in the Shah’s realm either as state emissar-

ies or as private entrepreneurs. Although I am aware that these texts cannot 

provide a transparent access to the monarchical past—for, as Edward Said 

has noted, “there is no just way in which the past can be quarantined from 

the present”9—they are likely to redirect attention to the kind of common-

sense world that bonded Israel and Iran in the pre-revolutionary era. This 

commonsense world was in keeping with the two states’ perceptions of them-

selves as outsiders to the Arab Middle East, as well as their desire to integrate 

their respective (Jewish and Iranian) populations into the Christian West. 
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In addition, these retrospective texts show that the Jewish state’s unqualified 

support for the Shah regime’s oppressive modernity was firmly embedded in 

various colonial gestures, including the “bourgeois European evaluation of 

‘unprogressive’ and ‘fanatical’ Islam that required to be directly controlled 

for reasons of empire.”10 These aspects of Israeli-Iranian relations before the 

revolution at once complemented and outweighed many of the other (politi-

cal, strategic, and economic) issues upon which the two states agreed.

In part two of the chapter, I demonstrate that Israel’s perceptions of and 

anxieties about the Iranian threat cannot be sufficiently understood unless we 

keep in mind these conceptual mainstays of the Israel-Iran alliance before the 

revolution. Whereas mainstream Israeli readings of monarchical Iran worked 

to reinforce self-images of the Jewish state as “the West,” the revolution and 

its aftermath equally worked to underline the precarious nature of these self-

images. Although the revolution and the Islamic republic showed the Shah 

regime to be “not even the replica of Europe, but its caricature,” to borrow 

from Frantz Fanon’s scathing critique of postcolonial ruling juntas,11 they 

also brought to the fore the very ethnic and religious tensions, ambiguities, 

and contradictions inherent in the attempt to demarcate and safeguard the 

Western character of Israeli society. Even if some of Israel’s concerns with the 

Islamic republic may be justified, the anti-Iran phobias issuing from its public 

sphere should be examined within the context of heightened anxieties lest 

Iran’s post-1979 realities turn out to be the dark future of the Jewish state. In 

other words, manifestations of anti-Iran phobias in the Israeli public culture 

are derived not only from the emergence of a hostile Islamist regime in Iran 

but also from the current and future direction of secular Zionism. Images of 

Iran as threatening were, in effect, expressions of a moral panic directed at the 

Jewish state’s “outsiders within”—the very domestic forces (or “folk devils”) 

of ethnicity and religion that jeopardized definitions of the nation as a unified 

cultural community, a national culture ethnically pure and homogeneous in 

its “whiteness.”12

A “WONDROUS LOVE AFFAIR”:  

ISRAEL AND IRAN UNDER THE SHAH REGIME

To appease the Arab states on the one hand, and domestic (Islamist and left-

ist) forces of opposition on the other hand, the Shah Muhammad Reza  Pahlavi 

conducted his relations with Israel under a thick veil of secrecy. It was to that 

end that he always refrained from granting the Jewish state more than de facto 
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recognition.13 And yet, contacts between the two states intensified in various 

fields and reached what an Israeli expert described retrospectively as “a won-

drous love affair (roman mufla’).”14 Indeed, as the same writer goes on to say, 

“Even if these relations were informal, their intimacy, scope and depth were 

extremely impressive.”15

According to most scholarly accounts, apart from its concern for Iranian 

Jewry,16 Israel’s enchantment with Iran derived mainly from strategic and eco-

nomic interests and considerations. First of all, Iran was Israel’s main partner 

in the strategic anti-Arab and anti-Soviet “alliance of the periphery.”17 Accord-

ingly, in the late 1950s Iran sought and obtained the assistance of the  Israeli 

Mossad in building and administrating the SAVAK, the Shah’s notorious se-

cret police.18 Then, in the 1960s and 1970s, the Shah undertook responsibility 

for ensuring peace and stability in the Persian Gulf region, in accordance with 

the dictates of the “Nixon Doctrine.” As a result, Iran became a crucial export 

market for Israeli arms, about $500 million per year in the 1970s.19

The literature further tells us that when the Shah embarked on his ambi-

tious modernization programs in the 1960s, he became increasingly depen-

dent on Israeli know-how in technology, transportation, construction, and 

agriculture. As a consequence, the initial security and intelligence alliances 

between the two countries expanded into sprawling business and financial 

initiatives that produced nice profits for Israeli companies, officials, and en-

trepreneurs.20 Israelis operating in Pahlavi Iran now enjoyed a lifestyle they 

could hardly dream of having in their own country:

Most of the Israelis congregated in Tehran as representatives of medium- and 

large-size companies. . . . They rented offices—entire floors, and sometimes entire 

buildings, too—hundreds of cars and hundreds of apartments. They also left 

their mark on the city’s cultural life. The Israeli colony (ha-moshavah ha-yisra’elit) 

often constituted the lion’s share of the elegantly dressed crowds who frequented 

events of Western culture in the eastern parts of [Tehran]: imported French and 

Italian operas, an English theater put up especially for foreigners, night clubs 

with the best shows from European countries. . . . Nearly every Israeli family had 

a housemaid, and there were cases . . . when employees brought housemaids from 

the Philippines; the local ones were just not good enough for them.21

Little wonder that Eliezer (Geizi) Tsafrir, the Mossad’s last resident agent in 

Iran before 1979, grieved over the “loss” of the country in the revolution, say-

ing, “If it were not for the fact that they destroyed the country, Iran could have 
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been an excellent place to spend a few years in service.”22 For Tsafrir, then, “the 

East is a career,” as Benjamin Disraeli famously told his readers in Tancred.23

While these material aspects are crucial for understanding the Israeli-

Iranian alliance before the revolution, they still fail to illuminate what drew 

Israel so powerfully to Iran under the Shah regime. After all, Iran was not 

the only Muslim state with a sizable Jewish community that cultivated stra-

tegic and economic ties with Israel; Turkey and Morocco are other examples. 

Nor was Iran the only Third World country that Israel ultimately “lost,” as its 

short-lived adventure in Africa during the 1960s clearly demonstrates. How-

ever, as I have shown elsewhere,24 no other of Israel’s relations with Third 

World or Muslim countries have ever evoked so much nostalgic reminiscing 

as its relations with Iran under the old monarchical regime.25

To understand what singled out Iran from other Third World countries 

in the eyes of the Jewish state, we need to direct our attention to the cultural 

values at work in their bilateral relations. Much has already been said and 

written about the partitions and enclosures that designated the Jewish state as 

the forefront of Western, “Judeo-Christian” civilization in the Middle East. I 

would like to suggest that Israel’s enchantment with Iran under the old mo-

narchical regime derived in no small part from that regime’s analogous en-

deavor to shut itself off from the Arab Orient and to define the Iranian polity 

in classic Orientalist terms as Euro-American.26

To achieve these ambitions, both states implemented colonial ideals of mod-

ernization, which involved the coercive secularization, or de-Orientalization, 

of their respective subjects, turning them into what anthropologist Stanley Di-

amond described as “conscripts of civilization, not volunteers.”27 In the Zion-

ist case, the target communities were primarily exilic “Oriental” Jews—East 

Europeans (Ostjuden) on the one hand and Middle Easterners (Mizrahim) on 

the other hand; they were to be molded in accordance with the image of Aryan 

masculinity, with a view of making them European in each and every respect, 

except in their religion.28 In the Iranian case, the Shah sought to progressively 

secularize religious identity into an autonomously conceived national identity 

by keeping with the nineteenth-century philological construct of the “Aryan 

hypothesis,” which designated Iran as part of the Indo-European family of 

nations.29 Indeed, Aryanism was a potent force in Iranian nationalism even 

before the Shah came to power.30 However, as I have shown elsewhere,31 the in-

culcation of Aryan identity became the highlight of the Shah’s modernization 

programs in the 1960s and 1970s, the so-called White Revolution.32
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Thus to varying degrees both Israel and Iran at the time of the Shah were 

guided by political theologies whose strategic objective was to transform Ori-

ental subjects—Jews and Iranians, respectively—into deracinated replicas of 

Europeans, even while they remained affiliated to their own religious cul-

tures. To paraphrase Gauri Viswanathan’s analysis of religious conversion in 

colonial India, both Iran and Israel were committed to the idea of shading 

religious identity into the artificial fabrications of a secular Israel and a secular 

Iran, which were still made interchangeable with Jewish Israel and Muslim 

Iran. The two states were equally driven by the liberal colonial idea of trans-

forming their respective communities into nonreligious religious communi-

ties. While the first sought to turn Israelis into “non-Jewish Jews,” the latter 

sought to turn Iranians into “non-Muslim Muslims.”33

Accepting the notion of history as a term referring to the Christian West 

was crucial in defining Jewish and Iranian identities as European and as op-

posed to the Arab Orient. Consequently, each of the two states invoked a pre-

Islamic, pre-Arab, and (purportedly) secular mythical past; interestingly, both 

these pasts stretched back to and converged on the days of the great Persian 

Achaemenid Empire. In Israel’s case nationalist identity was constructed on 

the myth of return originating in the biblical narrative concerning Cyrus and 

Ezra34; and in Iran’s, it was built on the origin myth of the “Aryan hypothesis,” 

which also encompassed the pre-Islamic imperial Persian past.35

It goes without saying that many nationalist movements that developed in 

Asia and Africa embraced Eurocentrism as the informing principle in their 

constructions of history, and hence their “return to history” was necessarily to 

a Western context.36 Yet for the most part this perception of history served as 

the basis for these movements’ resistance to European domination—which is 

perhaps another example of how “the legacy of Eurocentrism . . . continues to 

bedevil even its most ardent critics.”37 In the cases of Israel and Iran, however, 

Eurocentric conceptualizations of history served as a means of joining—or 

“returning to”—all that was envisaged by the concept of “Euro-America.” If 

in the colonized world the objective was to dislodge “Euro-America” from the 

East, in Israel and Iran the objective was to implant the Western model and 

the Western image in the East.38

The “love affair” that characterized Israeli-Iranian relations before the 

revolution therefore rested on mutually constitutive perceptions of each other 

as carriers of the Western mission to the Middle East. These shared percep-

tions of time, space, and civilization, I argue, provided the essential condition 
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for the various strategic, political, and financial contacts between Israel and 

monarchical Iran, and not the other way around.39

The so-called “alliance of the periphery” is a case in point. Devised by Prime 

Minister David Ben Gurion and his close advisors after the 1956 Suez War, its 

most immediate incentive was strategic, namely to check Soviet advances in 

the Middle East and to curb the spread of Nasser’s pan-Arab ideology in Asia 

and Africa.40 However, Israel’s objective, I think, was far more ambitious: de-

lineating a de-Arabicized Middle East, rearranged around non-Arab entities 

(such as Israel, Iran, Turkey, and even Ethiopia) that would be linked to each 

other, and to Israel, through their accommodation with the institutional logic 

of secular capitalist modernity. Particularly impressed with the Shah regime’s 

inculcation of extreme anti-Arab, Aryan identity, Israel soon came to regard 

Iran as that alliance’s “jewel in the crown.”41 The cultivation of relations with 

the Lebanese Christian Maronite community almost from the advent of the 

Zionist movement is beyond the scope of this chapter, but it falls neatly within 

this larger scheme. Constituted by the French colonial authorities as a people 

distinct from all others in the Orient—“one might say a European colony 

haphazardly cast into the midst of desert tribes,” as the French poet-traveler 

Alphonse de Lamartine contended in the 1830s 42—the Maronite community 

was assigned by Israel an important role in the latter’s dream of a “new Middle 

East.”43 Israeli support for the Iraqi Kurds’ guerilla warfare against the Iraqi 

army in the 1960s and 1970s, which won the Shah’s active support, should also 

be understood within this context. As Parsi contends, paraphrasing a former 

Mossad operative, “After all, the creation of a non-Arab state in the middle of 

the Arab heartland wasn’t a scenario Israel felt it had to fear.”44

Important as Israel’s strategic, political, and economic interests may have 

been, then, monarchical Iran assumed a special place in Israeli imagination 

because it seemed to vindicate the innermost spatial, temporal, and civiliza-

tional assumptions of Zionist political theology. As both states shared a com-

mon space in the “imaginative geography of the ‘our land–barbarian land’ 

variety,”45 Israel drew hope from Iran that its fantastic undertaking of con-

structing a Euro-American enclave in the heart of the Orient was a feasible 

task. Relating his experiences in Iran under the Shah regime, an Israeli im-

migration envoy thus noted with unabashed delight the proliferation of “the 

miniskirt model” among Iranian women, which he saw as a clear indication 

that they “did not lag behind the Israelis and the Europeans.”46

Support for my arguments can be further extracted from Israeli texts on 
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monarchical Iran that appeared after the fall of the Shah in the revolution. 

In addition to applauding the deposed and then deceased Shah for having 

“taught [his subjects] the lessons of the twentieth century after having wal-

lowed in the Middle Ages,”47 or for having “recognized the historical destiny 

linking [Iran to Israel] in their mutual confrontation with Arab pressure,”48 

what stands out distinctly in these texts is unqualified support for the Shah’s 

oppressive modernity. This unqualified endorsement of the Shah regime was 

rationalized by colonial gestures of various kinds, including the view that 

“collective suffering was often the price to be paid for historical progress.”49

As mentioned, the texts I explore here were written after the fall of the 

Shah by Israelis who had spent time in Iran either as official emissaries or as 

private businessmen and entrepreneurs. Three memoirs deserve our immedi-

ate attention. The first is by Meir Ezri,50 an Iranian-born Israeli who immi-

grated to Israel in the early 1950s only to be sent back to Iran in 1958 to “build 

bridges between the two states.” He remained there until 1973, first as a chargé 

d’affaires and then as Israel’s ambassador.51 The second memoir was penned 

by Eliezer (Geizi) Tsafrir52 who, as noted previously, headed the Mossad sta-

tion in Tehran until (and even during) the 1979 revolution. The third memoir 

was written by Yaakov Nimrodi,53 who stayed in Iran for nearly twenty-five 

years, first as head of the Mossad station (1955–1959), then as military attaché 

and head of the Ministry of Defense delegation (1960–1969), and finally as a 

private businessman (1970–1979). During this last period, as Nimrodi himself 

boasts in his book, he established himself economically through lucrative fi-

nancial ventures, including arms deals, with the Shah regime.54

It is clear that these and other writers could not engage with (pre- or post-

1979) Iran in an impartial way. In stark contrast to the pre-revolutionary days, 

when they appeared in Iran as omnipotent figures, they are now denied entry 

into that country and can no longer influence the state of affairs there.55 By using 

the genre of memoir—which is neither objective nor entirely fictitious—they 

seek to privilege their own historical roles in the Shah’s realm, which, to their 

minds, was a land of endless opportunity now turned into a lost horizon.

However, what is at stake for these writers is more than nostalgia for by-

gone days of glory and power. Their main objective, which is never fully or 

consciously elaborated, is to exonerate the monarch from any wrongdoing that 

would account for the revolutionary crisis. As a consequence, each casts his 

narrative as a tragedy—the story of Western “progress” overcome by a sinister 

and regressive revolution. Accordingly, they extol the virtues of a monarch 
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who, though autocratic, was also enlightened and improved the lot of his peo-

ple. The State of Israel and its emissaries also received their share of praise for 

assisting the Shah in this noble task.

All the same, the authors end up implicating both royal despotism and 

themselves. As active players in Iranian history they had witnessed the Shah’s 

political and social repression of his subjects, and some of them were even 

directly involved in it. However, even as narrators after the fact they enthu-

siastically embraced the Shah regime’s repressive modernity. Indeed, to their 

minds the suffering and grievances of the Shah’s subjects and the injurious 

repercussions of his domestic policies on “Oriental” cultures and traditions 

were negligible when weighed against the implementation of such ideals as 

progress and civilization. In short, to these writers the Shah’s subjects were 

nothing more than “spectral figures, transparent testimonies to the worldly 

triumph of a secular capitalist modernity.”56

Consider, for example, Meir Ezri’s account on the origins of SAVAK-

 Mossad relations. It seems there is nothing new in his story; the ties between 

the two organizations, says Ezri, were established in 1957 as part of the emerg-

ing alliance of the periphery to “exchange information and evaluations about 

developments in the Middle East in two main areas . . . the danger of Nasser-

ism and the Soviet threat.”57 Ezri’s story is illuminating in other respects, 

however. It demonstrates that Ezri and his superiors in Israel knew full well 

that the SAVAK was a covert, cruel, and violent organization, yet they did not 

voice their objection to Israel’s increasing cooperation with it.58

Ezri is reminded of his own deep apprehensions about an interview set for 

him with one of the SAVAK heads in 1958, at the beginning of his Iran mis-

sion. He opens with an assertion that establishes his understanding as hind-

sight: “The name SAVAK is notorious all over the world today, especially since 

it carries entire burdens of hostility, vilifications and deep hatred following 

revelations in the wake of the Islamic Revolution in Iran.” Yet Ezri admits 

that even then, in 1958, he knew that the SAVAK instilled “fear and terror in 

the hearts of all those taken for interrogations on the premises.” “I was fully 

aware,” he recounts, “that those who entered the gates of SAVAK didn’t leave 

of their own accord.” Alas, having no other option, Ezri arrived at the SAVAK 

headquarters at the appointed time:

All along the way it was on my mind. I pieced together bits of information that 

I had heard so far about the SAVAK’s deeds. One rumor was that one day some 
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one hundred and fifty members of the opposition were taken aboard helicopters 

and dropped to their dreadful death in the big salt lake southeast of Qom. I also 

heard that all those summoned to [head of SAVAK] General Bakhtiyar’s room 

had to stand at attention for about a quarter of an hour in front of his desk. 

. . . On both sides of Bakhtiyar’s desk there were always two loaded pistols. A 

quarter of an hour later few were those who did not fall at Bakhtiyar’s feet to 

admit the suspicions and deeds attributed to them.59

The Shah’s autocratic rule did not go unnoticed by Israeli emissaries in Iran, 

but they would not allow this knowledge to detract in any way from the image 

they created of him as an “enlightened despot.” On the contrary, his autocracy 

was deemed indispensable in the endeavor to abolish his subjects’ Oriental 

alterity, bringing them into the orbit of secular capitalist modernity.60

Indeed, “the colonial,” as Fredrick Cooper observes, “evokes above all the 

marking of certain people as distinct, in need of special forms of surveillance 

and supervision, and unable to participate fully in the projects of a moderniz-

ing society.”61 Accordingly, in January 1979, while the Shah was still helplessly 

trying to hang on to his throne, an unnamed Iran “expert” wrote a com-

mentary in Ha’aretz asserting that since the Shah’s subjects were “not mature 

enough for an independent democratic government,” he saw “no alternative 

to an absolutist regime in Iran.”62 This was the same “expert” who, as we have 

seen in the previous chapter, called upon the Shah to massacre his people in 

order to be able to save his throne. Small wonder, then, that after the Shah’s 

demise the Histadrut daily Davar described his legacy as follows:

Pahlavi was one of the most important rulers of the last generation. . . . He 

undoubtedly advanced Iran and took it from underdevelopment to regional 

power status, with pretense to become one of the first-rank nations in the 

world. . . . Only in historical perspective will we be able to balance the Shah’s 

achievements and failures but even now it is clear that in many cases these 

achievements rested on shaky grounds, because Iranian society was not mature 

enough to continue its advance without the Shah.63

To stand decisively behind the Shah’s autocracy also meant to think of the 

people who were on the receiving end of it as mute bearers of “bare life,” sub-

jected to a biopolitics in which they were marked as outcasts.64 Thus  Tsafrir 

reminisces about a brief official visit to Tehran in 1974, noting that “the 

North / South divide exists there too”:
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As in so many other places the North is rich and ostentatious, the South poor 

and crowded. One cannot escape the potential image of an outraged southern 

mass striking at the North, and, like locusts, devouring every blade of grass 

and looting it all. Meanwhile, however, it all seems quiet and peaceful. The rich 

are ensconced in their luxurious mansions, driving their air-conditioned cars 

between home, office and fancy restaurant, or taking trips to the northern snow 

covered vacation sites. The masses, meanwhile, are in servitude in these very 

mansions, on the road, in stores, and so on. To each his own, and one has to bow 

down when receiving the tip.65

Tsafrir of course is writing with the fall of the Shah in mind, which is why he 

foresees, as it were, signs of the calamity the Shah would ultimately suffer at 

the hands of the very people upon whom he had exacted extraordinary in-

equalities and depredations. And yet by branding them as a “southern mass” 

and “locusts,” Tsafrir does not endow these people with the same vital hu-

manity which he accredits to the Shah and his elites. In doing so, he reduces 

Iranians to “shadowy ‘third things’ lodged between animal and human,” to 

cite from Paul Gilroy’s critique of racist notions that establish “some human 

bodies [as] more easily and appropriately humiliated, imprisoned, shackled, 

starved and destroyed than others.”66 In the final analysis, Tsafrir refuses to 

recognize that Iranians’ actions can be explained in terms of concrete histori-

cal experiences of repression and injustice. Rather, under Tsafrir’s gaze, these 

masses soon return to accept the repressive order of the day as an unalterable 

fact of nature; they remain indifferent to their political selves as though his-

tory bypasses—or merely acts upon—them.

Nimrodi’s book, My Life Journey, offers many other examples of how the 

Iranian people are included as the objects of sovereign power but excluded 

from being its subjects. Even a cursory look at his memoir reveals that Nim-

rodi did not once stop to consider that his financial ventures with the Shah 

regime actually worsened the conditions of many an Iranian. This comes out 

most clearly in Nimrodi’s account of his involvement in developing the Per-

sian Gulf island of Qish as a high-class tourist resort, in tune with the Shah’s 

modernization schemes. Here Nimrodi describes the project, in which he 

played a crucial role:

The most conspicuous public building in Qish was the grand new “Shavan” 

hotel run by a Rothschild company. After paying an initial entry fee of fourteen 

hundred dollars, for twenty hundred a week, no meals included, the hotel 
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offered every kind of pleasure offered in Monte Carlo. . . . The menu was French, 

and a Concorde jet would carry fresh produce and fine cheeses from Paris, and 

once in a while pretty lady escorts too. . . . The hotel itself had a small casino, 

but right next to it a bigger one was built and run by a British company. . . . On 

a hill overlooking the sea a new shopping mall was constructed with branches 

of the best European haute couture. According to the initial design only electric 

cars were to be used on the island . . . to allow the guests to move between the 

many attractions: casino, a spacious golf course, health spas, diving clubs, horse 

ranches and so on.67

Needless to say, only a small fraction of the Iranians could afford such luxuries 

at the island of Qish, which Nimrodi crowns as “the paradise of the Persian 

Gulf.”68 In fact, this island was off limits to Iranian citizens, except for the few 

wealthy patrons who allegedly passed the Shah regime’s “ordeals of civility.” 

All hired staff came from outside the country: the hotel, says Nimrodi, “had 

two hundred and fifty rooms, and among its staff there was not a single Per-

sian. The receptionists were Swiss, the telephone exchange was operated by a 

French woman, the waitresses were either Italian or French, and the chamber 

maids were Portuguese. Even the caretakers were mostly European.”69 To sum 

up, in the accounts of these Israeli writers the Iranian people simply did not 

matter. Not unlike the subaltern classes in Indian historiography that Dipesh 

Chakrabarty critiques, they were “read as such telling figures of misery and 

privation that the violence and undemocracy of the state look[ed] like a small 

price to pay for the attainment, ultimately, of a more just social order.”70

It is important to emphasize that the reluctance of Israelis to consider se-

riously the complicity of their state with the Shah’s repressive policies is in-

grained in the Israeli public sphere. Israel’s run-of-the-mill historiography, 

for example, has usually tended to fluctuate between describing Israeli in-

volvement in pre-1979 Iran in ostensibly neutral terms and assigning Israeli 

representatives there pure, even altruistic motives. A historian of Iran thus 

remarks—somewhat testily, but also approvingly—that Israel “assisted . . . 

Iran by training its army, sold it army surplus and even helped with the found-

ing of the secret police, the SAVAK. Israel also tended generous assistance to 

Iran in agriculture and regional development.”71

Conversely, Israeli historians have been keen to attribute Iranians’ misgiv-

ings with Israel not to any concrete historical experience, but to the very na-

ture of “their” culture—that is to say, to the pathologies that are supposed to 
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inhere within their religious culture. As another historian of Iran concluded, 

“Iranian animosity toward Israel springs from the core of the regime’s world-

view, according to which the conflict between the Islamic Republic and Israel 

is pivotal to the larger conflict between Islam and the imperialist West and its 

materialistic culture.”72 While that may very well be true, the writer refuses 

to hold the Jewish state accountable in any way, as though nothing it has ever 

done could deserve such a hostile backlash: “[T]he high visibility attached 

to the Israeli success story,” as he claims, “has come with a pathetic size, ter-

ritorially and demographically, and therefore invites aggression.”73 This over-

sight introduces yet another colonial gesture that emerges from Israeli texts 

on Iran—what political geographer Derek Gregory defined as the asymmetry 

of “accepting the privilege of contemplating ‘the other’ without acknowledg-

ing the gaze in return.”74

ISRAEL AND POST-1979 IRAN:  

ARTICULATING DIFFERENCE WITH INCORPORATION

We have seen that Israel’s enchantment with the Shah regime derived from 

a complex web of sources. Among these was a heretofore unexplored, albeit 

highly critical, commonsense world, which encompassed the idea of “inviting 

the sub-men to become human, and to take as their prototype Western hu-

manity as incarnated in the Western bourgeoisie,” to borrow once again from 

Fanon’s critique of the “pitfalls of national consciousness.”75

This dimension of Israeli-Iranian relations before the revolution opens up 

new possibilities for reexamining Israel’s concerns with Iran since the revolu-

tion. Although these concerns are not necessarily unfounded, the expressions 

of Iranophobia issuing from the Israeli public sphere should be viewed as a 

disproportionate and fearful backlash against a revolution that, by shattering 

the foundations of the Shah’s Euro-American enterprise, also jeopardized the 

theoretical edifice upon which the Jewish state was constructed as “the West.” 

In other words, what lies at the bottom of Israeli anti-Iran phobias is the dis-

heartening feeling that present-day Iranian realities are, in effect, actualiza-

tions of the Jewish state’s future.

As discussed in Chapter 1, in Israel (as elsewhere in the West), “the media, 

academia and public were overwhelmed by the vision of a modernizing and 

pro-Western monarchy being overthrown by a mass movement under the lead-

ership of men whose image matched the most deeply entrenched Orientalist 

stereotypes.”76 From then on, Israelis saw the revolution as a “terrible detour” 
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from the trajectory toward progress and civilization and hence (re)consigned 

the Iranians to static backwardness, regardless of how the revolution was shaped 

by interaction with Euro-America. Accordingly, for the past three decades the 

Jewish state has been keen on imputing the radical alterity of the Iranian polity, 

canceling out pre-1979 notions of shared histories and intertwined destinies. 

Deeply rooted in readings of Islam and Western (“Judeo-Christian”) secularity 

as two incommensurable entities—and of Iranian history as a failed attempt 

to live up to the narrative of progress—the post-1979 Iranian polity became 

the bête noire, the nemesis, from which Israeli citizens should disassociate. By 

constructing Iran’s Otherness, the Jewish state sought to reaffirm its self-image 

as a modern, secular, and Western society and to justify its utter isolation from 

the cultural zone of the Arab and Muslim Middle East.

Still, even if the revolution and its aftermath were instrumental in the en-

deavor to reinforce constructions of Israel as “the West,” they also unearthed 

and, in turn, radicalized the tensions and contradictions inherent in the very 

process of demarcating and safeguarding the Western character of the Israeli 

polity. I argue that Israelis went about to set Iran apart as eccentrically Oriental, 

fanatically religious, and outrageously hostile precisely because they have come 

to see in it the “strangers from within,” the Oriental and religious “folk devils” 

threatening their own identity.77 Rebecca L. Stein has shown the ways in which 

Palestinian violence in 2002 against Israeli cafés—which she renders as a “de-

fining feature of Tel Aviv’s urban, Ashkenazi centers”—militated against the 

construction of Israel as a Western society, “a nation-state that, given both its 

Palestinian and Mizrahi histories, had never been.”78 I suggest that the 1979 revo-

lution and its aftermath have equally shown the fallacy of such constructions.

To fully understand this point it is necessary to situate the revolution not, 

as one might expect, in its immediate Iranian context but rather in the context 

of Israeli domestic politics since the 1970s. Indeed, it is crucial to remember 

that the 1979 revolution happened to unfold in the streets of Iran at a particu-

lar moment when the Israeli ethnocratic regime, which historically had but-

tressed the dominance of the Ashkenazi (European) Jewish ethno-class,79 was 

coming under direct attack from various directions. Two years before, in 1977, 

the Likud party had won the national election, ending nearly thirty years of 

Labor party rule. Personifying the antithesis to Labor’s quasi-socialist ethos, 

Likud appealed to many Mizrahi Israelis, mostly first- and second-generation 

Jewish immigrants from Muslim countries, who were continuously being 

treated by members of Israeli ethnocracy as second-class citizens.
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The entry of the Mizrahim into Israeli politics as a force to be reckoned 

with was not the only serious threat to Israeli ethnocracy, however. So, too, 

were Likud’s open embrace of “traditional” or “exilic” Judaism and the rise 

of the religious Zionist settler movement since the mid-1970s. While the for-

mer militated against the “Euro-Israeli self-image,”80 thereby threatening to 

assimilate the Jewish state into the surrounding Arab and Muslim Middle 

East, the latter drove home the message that the Jewish state could not fully 

subscribe to the separation between religion and secularity, and that any at-

tempt to do so within the framework of Zionism would be tantamount to “a 

snare and a delusion.”81

By virtue of its timing and its internal dynamics, I argue, the 1979 revo-

lution concretized and dramatized these threats. Divisive politics of ethnic-

ity, charismatic clerical leaders and their underrepresented “Oriental mobs,” 

messianic politics, and the conflation of nation and religion and state and re-

ligion—all those features that had made their striking appearance in the 1979 

revolution seemed to represent and to underline the domestic, ethnic, and 

religious threats to the dominance of Israeli ethnocracy as well. The expulsion 

of the post-1979 Iranian polity to the realm of radical alterity was driven, at 

least in part, by the Israelis’ perception of radical, religious, and ethnic alteri-

ties operating in their own midst.

In what follows I substantiate this argument with several illustrations 

from the past three decades. In January 1979, while the Shah was still waging a 

battle of survival, Israelis already had noted a perceived resemblance between 

Khomeini’s “religious reactionary regime” and the religious Zionist settlement 

movement. Yossi Sarid, then a Knesset Member from the center-to-left, secu-

lar Alignment (Labor) Party, lashed out at Hebron’s religious Zionist settlers, 

describing them as “Khomeini-style fanatics . . . gripped with convulsions.”82 

At about the same time, Michael Harsagor, a professor of European history, 

traced in the 1979 revolution the paradoxes of Jewish secularity. In an edito-

rial bearing the suggestive title “Israel, Beware of the Ayatollah,”83 Harsagor 

claims that “Ayatollah Khomeini was not the only person . . . putting into 

practice the ideal of backwardness in the East.” Participating in this endeavor, 

he alleges, were also ultra-orthodox and religious Zionist political parties: 

“their objection to theater plays, autopsy, abortion under medical supervi-

sion, [and] women rights . . . puts them in one front with the fanatic old man 

who is turning Iran upside down.”84 In short, for Sarid and Harsagor, two avid 

secular Zionists, Israel potentially faced a fate similar to that of Iran, given 
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that a sizable portion of the population closely allied religious heritage with 

political Zionism.

In 1980–1981, while reports from Iran focused on the deterioration of that 

country into anarchy and civil war, Israelis were preoccupied with an election 

campaign that was rightly described at the time as “befittingly violent.”85 In 

early June 1981, nearly a month before the election, confrontations began be-

tween supporters of Menachem Begin, Likud Party’s incumbent prime min-

ister, and supporters of Shimon Peres, Alignment (Labor) party’s candidate 

for the position. These confrontations soon transformed into serious street 

scuffles between Likud and Labor activists, and the last election rallies were 

held under the heavy protection of Israeli police.

Whatever the significance of these events may be, it is clear that they “[s]

ignaled for the first time the tensions between Mizrahim and Ashkenazim . 

. . as the real threat to the existence of Israeli society,” as literary critic Dror 

Mishani suggests.86 Mishani draws on several of that period’s press reports 

in order to illustrate the apocalyptic terms and imageries that were used to 

describe this assertive entry of the Mizrahim into Israeli politics. Described 

as a “great time bomb,” it was likened to “explosives of the kind that could 

detonate any minute”; “everyone feels that it is an undercurrent bursting from 

the depth of the earth, simmering lava pouring from a volcano.”87 Express-

ing profound anxiety about this development, Amnon Dankner, journalist 

and future novelist, related his impressions from an election rally held for 

Shimon Peres in the town of Petah Tikva, which was interrupted by Likud 

supporters:

We drove through streets adjacent [to the rally], and all of the sudden we saw 

a gathering and heard shouts. I got off the car and walked in the direction of 

the gathering. From afar I could hear people shouting: “Traitor! Maniac! Go 

fuck yourself, you communist!” I watched those people—they were scores of 

[Likud’s] blackish youth whose faces were twisted in hatred and their clinched 

fists raised high. The air was soaked with sweaty, savage violence and loaded 

with intense hatred. “Maniacs,” the rioters screamed, “we will smash your face! 

Go away you son of a bitch! We’ll kill you!” One of the rioters approached me 

and screamed to my face, “Shut up you piece of shit!” As I looked into his eyes I 

got frightened. In them I saw hatred that could provide for an entire public rally 

in a central square in Baghdad. . . . Finally, members of the [Alignment Party’s] 

security unit arrived. . . . I felt like someone participating in a scene from a 
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Western movie, in which a fort is about to surrender to Indians and a unit of the 

cavalry suddenly shows up in gallops and trumpet blasts.88

Given this frightened backlash, it is not surprising that a parallel was imme-

diately drawn between the political behavior of the Iranian masses and that of 

Likud supporters; both were assumed to be passive “Oriental” victims easily 

manipulated by cynical charismatic leaders, Khomeini on the one hand and 

Begin—whom Ha’aretz branded as a “perfect demagogue”89—on the other. 

It is no coincidence, too, that when the term Khomeinism gained parlance in 

Western media,90 the term Beginism came to evoke undemocratic and unruly 

political behavior in Israel: “This time you really must choose between Begin-

ism and an enlightened government,” read an Alignment Party election ad.91 

Within this context, when Likud Party supporters interrupted the previously 

mentioned election rally arranged for Shimon Peres and threw tomatoes at 

him, he rebuked them as follows: “You are a Khomeini-like unruly mob! I’m 

not afraid of your tomatoes. Khomenists! Fascists! . . . Go back to Persia—

that’s where your future belongs.”92

The routinization of the post-revolutionary Iranian state in the 1980s and 

1990s redirected attention in Israel to the theocratic foundations of Iran’s Is-

lamic regime. But this, in turn, once again reinforced the understanding that 

the conflation of religion and politics also ruled out definitions of the Israeli 

polity as secular. A typical example is the phrase “This is not Iran” (kan lo 

iran), which was penned by Meretz, the center-to-left secular Zionist party, 

as its slogan for the 1992 election campaign. In this slogan Meretz obviously 

rejected Iran, but at the same time it also suggested that Israel was becoming 

an Iran-like state, treading a dangerous path that might culminate in the es-

tablishment of a Jewish theocracy.

The phrase “this is not Iran” is intimately related to the increasing alarm 

with which secular Israelis from across the political spectrum have watched 

the ascendancy, since the 1980s, of Shas Party to the center of the political and 

public stage in Israel. Shas is an ultra-orthodox party associated in the main 

with Israel’s Mizrahi community. Support for the party was fueled in large 

part by prejudicial treatment the Mizrahim bore from state institutions as 

well as from ultra-orthodox Ashkenazi parties.93

Because Shas blended ultra-orthodox Judaism with Mizrahi politics of iden-

tity (hence ushering the “Mizrahi-Haredi Revolution”), its electoral successes 

have unsettled the political and cultural status quo in Israel. As Amnon Raz-
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Krakotzkin contends, “Whatever values it supports, Shas provides and gener-

ates a collective identity, challenging the foundations of the dominant culture. 

Arieh Deri [Shas’s ex-convict leader] . . . has produced a critique of Zionism that 

focuses on the suppression of religion and Sephardic Jewish tradition.”94 The 

secular mainstream, in turn, mounted a campaign against Shas, charging that 

it aimed at instituting an “Oriental” theocracy that would remove Israel from 

the progressive First World—a similar scenario that they scripted for Iran with 

the political domination of clerics under Khomeini and his successors. Accord-

ingly, the liberal press repeatedly warned that if Shas were to continue operating 

freely in the political field, the ultra- orthodox Mizrahim would turn Israel into 

“an Iranian-style theocracy (medinat halacha).”95 On other occasions commen-

tators argued somberly that Israel has already been lost to an Iranian-style Shas 

regime: “There are those among us who warn against the danger of making 

Israel a theocratic state. They are probably too late. We are not only on our way 

to becoming a state of the ayatollahs, we are already in its midst.”96

It is important to note that the striking electoral successes of the (now 

defunct “secular” and “liberal”) Shinui Party at the 1999 and 2003 elections, in 

which it gained 6 and 15 out of 120 parliament seats, respectively, stemmed in 

large part from similar concerns about an Iran-like, ultra-orthodox Mizrahi 

regime taking over the country. Note, for example, the following statement by 

a businesswoman from Ramat Hasharon, a city that gave Shinui overwhelm-

ing support in the 1999 election:

When I watch [Shas supporters] on television, [that is] all those black people . . . 

I panic. Their appearance reminds me of Iran and [the] violent demonstrations 

in which the Shiites beat themselves until their blood comes oozing out. 

Sometimes I say to myself: “Good Heavens, they look exactly like them!” That’s 

why I voted for [Shinui] at the parliamentary election.97

It appears that the appeal of a Euro-American Israeli order was so great 

that anxiety about its “contamination” by the haredi-cum-Mizrahi values 

of Shas was shared not only by that order’s proponents but also by its most 

radical detractors. That is perhaps why even the latter resorted to making 

analogies between Shas and Iran’s post-1979 Islamists. Sami Shalom Chetrit 

is a case in point. As I mentioned in the Introduction, Chetrit belongs to “the 

new Mizrahim”—those Israeli Jews of Middle East provenance who, as Chet-

rit himself explains, “are very critical of Zionism, are radical from a social 

perspective, hold leftist positions on political issues and are not linked in any 
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way to [Israel’s] Ashkenazi Zionist parties.”98 Yet despite the fact that Chetrit’s 

scholarship is genuinely indebted to “opening a wide frontal gate to the critical 

story of Israel’s Mizrahim, whom the state has denied in its official history,”99 

he sets out to debunk Shas leaders by comparing them to Iran’s Muslim clerics. 

By doing so, he paradoxically reaches conclusions similar in kind to those of the 

state regarding the eccentric and alien nature of Shas. Moreover, at times Chet-

rit even seems to surpass Israeli ethnocracy in denigrating Shas. He claims that 

whereas Iran’s revolutionary movement upheld democratic principles as “one 

of its main foundations,” Shas displays “no . . . democratic decision making 

processes . . . either at the field level or in the leadership.”100 Elsewhere Chetrit 

argues that the authentic revolutionary spirit of the Iranian movement stands 

in stark contrast to Shas’s “sense of contentment and self-indulgence.”101

A final example of the complex ways in which images of Iran underscored 

a moral panic with respect to Israel’s “outsiders within” is taken from the 

2001 prime ministerial elections. On election eve it became increasingly clear 

that Ehud Barak, the Labor Party’s incumbent prime minister, would suffer a 

landslide defeat at the hands of his Likud Party rival Ariel Sharon. As a result, 

secular and liberal Israelis once again voiced their alarm over what Talal Asad 

described as “the potential entry of religion into space already occupied by 

the secular.”102 In their forecast, Sharon was to be elected prime minister but 

would fail to entice secular Zionist parties to join Likud in a coalition govern-

ment. Sharon would then have no other recourse but to seek the support of 

ultra-orthodox and anti-Zionist factions. Submitting unconditionally to their 

sectarian demands, he would be forced to install a “fundamentalist” govern-

ment. This would inevitably make Israel a “Jewish Iran.”103

Russian immigrants in Israel, many of whom support separation of re-

ligion from state and espouse anti-Mizrahi sentiments,104 were particularly 

alarmed by this prospect. Yaakov Kedmi is a case in point. Kedmi, a Russian-

born Israeli, was Barak’s one-time confidante and the person who headed the 

Mossad’s Russian Immigration Bureau. Probably better than anyone else at 

the time, he knew that, unlike in 1999, the majority of Israelis of Russian de-

scent would not vote for Barak in the forthcoming election. Asked, therefore, 

if it was still possible for Barak to restore his credibility among Russians, he 

replied, “Yes,” but only if these immigrants were to be told

You are not choosing between Ehud Barak and Arik Sharon, but between a 

democratic Israeli state, which is modern, free and does not discriminate among 
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Jews of types A, B and C, on the one hand, and, on the other, a state dominated 

by a fundamentalist Jewish school in all respects. . . . This [latter] state will 

resemble Iran in terms of belligerency, aggressiveness, cruelty and influence on 

the life of its citizens. Today we must choose between Jewish fundamentalism 

and a normal Jewish state. . . . On 6 February we shall vote either for a democratic 

state or for a fundamentalist state.105

Here Kedmi reinforces a secular, albeit distinctly Jewish definition of the 

 Israeli collective. He assumes that “a democratic Israeli state, which is modern 

[and] free,” is a state where no distinctions would be made among “Jews of 

types A, B and C.” The overriding problem, of course, is that Kedmi excludes 

the non-Jewish, mainly Palestinian, citizens from his imagined community 

and does not view their exclusion from it as an obstacle to the kind of “demo-

cratic, modern, and free” state he is calling for.

It has recently been suggested that since the early 1990s, the mutually con-

demnatory rhetoric issuing from Israel and Iran has been driven less by “an 

ideological clash” than by a “strategic rivalry . . . for military preeminence in 

a fundamentally disordered region that lacked a clear pecking order.”106 No 

doubt, there’s much truth in that contention. Nonetheless, as the foregoing 

discussion has shown, the expulsion of Iran to the realm of radical alterity 

and the expressions of Iranophobia issuing from the Israeli public sphere also 

stem from a perceived hegemonic imperative to exorcize the “Oriental,” ultra-

nationalist and ultra-religious (Iran-like) “demons” within Israeli society. 

The production of meaning about Iran is driven by a moral panic concerning 

the nature of Israeli identity no less than by any strategic rivalry between the 

two states.

CONCLUSION

What do we glean, then, from the preceding discussion in the matter of the 

great sway that the discourse of Western modernity holds over certain influ-

ential members of the Israeli public sphere? It is perhaps appropriate to start 

addressing this question with Talal Asad, who contends that “certain people 

in power” are well aware that “‘modernity’ . . . is not a verifiable object,” and 

that contemporary societies generate, and are themselves products of, “dispa-

rate, even discordant, circumstances, origins, valences, and so forth.”107 Still,

These people aim at “modernity,” and expect others (especially in the “non-

West”) to do so too. This fact doesn’t disappear when we simply point out that 
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“the West” isn’t an integrated totality . . . [and] that the modern epoch in the 

West has witnessed many arguments and several irreconcilable aspirations. On 

the contrary, those who assume modernity as a project know that already.108

For Asad, the important question is not why the idea of “modernity” (or “the 

West”) is a misnomer but rather “why it has become hegemonic as a political 

goal, what practical consequences follow from that hegemony, and what social 

conditions maintain it.”109

If we link these observations to my argument—namely, that Israeli read-

ings of Iran and the Iranian threat reveal a moral panic over the current and 

future direction of secular Zionism—we may begin to understand why cer-

tain influential members of the Israeli public sphere continue to insist on 

Western modernity. In a country that has become increasingly entangled in 

the web of Western influence in the Middle East—“with Israel now serving 

as a Mediterranean Fort Laramie in America’s ‘war on terror’”110—the intru-

sion of “diasporic” religiosity and “Oriental” ethnicity within the body politic 

is seen by “certain people in power” as a grave threat. The more ubiquitous 

these threats become, the more these people forcefully “aim at ‘modernity,’” in 

keeping with the practice of ethnocratic regimes to absorb, contain, or ignore 

the challenge emerging from its peripheries, thereby trapping them in their 

respective predicaments.111 Take, for example, Yosef Lapid, leader of Shinui 

Party. When asked in 2002 why he was so worried, Lapid replied,

Because we are in a corrupt, lazy, backward Middle Eastern environment. What 

keeps us above water is our cultural difference. The fact that we are a forward 

outpost of Western civilization. If our Westernism erodes, we won’t have a 

chance. If we let the Eastern European ghetto and the North African ghetto take 

over, we will have nothing to float on. We will blend into the Semitic region and 

be lost within a terrible Levantine dunghill.112

These are not words that befit only a politician such as Lapid, who is in-

famous for his racist—anti-Haredi, anti-Mizrahi, anti-Arab, and homopho-

bic—ideas.113 Israeli Jews across the political spectrum, and most notably lib-

eral and secular Zionists, have voiced similar views, and they have done so by 

employing no less extreme terms. Ari Shavit, a senior commentator for the 

liberal daily Ha’aretz, is a case in point. According to Shavit, Israel failed to 

achieve its military objectives in the 2006 second Lebanon war because “the 

energies devoted to maintaining the defensive shield that isolates [it] from 
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the region and protects it from this region were drastically reduced.”114 Shavit 

therefore called for the reinstitution of that shield to ensure that Israel re-

mained “a Jewish state in an Arab region . . . a Western country in a Muslim 

region . . . and a democratic state in a region of fanaticism and despotism.”115

Be that as it may, my discussion has shown that many of these ideas about 

Israeli modernity derive from commentaries about pre- and post-1979 Iran. 

These commentaries bestow coherence and aesthetic value upon the order 

of Israeli culture, and they compel Israelis “in power” to reexamine their as-

sumptions about the domestic front in light of the challenges posed to them 

by the very people they rule.

In her fascinating work on the relationship between domestic and foreign 

policies of American empire and their cultural manifestations, Amy Kaplan 

has demonstrated the link between domestic and foreign affairs in the manu-

facturing of such an imperial project. As Kaplan explains, “the concept of 

foreign policy depends on the idea of the nation as a domestic space imbued 

with a sense of at-homeness, in contrast to an external world perceived as 

alien and threatening. Reciprocally, a sense of the foreign is necessary to 

erect the boundaries that enclose the nation as home.”116 My analysis like-

wise has shown that perceptions of the Iranians as alien and threatening were 

fashioned and comprehended on the basis of what Israelis believed to be the 

(dis)ordering of their society at home. Consequently, these perceptions have 

turned into a defensive protection of the home front. This interpenetration of 

the “foreign” and the “domestic” belies the premise, which is shared by most 

scholars of Israeli-Iranian relations but put forth most recently by Trita Parsi, 

that “internal developments . . . —while important—have little or no impact 

on [these states’] respective foreign policies.”117

As I have argued in the previous chapter, Israeli mainstream understand-

ings of Iran have much in common with their American counterparts, as 

analyzed in the literature.118 However, they also bear distinctive qualities that 

can help us develop a “post-Orientalist” approach to Israeli politics, culture, 

and society. The Orientalist paradigm à la Said, as we know, presupposes the 

homogeneity of the “Occident” (or “Judeo-Christian civilization”) and the 

“Orient” (or “Islam”), respectively, as well as the impenetrable gulf that sepa-

rates “Occidentals” from “Orientals.” However, Israeli readings of Iran con-

tested such notions of homogeneity and difference—specifically because they 

were informed interchangeably by an acute awareness of cultural differences 

at home and of commonalities between Israelis and Iranians.
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Nonetheless, many Israelis “in power” continue to disseminate Orientalist 

understanding of the non-West with a view to silencing critical (ethnic and re-

ligious) reassessments of Israeli society and enforcing “a contradictory unity, 

a democratic despotism, in a single space.”119 This Orientalism practiced by 

the Israeli state is thus in keeping with “the tendency of colonial regimes to 

draw a stark dichotomy of colonizer and colonized without themselves falling 

into such a Manichaean conception.”120 The Israeli case also suggests, per-

haps in another departure from the Saidian paradigm, that even producers of 

Orientalist representations know full well that these representations are not 

reliable and faithful reflections of reality.

  Finally, the Israeli case may also suggest that constructions of na-

tional identity do not depend solely on the production of difference, but on 

the rejection of affinity with—or ambivalence toward—the Other, who is al-

ready included in the national self. Paradoxically, national identity becomes 

intelligible not only through a perception of threat that produces difference, 

but also through a perception of threat that is produced by similarity.121
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The second Lebanon war began . . . on 12 July 2006, more than 27 years after 

the ascendancy of Khomeini to power in Iran, and on the very same day as the 

industrialized states were prepared to impose significant sanctions against the 

regime in Tehran, a regime relentlessly working to obtain nuclear weapons. On 

12 July Hasan Nasrallah, “the General Officer Commanding Southern Iran,” as 

Israeli military intelligence is keen on calling him, changed the world’s agenda 

by unleashing his forces against Israel.

With these words Ronen Bergman, an Israeli journalist turned terror-cum-

espionage expert, begins a highly popular—albeit equally problematic—

book on Israel’s dealings with Iran and the Hezbollah.1 Despite its repeti-

tive and oftentimes tedious narrative, which spans more than six hundred 

pages, and despite (or perhaps owing to) its many inaccuracies and distor-

tions regarding Iranian history and culture, the book topped the nonfiction 

best-sellers list for many weeks in 2007. This is not coincidental, partly be-

cause the book exudes so systematic a visceral hatred of everything Iranian, 

but in the main because it is rooted in an a priori assumption that many an 

Israeli would readily endorse. Indeed, as the excerpt above vividly demon-

strates, in his book Bergman sets out to fit all of his many empirical sources 

(hundreds of interviews with past and present Israeli and foreign officials, 

as well as thousands of previously unpublished documents) to one single 

overriding hypothesis: that Israel’s war against the Hezbollah was, in real-

ity, part of “a wider and more fateful conflict between Israel and Iran, be-

tween Israel and Islamic extremism,” as Bergman proposes.2 In this respect, 
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We are entitled to another Kfar Qana! We are permitted to 

demolish everything.

— Justice Minister Haim Ramon justifying the killing of innocent 

Lebanese in an air force strike on Kfar Qana during the second 

Lebanon war, August 2006.



74 IRAN AND THE JEWISH STATE’S REPERTOIRES OF VIOLENCE

Bergman’s book not only fails to challenge but also ends up reproducing 

the prevalent (if not entirely hegemonic) view in Israel—namely, that the 

2006 Lebanon war was, to cite Benjamin Netanyahu, “conceived, organized, 

trained and equipped by Iran, with Iran’s goal of destroying Israel and . . . 

building a . . . Muslim empire.”3

Like the many anti-Iran charges uttered by Netanyahu and like-minded 

Israeli officials, journalists, and scholars, Bergman’s book is not a product of 

sheer fantasy. As with all other acts of propaganda and disinformation, Berg-

man’s Point of No Return is predicated on an element of truth.4 The  Islamic 

Republic of Iran truly has been the main culprit behind the Hezbollah’s 

“transformation into a formidable force, able to confront the great and mighty 

IDF,” as Bergman contends.5 Yet Bergman’s function—like the function of 

most Israelis who have introduced and disseminated these notions—is not 

to expose and confront that truth. Instead, it is to take that element of truth 

and package it in a manner that would serve the belligerent policies of the 

Jewish state in the wake of the “war on terror” the Bush administration has 

unleashed in retaliation to the attacks of September 11, 2001.6

Indeed, it has already been amply demonstrated that the Israeli govern-

ment has, with the full backing of the United States, “hijacked the antiterrorist 

agenda to impose more and more brutal policies on the occupied territories,” 

with the ultimate goal being “to render completely unviable any prospect of 

a Palestinian state.”7 The very same “antiterrorist agenda” was also invoked 

in summer 2006 to rationalize and vindicate the devastation of the Lebanese 

state by the Israeli military. It was to this end that repeated attacks on Gaza 

and the West Bank, the invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, and, as of late, the 

second Lebanon war, were presented as interlinked fronts in the generalized, 

rationalized, “global war on terrorism.”8 This representational framework, in 

turn, worked to transform Palestine and Lebanon (together with Iraq and 

Afghanistan) into inchoate spaces and to amorphously mark their respective 

populations as “targets” and “terrorists” whose blood can be shed with im-

punity. “All of this,” as Edward Said somberly noted immediately after 9 / 11, 

“adds up to a near promise that anything to do with Palestinian (or Lebanese) 

resistance to Israeli practices—never more brutal, never more dehumanizing 

and illegal than today—has to be destroyed after (or perhaps while) the Tali-

ban and Bin Laden have been destroyed.”9

We have seen in the previous chapter that Israeli anxieties about the 

Iranian threat have, in effect, been precipitated by a moral panic directed 
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against the Jewish state’s ethnic and religious “folk devils” or “outsiders 

within.” In this chapter I set out to demonstrate that these same anxieties 

cannot be sufficiently understood unless we link them to Israel’s expand-

ing repertoires of violence in the post-9 / 11 world. As I will show, the vision 

of Iran as the embodiment of world terrorism obscured and at the same 

time vindicated the violence and destruction wrought by the Israeli mili-

tary in the Palestinian territories and in Lebanon. By implicating Iran as 

the main villain in a war purportedly extending from Afghanistan to Paki-

stan, through Iraq into Palestine, Lebanon, Somalia, and ever onward,  Israel 

sought to designate Palestine and Lebanon as “spaces of exception.” In so 

doing, Israel hoped (and was to a large extent able) to take Palestinian and 

Lebanese populations outside the domain of humanity and render them 

into outcasts from whom the rights and protections of international law 

could be systematically withdrawn.10

Political scientist Neve Gordon has found that during the six-year period 

from 2001 to 2007 Israel, on average, killed more Palestinians per year than it 

killed during the first twenty years of occupation, and that since the eruption 

of the second Intifada Israelis have killed almost twice as many Palestinians as 

they killed in the preceding thirty-four years.11 Gordon convincingly postu-

lates that this horrific increase in Palestinian causalities should be attributed 

to structural changes in the forms of control that Israel used to manage the 

Palestinian population since the onset of the second Intifada in October 2000. 

I suggest, in addition, that Israel was able to legitimize (indeed, to get away 

with) this increasing violence by relocating the discourse of the “war on ter-

rorism” to the context of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. By doing so, it has set 

in place a “differential exchange value in the marketplace of death,”12 one in 

which the lives of Palestinians became less valuable than the lives of Israelis 

and therefore their deaths, too, less disturbing. As I argue, it was by and large 

the totalizing specter of the “Iranian threat,” as constructed and disseminated 

by various Israeli (and American) knowledge-producing individuals and 

agencies, that authorized, dramatized, and radicalized this fiction of “world 

terrorism” in which Palestinians and Lebanese were indiscriminately targeted 

as terrorists and outcasts. Israeli Foreign Minister, now turned Kadima Party 

leader, Tzipi Livni captured the gist of this totalizing image in September 2007, 

when she told the United Nations General Assembly, “[Iran] is a major source 

of instability and conflict in Iraq, Lebanon, Palestine and across the entire 

Middle East and it is the enemy of Arab-Israeli co-existence.”13
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“THE ENTIRE WORLD NEEDS A ROOT-CANAL JOB”

Three acclaimed Iranian films, “The Colors of Paradise” (2000), “Baran” 

(2001), and “Kandahar” (2001),14 were shown in Israeli movie theatres either 

in the midst of the second Intifada or immediately after the attacks of 9 / 11. As 

with many other films produced in Iran, Israeli critics and moviegoers loved 

to love these films.15 This infatuation with Iranian cinema—as with many 

other “Oriental” artifacts—has enabled Israelis to keep clinging to their old 

anti-Islamic phobias and racisms and at the same time to take pride in and 

celebrate their liberal, progressive, “multicultural” outlook. Be that as it may, 

when one compares the raving reception of these Iranian films with what was 

at the same time said and written about Iran in Israeli public culture a stun-

ning disjunction emerges.

As discussed in Chapter 1, in 1992 the ruling Israeli Labor party began, 

with the full backing of the United States, to publicly depict Iran as an ex-

istential threat.16 Until that time Israel did not necessarily take the Islamic 

republic’s rhetoric too seriously and, still enticed by the periphery doc-

trine, preferred to treat Iran as a potential regional ally.17 The Oslo peace 

process in the 1990s changed all that, as prospects for peace with the Arabs 

underlined the need to amplify the threat from the Persian periphery.18 It 

was during that time that Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin, embark-

ing on his first visit to the Clinton White House in early 1993, first told a 

reporter that Iran was on a “megalomaniacal” quest “to be a Middle East 

Empire, by using all the varieties of fundamentalist Islam to shake Arab 

regimes.”19

I will return to the 1990s later on in the chapter. In the meantime, it is 

interesting to note that despite this dramatic turnabout, in the early phase 

of the war on terrorism Iran came into the picture in Israeli public discourse 

merely as one among many adversaries in the vast camp of “Muslim evil-

doers” ( muslemim horshei ra‘ ). Iran was singled out only to the extent that 

it helped to construct a vision that conjured up a vast undifferentiated and 

transnational Islamic conspiracy against Western civilization. “Bin Laden’s 

suicide terror, the terrorism of Hamas, Tanzim and Hezbollah, the terrorism 

engineered by the Palestinian Authority, Saddam Hussein’s involvement in 

and support for Palestinian terrorism, and the terrorist networks directed by 

Iran are all inseparable components of that same axis of evil which threatens 

peace and stability everywhere in the world,” as Israeli prime minister Ariel 

Sharon asserted on the first anniversary of 9 / 11.20
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Enlightening as well were revelations provided by an unnamed high-

ranking IDF officer about “Global Jihad,” a new division set up by military 

intelligence in the wake of 9 / 11 to uncover the “genetic code [sic]” of terrorist 

organizations. When “Global Jihad” set out to mark all of the countries in 

which these organizations were operative, “the entire map was soon covered 

with red,” he said. Thus the officer had come to realize that these organi-

zations have struck roots “virtually everywhere: in the United States and in 

Canada . . . in Germany and in the United Kingdom, in Italy and in Spain, in 

Austria and in Turkey . . . in the countries of Africa and the Far East . . . in 

Australia and in South America. In other words, the entire world is infected; 

the entire world needs a root canal job.”21 Little wonder that Israelis saw the Oc-

tober 2001 American invasion of Afghanistan, which launched Bush’s war on 

terrorism (“to save civilization”), as “prelude” to a greater war destined to be 

waged worldwide, “from Iran to Lebanon’s Baq‘a [valley], from the meeting 

point of the borders of Paraguay-Argentina-Brazil to the Sudan.”22

Soon after the beginning of the war in Afghanistan, however, Israelis be-

came less shy of pointing directly at Iran as a major force within the matrix 

of world terrorism.23 To the best of my knowledge, nothing Iran did or said 

during that time actually warranted this escalation of anti-Iran rhetoric. The 

main reason for this should therefore be sought elsewhere. Indeed, there is 

ample reason to believe that what actually prompted Israel’s alarm was not 

new revelations about Iran’s involvement in acts of terror but rather signs of 

an impending thaw between the United States and Iran, which was made pos-

sible through their cooperation in the war against the Taliban regime, the two 

governments’ mutual enemy.24 Iran and the United States exchanged highly 

publicized symbolic gestures to this effect,25 and these, to be sure, did not go 

unnoticed by the Israel government.26 That the United States would have liked 

to count on Iran’s—and not on Israel’s—support in the war against terror was 

particularly disturbing and humiliating to Israelis.27 Ma‘ariv’s Dov Goldstein 

expressed this sense of humiliation most candidly:

Israel has been fighting terrorism . . . for more than one hundred years. . . . 

No country in the world has ever fought so long and so resolutely . . . against 

terrorism. . . . No country in the world has ever been as just in its war against 

Islamic terror. No country in the world has ever sacrificed more victims . . . in 

its war against terrorism. . . .To recognize the horrors of terrorism . . . Israel 

didn’t need . . . the bloody events of 11 September. . . . [Israel’s] war on terrorism 
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began long before the U.S. began mourning its victims of terror. . . . [But] 

suddenly Israel is isolated. It is not worthy of joining the good [in the fight] 

against evil. . . . Instead, the administration is conspiring behind Israel’s back 

in order to . . . enlist the support of [terrorist] states.28

Alarmed by the prospects of a breakthrough in U.S.-Iranian relations, the 

Israeli government (not to mention the Israel Lobby and the neoconserva-

tives in Washington) mounted a powerful campaign to nip it in the bud. It is 

within this context that the Karine-A affair—named after the freighter the 

Israeli navy intercepted in the Red Sea in early January 2002—should be ex-

amined. Because most of the weapons allegedly found on board the ship were 

produced in Iran, Israel charged that Iran was attempting to arm the Palestin-

ian Authority (PA) in clear violation of the latter’s agreements with Israel.29

The official Israeli version of the Karine-A story was received with great 

skepticism by the Western and Arab media.30 In addition, Iran flatly denied any 

involvement in the affair, and some American officials even speculated that it 

was staged by Israel.31 This, however, did not prevent the Jewish state from 

capitalizing on the affair in order to bring to a halt the U.S.-Iran dialogue. Is-

raeli officials thus quickly alleged that the exposure of an “Iranian link” to the 

Karine-A was “of utmost importance” in the campaign to “uncover Iran’s real 

face” and return that country to the “category of evildoers (ra’im)” in the eyes 

of the United States.32 One commentator even argued that the Karine-A should 

make Iran “an immediate and clear target of the total war . . . against terror.” 

“Bush needed Iran to set up the coalition for the war in Afghanistan,” she ex-

plained. Now, however, “Bush can no longer ignore the need to act against 

Iran with the very same means he had used against the Taliban—even if the 

Iranians didn’t attack New Yorkers but residents of Tel Aviv.”33

Whatever the case may be, it appears that the Sharon government’s en-

deavor to exploit the Karine-A affair for its own advantages eventually paid 

off: it removed any doubt the Bush administration may have had about Iran’s 

continued ties to terrorism and hence doomed the fate of the U.S.-Iranian 

engagement.34 And so it was that on January 29, 2002, President Bush, in his 

first State of the Union address, designated Iran (together with Iraq and North 

Korea) as part of an “axis of evil” and accused it of endangering world peace 

by aggressively pursuing weapons of mass destruction and exporting terror. 

The Sharon government responded with a sigh of relief, if not outright ex-

hilaration. “Political sources” in Jerusalem, as Ha’aretz reported, were “greatly 
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satisfied” with Bush’s address and “estimated that it would put an end, once 

and for all, to Washington’s dilemma with respect to the appropriate policy to 

be pursued regarding Iran.”35

If the Karine-A episode was “the smoking gun the Israelis needed to halt 

the U.S.-Iran dialogue,”36 it was also crucial in the endeavor to entangle the 

PA and its head, Yasser Arafat, with “world terrorism,” thus in effect trans-

forming the ongoing Intifada from a local conflict between occupier and 

occupied into a potentially catastrophic war with global proportions. “The 

PA is a major player in the network of international terrorism spearheaded 

by Iran and aimed at sowing death and destruction throughout the entire 

world,” Sharon declared in the wake of the freighter’s seizure.37 An ominous 

Iranian shadow was cast over the entire PA: “From now on [Arafat] is merely 

a Small Satan, whereas Iran, the arms supplier, has become a Great Satan,” as 

one commentator surmised.38 Expressing “shock at the depth of intimacy” 

between Iran and the PA, Israeli observers now claimed that Iran “furthered 

its penetration of Palestinian territories . . . in order to achieve its sacred ob-

jective, the extermination of Israel.”39 Israel, so the rationale went, was not 

merely confronting Palestinian resistance, but “an all-inclusive war against 

Iran . . . without Tehran having to cover its hands with dirt”40; both Arafat 

and Iran’s supreme leader Ali Khamenehi seemed to have risen above their 

“mutual disgust” in order to “rekindle the flames of the Intifada.”41

It should be borne in mind, however, that Israeli allegations concerning an 

Iran-Palestine “unholy alliance”42 are at least as old as the 1979 Iranian revo-

lution itself. Yet while in the post-9 / 11 period Israel was keen on speaking 

about the Iranization of Palestine, at the time of the revolution it was keen on 

advancing an inverse thesis—namely, that of the Palestinization of Iran. As we 

saw in Chapter 1, having signed a peace agreement with Egypt, Israel found in 

the Iranian revolution the opportunity to replace an old foe with a new foe. 

But Israel was also quick to capitalize on the revolution in order to create an 

incriminating link between this new foe and the PLO, to which the Jewish 

state was still adamantly opposed.

At first glance, the bundling together of Iranian and Palestinian realities 

at the time of the revolution appears quite justifiable. After all, PLO chairman 

Yasser Arafat was the first foreign leader to visit Iran after the revolution. He 

was warmly received by Ayatollah Khomeini and, according to Mansour Far-

hang, “their meeting was so emotional that Arafat, to his eternal credit, man-

aged to extract a public smile from the Ayatollah—a historic breakthrough 
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that has not been repeated since.”43 However, to conclude, as several Israeli 

politicians, journalists, and scholars did at the time, that Arafat’s visit to Iran 

exposed “the extent of the PLO’s penetration of [Iran’s] radical opposition”44 

would be a gross exaggeration. Some members of the Iranian anti-Shah move-

ment did receive training in PLO camps in Lebanon, but nothing close to 

the “tens of thousands” alleged by Israelis.45 Be that as it may, soon after the 

revolution’s victory PLO-Iranian relations cooled down substantially owing 

to ideological differences between the Islamist Iranian revolutionaries and the 

secularist PLO, as well as Arafat’s open embrace of Saddam Hussein during 

the Iran-Iraq war.46

Contrary to this reality, however, Israeli analysts took pains to describe the 

revolution as the work of PLO extremists: “Khomeini was actually a product of 

the PLO,” asserted Amnon Rubinstein, who at the time was a Knesset member 

of the centrist Dash party.47 It suddenly appeared as though post-1979 Iranian 

realities in their totality—from the quelling of ethnic unrest in the provinces, 

to the taking of the U.S. embassy in Tehran, and through the foiling of a plot to 

assassinate Khomeini—were controlled by Palestinian extremists who treated 

Iran as a puppet show in which they were pulling the strings.48

Returning to the aftermath of 9 / 11, on March 27, 2002, as they sat down 

for a Passover seder in the city of Netanya, 28 Israelis were murdered and 140 

injured by a suicide bomb. Within twenty-four hours the IDF had called up 

twenty thousand reservists, its largest mobilization since 1967, and Operation 

Defensive Shield was under way. Tanks smashed into Arafat’s compound and 

troops stormed into the offices of the PA in Ramallah. In a calculated echo 

of Bush’s rhetoric, the Israeli prime minister hailed the operation as the first 

stage of a “long and complicated war that knows no borders.”49

An “incursion” into the Jenin refugee camp by the Israeli military soon 

followed, clearing paths for tanks and troops with giant Caterpillar D-9 bull-

dozers and (literally) “walking through walls,” that is, moving in the refugee 

camp through domestic interiors by punching holes through party walls, ceil-

ings, and floors.50 Then, when thirteen Israeli soldiers died in a booby-trapped 

building on April 9, the scale of destruction intensified, and the center of the 

camp was reduced to rubble.51 According to eyewitness reports, as summa-

rized by Derek Gregory, “thousands of houses had been destroyed; scores of 

bodies were buried beneath the ruins; 16,000 people had fled in terror, and 

those who remained were left to survive without running water or electric-

ity.”52 These facts on the ground supplied ample evidence that the real aim 
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of the operation was nothing short of “destroy[ing] not only the Palestinian 

Authority but Palestinian society itself.”53

“All of Gaza is terror, terror has no political leaders, only terrorists, and 

they should all be targeted for assassination”—thus Ha’aretz’s Gideon Levy 

summarized the long-standing Israeli rationale for the principle of “targeted 

assassinations,” in which innocent Palestinian bystanders have been killed as 

“collateral damage.”54 Indeed, as historical experience suggests, Israel needed 

neither Iran nor Bush’s “war on terrorism” in order to inflict violence on the 

Palestinians by branding their resistance to the occupation as “terrorism.” 

And yet it cannot be discounted that by recontextualizing and adapting Bush’s 

“war on terrorism” discourse, the Jewish state has been able to strengthen 

public support for continued occupation and to evoke much Western sympa-

thy for its military undertakings in Palestinian territories.55 As we have seen, 

to relocate Palestine into the matrix of “world terrorism” it was necessary to 

treat Palestinians as subservient agents of the Iranian regime. Hence, well into 

the Israeli invasion of Jenin, Sharon took pains to declare in an interview with 

CNN’s Wolf Blitzer, “The Iranians are working now among the Palestinians 

who are Israeli citizens inside [the country] through the Islamic movement. 

And then, of course, [they] are keeping a contact with Mr. Arafat and they’re 

still smuggling weapons [into Palestine].”56

Two disparate events of enormous international and regional significance 

have been used by the Jewish state to advance the allegation that Iran as a ter-

rorist powerhouse was predisposed to the destruction of Israel: the election 

of Ahmadinejad as the sixth president of the Islamic republic in June 2005, 

and the victory of Hamas at the Palestinian Legislative Council elections in 

January 2006.

A radically conservative veteran of the Revolutionary Guards, an avid pro-

moter of Iran’s nuclear program, a Holocaust denier, and an extreme detractor 

of Israel and Zionism, Ahmadinejad appeared like manna dropping from the 

sky for many an Israeli in the position of power. “It is only ironic,” Yossi Mel-

man and Meir Javedanfar recently observed, “that Israeli intelligence was quite 

pleased with the ‘Ahmadinejad phenomenon.’” They went on to explain,

For several years this intelligence and the Israeli leadership tried to draw the 

international community’s attention to Iran’s speedy advancement in acquiring 

nuclear weapons, but to no avail. The prevailing feeling was that Israel was 

sowing panic without reason. Following Ahmadinejad’s victory and, moreover, 



82 IRAN AND THE JEWISH STATE’S REPERTOIRES OF VIOLENCE

due to Ahmadinejad’s extreme [verbal] attacks, it became much easier for Israel 

to convince the world that Iran posed a threat not only to the existence of the 

Jewish state but also to the stability of the Middle East and the world at large.57

The 2006 Hamas victory in the Palestinian legislative election seemed to vindi-

cate these fears, especially so because it raised the specter of yet another emerg-

ing Iran-like Islamic fundamentalist state, this time in the Palestinian territo-

ries, closing in on Israel. Israeli politicians lost no time exploiting these fears by 

increasingly employing the term Hamastan—a neologism for the concept of a 

Hamas-dominated Palestinian Islamist theocracy under Iranian tutelage—to 

describe these circumstances; “before our very eyes,” as Netanyahu warned, 

“Hamastan has been established, the step-child of Iran and the Taliban.”58

It was, among other things, owing to this collective sense of siege that a 

decisive majority of Israelis supported their government’s decision to go to 

war against the Hezbollah in the summer of 2006. They were convinced that 

in this war, which once again featured Iran as the ultimate villain, “We will be 

victorious!” (anahnu nenatse’ah! ), as a popular sticker predicted at the outset 

of the hostilities.59 Hence a new front in the boundless “war on terrorism” had 

been inaugurated.

TO “TURN BACK THE CLOCK IN LEBANON BY 20 YEARS”

On July 12, 2006, Hezbollah launched diversionary rocket attacks toward Israel 

while a Hezbollah ground force crossed the border into Israeli territory and 

attacked two Israeli armored vehicles. In this operation three Israeli soldiers 

were killed and two others captured and taken to Lebanon. Five additional 

Israeli soldiers were killed on the Lebanese side of the border during an un-

successful attempt to rescue the two seized soldiers. The Olmert government 

considered these events a casus belli and hence a new chapter, retroactively 

called the second Lebanon war, had begun in the long and unending saga 

of the “war on terrorism.” Indeed, to the extent that Israel (along with the 

United States) was concerned, this was by no means a conventional war. A 

communiqué released by the Israeli government on July 16 asserted, “Israel is 

not fighting Lebanon but the terrorist element there, led by Nasrallah and his 

cohorts, who have made Lebanon a hostage and created Syrian- and Iranian-

sponsored terrorist enclaves of murder.”60

Small wonder then that, much like dominant representations of the 

 Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the second Lebanon war too appeared to be lack-
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ing in any tangible contexts. Instead, it was portrayed as part of the global war 

between Western, “Judeo-Christian civilization” and its lofty values against 

the barbarian darkness of the Islamic world, with Israel appearing as the for-

mer’s vanguard. When asked during the fighting, “What historical impor-

tance do you give this war?” Olmert replied,

Terrorist, fundamentalist, extremist, and violent movements seek to destroy the 

foundations of Western civilization. The civilized world has been attacked by 

terrorist organizations that have been manipulated by certain countries. Israel 

is in the process of creating a precedent, of making an example for many other 

societies. Israel decided to say: “Enough is enough!” If Hezbollah thinks that 

there are places where we will not go, they are wrong. . . . We are in a position to 

take by surprise, to stun, to hit hard.61

The Israeli media quickly lined up behind Olmert, reproducing not only his 

argument that the destiny of the entire “free world” rested on Israel’s perfor-

mance in the war but, significantly, also contemporary evangelical messianic 

visions in which Israel assumes a central role in the unfolding of God’s plan 

for the end of time.62 “This is the first battle in the war for the world’s peace,” 

one commentator explained in Orwellian terms. “Victory in this battle,” he 

added, “will likely prevent or postpone the future onslaught of Islam against 

the Western world.” To conclude, he called on the Israeli military to be “tough 

and brutal” in the defense of “the entire world [from] the flood of fundamen-

talist violence.”63 Accordingly, the Hezbollah was denied any autonomy and 

any independent decision making: its daring operation (the kidnapping of two 

soldiers, which precipitated the war) was said to have been executed at Iran’s 

behest (“Nasrallah receives his orders from Iran”64) and exclusively serving 

Iranian interests (it “divert[ed] attention away from the international debate 

over [Iran’s] uranium enrichment program”65). What is more, the entire Hez-

bollah phenomenon was depicted as an Iranian creation (“Iran has invented, 

given birth [to] and consolidated the Hezbollah”66). That is to say, Israel’s 

 offensive war on the Hezbollah was, in effect, a defensive war against Iran.67

What all this seems to suggest, then, is that Israel produced Iran as a cover 

or a pretext for the devastation that its military had sown in Lebanon (and 

at the same time in Gaza as well). The invasion of Lebanon was intended, 

on the Rumsfeldian model of “Shock and Awe,” to cripple the Lebanese na-

tional sovereignty, polity, society, and economy for yet another generation. 

The army chief of staff, General Dan Halutz, admitted as much, declaring at 
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the onset of the conflict that his military would “turn back the clock in Leba-

non by 20 years.”68 Other Israeli officials and spokespersons quickly followed 

suit, with Rafi Noi, former head of Israel’s northern command, urging the 

military “to grind Lebanon.” Justice Minister Haim Ramon joined the choir, 

avowing in the wake of an Israeli airstrike on Kfar Qana that killed innocent 

Lebanese, “We are entitled to another Kfar Qana! We are permitted to demol-

ish everything.”69

As is well known, the Israeli military faithfully kept to these words, leaving 

hundreds of murdered Lebanese civilians and more than a million refugees, 

and causing indiscriminate damage to Lebanon’s civilian infrastructure.70 

Meanwhile, under the cover of the darkness of the Lebanon war, the Israeli 

military returned to its old practices in Gaza, as though there was no “dis-

engagement,” killing more than two hundred Palestinians, dozens of them 

children and women, and mutilating scores of others; “it bombed and assassi-

nated, destroyed and shelled, and no one stopped it,” as Ha’aretz commentator 

Gideon Levy wrote in despair.71

The Israeli military was able to commit such atrocities in both localities 

without domestic or international retribution mainly because they were un-

derstood to have been carried out in the name of defeating “world terrorism,” 

a fiction that was held together by making it synonymous with Iran. The over-

arching rationale ran as follows: How could the Israeli military possibly hold 

on to the principles of “proportionality” when it was, in effect, confronting 

not Hezbollah or Palestinian resistance but a terrorist powerhouse such as 

Iran, whose leaders are intent on developing nuclear weapons and destroying 

Israel? Indeed, this was the dominant line of reasoning coming through in 

many a television talk show and in many an Internet talkback in reaction to an 

Amnesty International report published in August 2006, which found Israel to 

be guilty of “war crimes in Lebanon, including indiscriminate and dispropor-

tionate attacks and the intentional destruction of civilian infrastructure.”72

Significantly, in the aftermath of the war concerns about the Iranian threat 

became so ubiquitous in the Israeli public sphere that they virtually came to 

eclipse everything else—including the government and military’s mishandling 

of the war, increasing investigations into and charges of corruption and em-

bezzlement pressed against politicians and state officials (including Olmert), 

and the growing toll of Palestinian casualties. Olmert’s defiance of mounting 

popular demands for an independent, official commission of inquiry to look 

into the government and military’s mishandling of the war is a telling case 
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in point.73 At a time when Israel was “contending with the Iranian threat,” 

as Olmert took pains to explain, it would be imprudent, he said, to place the 

Israeli military at the mercy of an “official commission of inquiry.”74 Olmert’s 

concern with the Iranian threat in this instance was perhaps genuine, as it was 

to some extent justified. Yet by using this threat as a pretext for acting against 

majority will—however that will was ill-conceived and misguided75—Olmert 

was trying, in addition to diverting attention away from other pressing issues, 

to evade the consequences of unaccountability.76

Netanyahu, as is well known, was especially keen on speaking at length 

on the purported genocidal threat issuing from Iran, thus completely dis-

regarding the truly dangerous hourglass—the Palestinian problem.77 And yet, 

Netanyahu’s inducement of amnesia by playing up the Iranian threat was just 

the tip of the iceberg. The “Herzliya Conference,” which took place in January 

2007, provides a telling example of how the Iranian threat has come to eclipse 

all other issues, and most notably the Palestinian problem. To the best of my 

knowledge, this annual gathering is an occasion that rarely has an equivalent 

elsewhere in the world. Each year members of the country’s political, aca-

demic, and military elites gather in one hall and talk in public for four days 

about Israel’s strategic challenges. Each year the conference concludes with a 

keynote address by the prime minister. Comparing Ehud Olmert’s words at the 

2007 conference with the speech he made in the previous year starkly reveals 

the extent to which the issue of the Iranian threat had come to overshadow all 

other issues that preoccupied Israelis in the previous twelve months. Whereas 

in 2006 Olmert focused on the need to separate from the Palestinians for the 

sake of Israel’s “democratic legitimacy,” at the 2007 conference the Palestinian 

issue was barely even mentioned. Instead his focus was the existential threat 

posed by Iran. “This was not just the prime minister’s priority, but was the 

dominant theme for all four days of the conference.”78 Benny Elon, a Knesset 

member from the right-wing Ichud Leumi-Mafdal Party, expressed this very 

same sentiment most candidly, saying that the existential threat emanating 

from Iran “makes the issue of territories in exchange for peace a pathetic issue 

and turns the Israeli-Palestinian conflict into a dark and irrelevant alley.”79

Influential members of the Israeli media have also been instrumental in the 

endeavor to raise Iran to the top of Israel’s strategic concerns, at the expense 

of all other pressing issues, including the continuing apartheid regime in the 

Palestinian territories. Referring specifically to the Iranian threat, Ha’aretz 

commentator Yair Sheleg explained that “the Jewish people are once again in 
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danger of being destroyed” and that this placed before it “a challenge no less 

serious than that facing the Jewish people in the 1930s.” To face that challenge, 

Sheleg concluded, “We must . . . put this threat at the top of [our] priorities, 

even at the expense of issues that during normal times would be the focus of 

attention.”80

Interestingly, even commentators who are known to be highly critical of 

Olmert’s government have allowed these concerns about Iran to obscure all 

other pressing concerns such as the Palestinian problem. Ari Shavit is a classic 

case in point. Shavit was one of the most vehement critics of Olmert. In many 

appearances on television and in many commentaries in Ha’aretz, Shavit 

called for Olmert’s immediate resignation, especially owing to corruption in-

vestigations carried out against him and his misjudgment in handling the war 

in Lebanon. However, with respect to Iran Shavit not only seemed to endorse 

Olmert’s position but also to surpass it. Appealing to  Olmert, Shavit wrote,

Understand the immediate threat to Israel is Iranian, not Palestinian. Classify 

the Iranian . . . threat as the national challenge of this generation. And appear 

before the nation and say that from this moment forward, all national resources 

will be used to deal with the historic threat. The entire country, with all its 

might and ability, will be harnessed in the joint effort the likes of which have 

not been seen since 1948.81

THE THUNDERING SILENCES OF EXPERTS

I have repeatedly argued in this book that scholarly analyses of Iran both af-

fect and are constituted by hegemonic state discourses. Indeed, as we’ve pre-

viously seen, there is a high enough degree of convergence of views on Iran 

among Israeli scholars and state officials to suggest that they feed on each 

other. The question of how we Israelis have come to share these anti-Iran sen-

timents and phobias, to the extent that they keep us blind to what our state 

has been doing in our name in our immediate vicinity, thus requires close 

scrutiny of the workings of power and knowledge. In what follows, I analyze 

texts on the causes and nature of the Iranian threat written by Israeli scholars 

of the Middle East. I have not limited myself to “scientific” texts, whose read-

ership is usually restricted to the university ivory tower, and have included 

those scholars’ essays and viewpoints that were accessible to a wider audience 

and are known to influence Israeli public opinion.

As we have seen in Chapter 1, Israeli conceptions of Iran echoed previous 
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vocabularies on the murky, impenetrable, irrational, and violent nature of 

“Oriental” peoples. Through a focus on a metaphysical “Islam,” which glosses 

over the concrete historical contexts in which people operate, the Iranians’ 

motivations and actions were simply said to be dictated by the very nature 

of “their” religiously inspired violent cultures. It is not at all surprising then 

that the common thread that runs through much of the scholarly preoccupa-

tion with Iran’s nuclear program is the argument that it is almost invariably 

driven by theological, millenarian dictates that are entirely incommensurate 

with Western standards and rationality.82 Consider, for example, Mordechai 

Kedar, lecturer at the Department of Arabic Studies in Bar-Ilan University, 

who traces the main driving force behind the Iranian regime’s nuclear buildup 

in “Nucleotheism”:

In the Ayatollahs’ view, an Iran armed with nuclear weapons will be an 

instrument in Allah’s hand to impose Islam on the entire world. And they, the 

Ayatollahs, have been chosen by Allah to carry out His mission. To the Western 

mind, this Islamic logic is hard to comprehend, inasmuch as it brings Allah’s 

wishes into the realm of political planning and into the very core of its nuclear 

program.83

Indeed, many Israeli scholars of Iran and the Middle East have disseminated 

the view that Iran’s nuclear policy is purely and essentially the offspring of 

a theologically driven “jihadi project” for the realization of a “pan-Islamic 

dream of a trans-national Ummah,” with Iran standing at “the center of a 

prospective Muslim Empire.”84 As such, this policy, they claim, provides us 

with “glimpses into an apocalyptic game plan.”85

In this scheme of things Ahmadinejad appears standing at the summit 

of an imminent apocalyptic spectacle, fitting well with Evangelist descrip-

tions of him as today’s anti-Christ. And so, Ahmadinejad’s pronouncements 

about the imminent return of the Hidden Imam and his “mystical belief in 

a divine mission and heavenly oversight”86 have almost always been taken as 

an indisputable sign that “deep in his heart he may actually be hoping for a 

nuclear holocaust”;87 with Allah at his side, he may “well take into account 

a counterstrike and simply, irrationally (to our way of thinking), be willing 

to pay the price.”88 For the likes of Ahmadinejad, then, “even the sacrifice 

of the homeland is acceptable if the outcome is the demise of Israel.”89 It 

is this kind of understanding that enabled Haifa University’s Middle East 

historian Amazia Baram to suggest, “I can imagine some commander in 



88 IRAN AND THE JEWISH STATE’S REPERTOIRES OF VIOLENCE

Iran  acting out of ideology, like some Dr. Strangelove, shooting off a nuclear 

bomb against Israel.”90

In asserting that Iran’s nuclear program is embedded in a theocratic 

worldview, little do these analysts wonder, say, if U.S. foreign policy under the 

Bush administration can also be explained in terms of theological dictates, 

especially so since the language it employed was thoroughly apocalyptic and 

drew on a series of Manichean absolutes;91 nor do they care to note the related 

“complex genealogy that connects contemporary [liberal] sensibilities about 

. . . the value of humanity with the Christian culture of death and love.”92 

Never mind these oversights, which would be totally irreconcilable with these 

analysts’ understanding that “to the Western mind, this Islamic logic [of 

 Ahmadinejad] is hard to comprehend.”93

I’m not suggesting that Israeli scholars shouldn’t bother exploring the 

 ideological-cum-theological foundations of Iran’s policies, only that they 

should also be able to explore these policies on the basis of other pertinent 

concerns, which they rarely conjure up. For instance, to underline their con-

viction that Iran’s nuclear policy makes no sense according to “our” stan-

dards, that it is solely guided by belligerent theological injunctions, Israeli 

scholars regularly resort to the argument that, in reality, “Iran has no real 

enemies.”94 By saying as much they fail to mention, among other things, that 

Iran is surrounded by enemies or potential enemies—from nuclear Russia in 

the north to Iraq in the south and Afghanistan in the east, both of which are 

presently occupied by hostile American forces. Nor do they care to engage 

with the proposition that the American (and Israeli) anti-Iran campaign has 

in effect contributed to Iran’s intransigence in the nuclear standoff and, more 

important, to “the quietude of opposition political activists, encouraging the 

Iranian regime to greater abuses of power.”95 That India and volatile Paki-

stan are also armed to their teeth with nuclear warheads that might pose a 

threat to the “international community,” including Iran, is hardly mentioned. 

Also lacking is an awareness of the irreconcilability “of the U.S. priority on 

non-proliferation enforcement with the international record of inconsistent 

enforcement, with known proliferators escaping any consequence and other 

proliferators facing severe, punitive sanctions.”96 Taken together, and given 

the suspected trajectory of both nuclear Israel and nuclear U.S. to overthrow 

the Iranian regime,97 it would perhaps not be ludicrous to suggest that an Ira-

nian leader not pursuing nuclear technology should be considered a madman, 

and not the other way around.
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Ahmadinejad is certainly not a Zionist, and he may very well be a despica-

ble anti-Semite. But even detested individuals deserve to be quoted properly. 

It is only unfortunate, therefore, that Israeli scholars have stubbornly clung to 

the long-discredited story about Ahmadinejad’s alleged threat to have Israel 

“wiped off the map” at a time when even the international media appears 

to have backed away from the incorrect quotation.98 That is not to say that 

one could not easily come up with lots of other nasty and violent anti-Israel 

pronouncements by Ahmadinejad and other Iranian officials.99 Yet these pro-

nouncements, too, should be placed within their appropriate contexts. Indeed, 

it should be remembered (although many Israelis would care to forget) that 

Iran’s anti-Israel rhetoric has not been produced in a vacuum, with Israel sim-

ply standing at the receiving end as a passive and innocent bystander. On the 

contrary, this rhetoric is part of a long-standing Iranian and Israeli exchange 

of threats and counterthreats. Seen in this light, the anti-Israel rhetoric issuing 

from the Islamic republic does not appear to be more ominous or more im-

manent than Israel’s anti-Iran declarations. While the first has made public its 

hope that “the Zionist regime” would “vanish from the page of time,” the latter 

has been keen on pushing for “regime change” in Iran. Given that Israeli lead-

ers, such as Infrastructure Minister Binyamin Ben Eliezer, have in recent years 

gone out of their way to state publicly that “an Iranian strike on Israel will lead 

to an Israeli response that will devastate the Iranian nation,”100 it seems to me 

there is no essential difference between the kinds of venomous rhetoric which 

the two states have persistently unleashed against each other.101

If Israeli analysts have been reluctant to quote Ahmadinejad properly, 

they have been equally consistent in glossing over dissenting voices within 

the regime and public that might show Iranian realities to be more complex 

and more nuanced than most Israelis would like to believe. With notable ex-

ceptions, they remained conspicuously silent, for example, about the chorus 

of criticisms against the president emanating from a wide array of domestic 

forces and about the brewing crisis of legitimacy over Ahmadinejad’s unful-

filled campaign promises.102 Israeli analysts also remain silent about the in-

creasing resentment to Ahmadinejad in the so-called Iranian street. Indeed, 

it would be sufficient to briefly look into Iran’s “blogistan”—the name of that 

country’s vibrant blogosphere103—in order to appreciate just how much in-

dignation Ahmadinejad’s confrontational posture has provoked among the 

rank and file of Iranians.104 The implications of these elisions and silences are 

not far to seek. They conjure up a reified picture of Iran as the midwife of a 
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nuclear catastrophe, overlooking the pluralism and the divergent views that 

coexist, negotiate, and conflict with each other within the Iranian polity, and 

that are likely to problematize such sweeping apocalyptic conjectures.105

This brings us to the contentious and thorny issue of Israeli scholars’ ( silent 

or vocal) complicity with the allegation about Iran’s embrace of genocidal 

Nazi ideologies, the gist of which Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu captured 

when he declared, “The year is 1938, Iran is Germany.”106 As we have seen, 

Israeli scholars have conjured up a picture of Iranian realities as a direct de-

rivative of omnipotent and omnipresent Islamic injunctions. However, there 

is also much consensus among them that the only sphere in which Iranians 

have actually been able to break through Islam’s straightjacket is the sphere 

concerned with their attitudes toward and hatred of Jews and the Jewish state. 

On this latter issue, as they claim, Iranians have been able to draw on extrane-

ous, non-Islamic (European) sources, such as anti-Semitic ideologies of past 

and present.107

Now, it is true that there is a persistent anti-Jewish, even racist trait among 

the Iranian political elites and in Iranian popular culture,108 which dates 

back to Iran’s nineteeenth-century encounter with the European philologi-

cal Aryan-Semite discourse.109 Hannah Arendt has warned us not to con-

fuse Aryanism with racism; as a linguistic-cultural construct, Aryanism, she 

maintained, did not constitute “the origin of a racial concept only because 

racial ideology later was particularly fond of this idea.110 All the same, by vir-

tue of the ardent inculcation of Aryanism by the defunct Pahlavi monarchy, 

Aryan racism was “in the air” in Iran throughout much of the twentieth cen-

tury. To be sure, Ahmadinejad is a product of this Aryan legacy, only that he 

espouses a perverted, racist version of it, which—to argue cautiously—only 

a negligible fraction of the Iranians would concur with.111 Here, too, a close 

reading of Iranian blogosphere attitudes would reveal the extent to which Ira-

nians feel unease (and at times revulsion) with their president’s anti-Semitism 

as well as with the pathetic Holocaust conference that he convened in Tehran 

in December 2006.112

In assessing the Jewish state’s recourse to analogies between Iran and Nazi 

Germany, it is necessary not to dismiss the genuine feelings of vulnerability 

among Israelis that are nurtured by the collective memory of the real genocide 

perpetrated against Jews in Europe. It is for this reason, among other things, 

that despite the Jewish state’s military superiority and its own nuclear arsenal, 

Israeli public discourse has historically been pervaded by a profound sense of 
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threat of a second Holocaust.113 Israeli Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni recently 

gave a vivid example of how the memory of the Holocaust has become caught 

up with Israeli realities of everyday life. In a letter she handed to President 

Bush in January 2008, Livni wrote,

To be Jewish is to dream the Holocaust, to live the Holocaust, to die the 

Holocaust—without ever having been there. To be an Israeli child is to try to 

imagine the number 6 million without ever reaching a full understanding of 

what it means. To be a mother in Israel is to reveal to your surprise that you 

have passed on to your children the collective memory and the experience of the 

Holocaust. To be a Jewish leader in Israel is to reflect on what you would have 

done if you were there and saw the writing on the wall . . . to understand the 

magnitude of the responsibility and to take an oath that you will never forget.114

Under such circumstances it is not at all surprising that throughout the Jewish 

state’s history the memory of the Holocaust has fed—or rather has been used 

to feed—Israeli anxieties about the Arab world. A few pertinent examples of 

this should suffice. In the wake of the 1963 proclamation of the short-lived 

Egyptian-Syrian-Iraqi federation (which spoke prominently of “the question 

of Palestine and the national duty to liberate it”), Prime Minister Ben Gurion 

wrote that “after what had happened to the Jews during World War II, he 

could not dismiss the possibility that this might occur again if the Arabs con-

tinued to pursue their policy of belligerency against Israel.”115 Similarly, the 

two weeks that preceded the June 1967 Six-Day War were a period in which 

the entire Israeli nation succumbed to a collective psychosis: “The memory 

of the Holocaust was a powerful psychological force that deepened the feel-

ing of isolation and accentuated the perception of threat.”116 Last, memories 

of the Holocaust resurfaced in Israel during the 1991 Gulf crisis, when the 

Israeli government decided to distribute gas masks to the civilian population 

so as to provide defense against Iraqi missiles suspected of carrying chemical 

warheads. “For a nation haunted by memories of the Nazi gas chambers,” 

writes historian Avi Shlaim, “this was a highly sensitive issue.”117

Many other examples of how Israeli feelings of vulnerability became en-

tangled with and were reinforced by the memory of the Holocaust may be 

cited—including the one concerning the recurring representation of the Pal-

estinians as the present representatives of Nazi exterminism.118 However, the 

examples cited above should provide the reader with a historically grounded 

understanding of the deep-seated anxieties that enabled Israelis to compare 
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Ahmadinejad to Adolph Hitler and Iran’s suspected nuclear buildup to Ger-

many’s acts of aggression in the 1930s.119

I will say more about these analogies and their concrete implications in the 

next chapter. In the meantime, it is important to point out that Israeli schol-

ars’ participation in the production of these analogies should not be easily 

absolved, even if—as Talal Asad has noted—“the reality of [these] feelings [of 

vulnerability], their importance, must be recognized.”120 In the first place, in 

producing Iran as Nazi Germany, and Ahmadinejad as the “new” Hitler, they 

almost invariably fail to mention the nearly thirty-thousand-strong, largely 

prosperous Jewish community in Iran, which is the largest in the Muslim 

Middle East. This community is not a persecuted minority merely “tolerated 

as impure dhimmis,”121 as certain Israeli scholars have repeatedly contended. 

Quite the reverse—although they had experienced persecutions in the more 

distant past, they are currently deeply rooted in the social and cultural fabric 

of Iran and consider Iran (and not Israel) to be their ancestral homeland.

More important, repeated invocations of Hitler as a scarecrow is not only 

tantamount to a dangerous deflation of the Holocaust but also provides one 

more indication that the Israeli-Jewish propaganda arsenal has perhaps run 

out of most of its moral ammunition. Ahmadinejad has rightly earned the 

infamous reputation of a Holocaust denier and an anti-Semite. Yet to raise 

Hitler banners against him means, in effect, to participate in a dangerous 

game whose rules Ahmadinejad himself has set, rules in which the Holocaust 

speedily descends from the rank of the most terrifying horror in modern 

human history to the rank of a sheer political weapon. Moreover, comparing 

Ahmadinejad to Hitler essentially means “to amplify the importance of this 

man, a man who, as opposed to Hitler, is also [largely] abhorred by his fellow 

citizens.”122

Last, I should briefly note the complicity of Israeli scholars with the poetics 

of Hamas and the Hezbollah’s subservience to Iran’s evil designs. As I previ-

ously mentioned, I do not question the existence of Iranian links to or sup-

port for either the Hamas government or the Hezbollah.123 Nor do I wish to 

dwell at length on the folly of the West’s isolation of the democratically elected 

Hamas-led Palestinian government, which only served to push it closer to 

Iran. Indeed, it would be terribly foolish of me to discount Hamas’s Prime 

Minister Ismail Haniyeh’s own account of Iran as the Palestinians’ “strategic 

depth.”124 What I question, though, is these analysts’ portrayal of the relation-

ship between Iran, Hamas, and Hezbollah as one between an omnipotent pa-
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tron and pliant clients. As has been argued time and again (but only rarely in 

Israel), both these organizations have deep-rooted social and political bases, 

they run schools, hospitals, and an extensive welfare system, they enjoy the 

support of the great majority of Palestinians and Lebanese Shiites, respec-

tively, and they are democratically elected to defend the interests of their con-

stituencies rather than any external force such as Iran (or Syria).125 Columbia 

University’s Hamid Dabashi put these arguments most forcefully in the wake 

of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 2006:

The phenomenon of the Lebanese Hezbollah has been the chief focal point of 

the propaganda machinery on behalf of Israel—all behaving as if this thing they 

call “Hezbollah” fell off from the sky on the innocent Lebanese, preventing them 

to live in peace and prosperity with their splendidly democratic, peaceful, and 

generous southern neighbor. . . . Hezbollah is not a band of Martians who have 

landed in Lebanon. Hezbollah in Lebanon is what Hamas is in Palestine . . . 

the political manifestation of the historically denied and politically repressed 

subaltern components of [two] national liberation movements. . . . Hezbollah 

[and] Hamas are not manufactured banalities . . . like al-Qaeda, created and 

crafted by the U.S.-Pakistan-Saudi alliance to fight the Russians. . . . [They] 

are grassroots movements—the shame of the national liberation movements 

in Lebanon [and] Palestine . . . that had historically failed to include the most 

disenfranchised subaltern communities in their emancipatory projects.126

Thus the fact that the Hezbollah arsenal includes missiles of Iranian prov-

enance or that Hamas enjoys Iranian backing should not in any way be taken 

as indisputable proof of a vast anti-Israeli conspiracy concocted by Iranian 

puppeteers. As the editors of Middle East Report recently noted, “By this same 

logic . . . Washington must be ordering every sortie of Israeli F-16s over Beirut 

and every demolition of Palestinian homes by Caterpillar bulldozers.”127 By 

portraying these two organizations as pawns in an Iranian game plan, these 

scholars have in effect continued the colonial tradition, described earlier, 

of constructing and encouraging specific kinds of human subjects (namely 

 Israeli Jews) while outlawing others (namely Palestinians and Lebanese).

CONCLUSION

The Jewish state has not been the only state that has exploited the post-9 / 11 

“war on terrorism” in order to legitimize its repertoires of violence. In other 

parts of the world, too, this war has been localized and negotiated by diverse 
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sources in rather diverse ways. For instance, Karmen Erjavec has shown how 

young Serbian intellectuals recontextualized Bush’s discourse on the “war on 

terrorism” in order to legitimize, retroactively, Serbian violence against Mus-

lims in Bosnia and Kosovo during the 1990s. Erjavec skillfully demonstrates 

how these intellectuals equated the attacks of 9 / 11 with the former Yugoslav 

wars and at the same time rendered former Yugoslav Muslims into “terror-

ists.” Echoing representational strategies employed by Israelis with a view to 

making sense of Palestinian and Lebanese resistance, Serbian intellectuals 

extended the meaning of “terrorism” to include all violent acts carried out 

by Muslims regardless of the specificities of different political and historical 

contexts.128 The same strategy of recontextualization and adaptation of the 

“war on terrorism” has been employed by Russia to hammer in the message 

that “the war in Chechnya is a battle against international terrorism, not a 

brutal suppression of domestic separatists.”129

However, what distinguishes the Israeli case from all other cases is that the 

Jewish state has thus far enjoyed widespread international recognition of its 

self-proclaimed role as the spearhead of the West’s war against Islam in the 

Middle East. Islamophobia in Europe and North America is, no doubt, a form 

of “neo-racism.”130 Israel, it must be stated, has ingeniously exploited this pho-

bia by presenting itself as a gatekeeper against the Islamic tide that threatens 

to flood the entire “free world,” a gatekeeper similar in kind to the legendary 

virtuous Dutch kid who stuck his finger in the dam’s hole.131

Historically, this mission is linked to the desire of the Zionist movement 

from its very outset to (re)enter into a permanent alliance with Euro-Amer-

ican imperialism against the Arabs in the eastern Mediterranean.132 The 9 / 11 

attacks, which coincided with the second Intifada, presented the Jewish state 

with a golden opportunity to enter into such an anti-Arab Western alliance, 

first against the Palestinians and then, in the summer of 2006, against the 

Lebanese as well. By wiring together Palestine and Lebanon with Afghanistan 

and Iraq, the alliance could present all four territories as different parts of the 

very same “war on terrorism.” This enabled Israel to construct the former two 

as “spaces of exception” and thereby to subject their inhabitants to a sort of 

biopolitics in which they would appear as outcasts—as “nothing more than 

points on a map or nodes in a network: in short, as targets.”133 As I have shown, 

the poetics of Ahmadinejad equals Iran equals Nazi Germany equals a nuclear 

Holocaust facilitated and concretized the fiction of world terrorism into which 

Palestinians and Lebanese were cast as an undifferentiated mass of “targets.”
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On the eve of the war on Lebanon, Ha’aretz commentator Gideon 

Levy lamented the fact that Israelis “stopped asking questions” about the 

occupation:

The press, whose role it is to ask questions, hardly asks questions at all; the 

Knesset won’t ask questions; the attorney general won’t ask questions; the High 

Court won’t ask questions; teachers, doctors, students, and intellectuals—they 

hardly ask questions; and of course we can’t expect IDF commanders and the 

security forces to ask any questions either. There is no clearer sign for society’s 

ills than the fact that it has stopped asking questions.134

Meanwhile, politician-turned-Ha’aretz columnist Yossi Sarid didn’t mince 

terms either in reprimanding the Israeli media for succumbing entirely to the 

national consensus during the Lebanon war. The media, Sarid charged,

Stood for the most part among the national chorus, like in a tragedy, and went 

along as usual with the government and the chief of staff. . . . [I]t usually played 

according to an official score composed and dictated by ministers and generals. . . . 

In the early days, before the war lengthened and grew complicated, not many 

wondered whether it would be best not to attack at all. The media . . . looked like 

the Knesset, which silently listened to Ehud Olmert’s recruitment speech; and it 

had the same look about it as public opinion, 90 percent of which unconditionally 

supported the opening moves of the war—onward, onward. . . . 135

As I have argued in this chapter, it was by and large the production of Iran as 

the embodiment of world terrorism that has kept many Israelis silent about 

and complicit with the devastation that their military has been sowing in Pal-

estine and in Lebanon.

 Talal Asad is struck “by the fact that modern states are able to destroy 

and disrupt life more easily and on a much grander scale than ever before” 

and “by the ingenuity with which so many politicians, public intellectuals, 

and journalists provide moral justifications for killing and demeaning other 

human beings.”136 Although history has shown that Israel needed neither 

Iran nor the discourse on the “war on terrorism” in order to perpetrate and 

justify acts of violence, they certainly supplied it with the justification and 

the support it needed for the enactment of unreprimanded acts of cruelty.
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	 4	THE UNCLASSIFIABLE

Iran’s Jews in Zionist-Israeli Imagination

If you think Judaism and Zionism are one, it is like thinking Islam 

and the Taliban are the same, and they are not.

— Ciamak Morsatheq, head of the Jewish hospital in Tehran, 

August 2007

when฀ the฀ iranian฀ revolution broke out, and as protests against the 

Shah spread, Israeli politicians, public intellectuals, and journalists began 

to raise serious concerns about the fate of Iranian Jewry.1 Expressing these 

concerns, in November 1978 the Knesset Committee for Immigration (ali-

yah) and  Absorption issued an extraordinary report that called upon these 

Jews “to immigrate to Israel in order to establish their lives and homes there.” 

Throughout history, the report stated, “Persian Jewry experienced multiple 

anti-Semitic outbreaks.” Invoking the image of the fourth-century b.c. vizier 

of the Persian Empire under King Ahasuerus (Artaxerxes), thereby conflating 

the distant (mythological) past and present realities, the report noted “the 

Persian kingdom where . . . the wicked Haman, who wanted to exterminate 

the Jews, had risen and fallen.”2

Iranian Jewry has almost invariably aroused great interest among the vari-

ous Israeli establishments, partly because they are counted as one of the most 

ancient Jewish communities in the Middle East, partly because of the “special 

relationship” that developed between Israel and Iran under the old monarchi-

cal regime, and partly, as mentioned, because the 1979 revolution and its af-

termath redirected attention to their safety.3 More recently, Iranian president 

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s anti-Israel and anti-Jewish rhetoric, not to men-

tion his relentless campaign to play down the significance of the Holocaust, 

has only increased these anxieties. And yet, despite this long-standing interest 

in Iranian Jewry, critical scholarship has thus far remained conspicuously re-

luctant to engage with them in any meaningful way.4
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Indeed, since the late 1970s, there has developed a vigorously critical litera-

ture on the exclusionary aspects of the Zionist project in Palestine and Israel. 

This literature has made far-reaching methodological and historiographical 

breakthroughs. Inspired by postcolonial theories and paradigms, this schol-

arship forcefully demonstrated that the location of the Mizrahim within the 

Jewish state and their politics of identity are intricately linked to that state’s 

drive to sustain its image as an island of enlightened democracy in the Middle 

East. To varying degrees, this scholarship demonstrated that the Mizrahim’s 

inclusion in the Israeli “melting pot,” never quite successful, was conditioned 

on the creation of an impossible rupture between what were, up to their mi-

gration to Israel, compatible aspects of their identity—Arab and Jewish. In 

doing so, it unveiled the colonial underpinnings of Zionism’s attitudes toward 

its “Jewish victims,”5 showing—to use Ehud Barak’s sympathetic description 

of the general Israeli sentiment of alienation from the Middle East—how and 

why “deep down, Israelis do not want to integrate into this region, which is 

poor, authoritarian, brutal, and despicably corrupt.”6

However, with the benefit of hindsight it is possible to argue today that this 

scholarship has not been devoid of several limitations. The underlying limita-

tion from which, I think, most other limitations arise, has to do with the fact 

that the term Mizrahim is almost invariably used in this literature to refer to 

the Jews from Arab countries, hence “[reducing] the relevance of Jews from 

non-Arab Middle Eastern countries such as Turkey and Iran.”7 Why critical 

scholars have generally tended to exclude non-Arab “Oriental” Jews from their 

analyses is a most intriguing question, the answer to which is perhaps linked 

to their respective politics of identity.8 Be that as it may, by focusing almost 

exclusively on Arab Jews as sole representatives of the Mizrahim, these schol-

ars missed out on the plurality of voices, as well as the ambivalences, tensions, 

and contradictions inherent in Zionist-Israeli perceptions of various Middle 

Eastern Jewries in their multiple contexts. By assuming a correlation between 

Arab and non-Arab Middle East Jews, and thinking about them in mono-

lithic terms, they paradoxically reproduced the very essentialist assumptions 

of the earlier canonical approaches they set out to dismantle.9 This is perhaps 

another instance of how “post-colonial studies—once a provocative and illu-

minating new way to approach problems in their fields—has become staid or 

inert so that it now requires, in its turn, a revivifying influx from those intel-

lectual quarters that once benefited from its paradigm-shifting energies.”10
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The following discussion of Iranian Jewry in Zionist-Israeli imagination 

is intended to start filling these voids by building on, and adding to, critical 

analyses of Zionism and the Mizrahim.

In the first two sections, I argue that Israeli understandings of Iranian 

Jewry before the revolution were locked in between two contradictory narra-

tives. On the one hand, like Arab Jews, Iran’s Jews were relegated to an Orien-

tal exilic space “outside of history.” Their “return to history”—their cure from 

the “abnormalities of exile”—was thus conditioned on their assimilation into 

the Israeli “melting pot,” or if you will, their meeting the civilizing require-

ments necessary for achieving what Michael Selzer provocatively described 

many years ago as “the Aryanization of the Jewish State.”11 On the other hand, 

in light of the old monarchical regime’s ardent inculcation of anti-Arab Aryan 

identity, as well as this regime’s implementation of colonial visions of modern-

ization, Israelis came to view Iranian Jews as historical subjects in their own 

right. As a result, they allowed these Jews to remain in Iran on condition that 

they would pass through civilizing trajectories similar in kind to those which 

the Mizrahim in Israel were required to experience: if permitted to assimilate 

into Euro-America without renouncing their Jewish identity, they could very 

well go on living among their “Oriental”-turned-“Aryan” Muslim compatri-

ots. In short, by locking Iranian Jews in between two conflicting discourses—

Orientalism and Aryanism—the Jewish state has in effect revealed its inability 

to classify them in any clearly bounded ethnic and cultural categories.

In the third section, I go on to suggest that the 1979 revolution further 

complicated fundamental assertions common to most brands of Zionist 

nationalism—namely, that Jews everywhere, but particularly non-European 

Jews, should be treated as primary targets of the Zionist redemptive mission in 

Palestine. This revolution, I argue, was the first dramatic event after the mass 

migration of Middle East Jews to Israel in the early 1950s that seriously chal-

lenged this assertion. During and after the revolution the state of Israel was 

hardly in the Iranian Jews’ minds. Although a handful of them did migrate 

to Israel, many others either remained in the Islamic republic or fled to the 

countries of Euro-America. While fitting well with the prevailing reluctance 

of world Jewry to resettle in Israel, this conduct by Iranian Jews imploded the 

Zionist master-narrative of destruction and redemption, for it introduced a 

third—unthinkable and, once again, unclassifiable—existential option, one 

that involved neither their destruction (in Iran) nor their redemption (in the 

Jewish state).
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UNDER THE SHAH REGIME, TAKE 1: ORIENTALISM

I have already discussed in this book the Zionist denial of the Arab-Muslim 

East, which has as its corollary the denial of the identities, cultures, and mem-

ories of Middle East Jews. Ella Shohat forcefully sums up the exclusionary 

aspects of these attitudes:

Zionist writings and speeches frequently advance the historiographically 

suspect idea that Jews of the Orient, prior to their “ingathering” into Israel, were 

somehow “outside of” history, thus ironically echoing 19th-century assessments, 

such as those of Hegel, that Jews, like blacks, lived outside of the progress of 

Western civilization. European Zionists in this sense resemble Fanon’s colonizer 

who always “makes history”; whose life is “an epoch,” “an Odyssey” against 

which the natives form an “almost inorganic background.”12

Zionist-Israeli attitudes toward Iranian Jewry were oftentimes rooted in simi-

lar racial and cultural hierarchies. Like non-European colonized subjects in 

general and Arab Jews in particular, Iranian Jews were consigned to backward-

ness and imagined as people living outside of the boundaries of culture and 

civilization. Consider the following account of Jewish youth in Iran penned 

by a Jewish Agency emissary in the late 1940s:

The conditions of their existence are limited, as is the scope of their world; 

pragmatic explanations are useless, for in their narrowness, their thinking too, 

has become lethargic. Mere rebuke is of no avail, but, like all children of the 

Orient, they too may be inspired. Illusion works. Instead of the spark of thought, 

give them a picture; instead of reasoning—a fable. It will take wing.13

It was also related that the Jewish “ghetto” in Iran was a “symbol of dirt and 

disease”;14 if you but enter the alleys of this ghetto, as another observer point-

ed out in the late 1950s, “your flesh will curl. You would not believe that people 

live like this. Where we live,” he concluded, “even the Society for the Protec-

tion of Cruelty to Animals would not permit beasts or cattle to live under such 

conditions.”15

While these observers consigned Iranian Jews to a state of utter backward-

ness, they did not, however, lay the responsibility for their desolate conditions 

at their doorstep. Rather, following the axioms of Zionist nationalism, they 

regarded these conditions as deriving not from any organic, biological-cum-

racial flaw but from the alleged flaws inherent in the Jews’ imperfect and ab-

normal exilic existence. In the late 1940s a reporter named Yitzhak Ben Ziv 
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defended Iranian Jewry, writing, “They are not guilty; they are the victims 

of a heartless exile. . . . They are certainly not responsible for reaching such 

spiritual and social desolation.”16

Zionism’s “civilizing mission” was to rescue Oriental Jews from their 

“primitive exilic conditions” by relocating them to the modern, Western Jew-

ish state. It is therefore not at all surprising that Israeli historians considered 

the 1917 Balfour Declaration, which viewed with favor the establishment in 

Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, “the onset of Redemp-

tion of Iranian Jewry.”17 Explicit redemptionist traits were especially ascribed 

to “Operation Cyrus” (1948–1952), in the course of which thirty thousand 

Iranian Jews were brought to Israel. The name, of course, bears a distinctly 

symbolic meaning: Cyrus was King of Persia and Medea, the founder of the 

great Achaemanid Dynasty, who enabled the exiles of Judah and Jerusalem to 

return, hence ushering in the “Second Temple Period.” According to Esther 

Kanka-Shekalim, “when the wave of immigration began,” multitudes of Ira-

nian Jews flocked to the gates of the Jewish state “seeking permanent libera-

tion from the dark curse of Exile. . . .”18

Clearly there are silences lurking behind this idealized, redemptive nar-

rative, not the least because it completely glosses over the experiences of dis-

crimination and severe political and economic dislocations suffered in Israel 

by Iranian Jews, along with other Mizrahi groups. This neat and linear narra-

tive—which still enjoys the “scientific” authority endowed upon it by massive 

historiography—portrays a smooth and pleasant transition from Exile to the 

Land of Israel, from slavery to freedom, and, of course, from tradition to mo-

dernity.19 A book in beginners’ Hebrew published in the mid-1960s describes 

the Iranian Jews’ “rescue” from their Iranian “captors” as follows: “Family 

after family, village after village, town after town, [the Jews of Iran] left the 

land in which they had suffered so much in the past, in order to establish for 

themselves new homes in the homeland.”20

This reference to Iranians as “captors” and to Iran as “the dark curse of 

exile” clearly demonstrates that the history of Iran’s Jews in Israel has been 

silenced together with their history in their country of birth, Iran. Critical 

scholarship has shown how the Zionist denial of the Arab-Muslim East and 

the related desire to de-Orientalize incoming Arab Jews produced a “Euro-

centric reading of ‘Jewish History,’ [which] . . . hijacks the Jews of Islam from 

their own geography and subsumes them into the history of the European-

Ashkenazi shtetl.”21 As a result, the centuries-long relations between Muslims 
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and Jews in the Middle East were reduced to a recurrent story of oppression, 

punctuated by periodic pogroms and expulsions, of fragile existence imbued 

with fear and humiliation, reminiscent to the history that the Jews had expe-

rienced in mid-twentieth-century Europe.22

According to Mark Cohen, such understandings of the relations between 

Jews and Muslims in Arab countries are tantamount to a “neo-lachrymose 

conception of Jewish-Arab history.”23 Israeli writings on the history of the 

relations between Muslims and Jews in Iran have also been marred by this 

conception, with one telling exception: the rich scholarship on “Judeo-

Persian literatures,” which has generally been dedicated to unraveling the 

reciprocal liturgical, literary, and cultural interconnections between Jews 

and Muslims in Iranian history.24 Regretfully, however, in most other fields 

of Iranian studies, “many aspects and periods of this approximately three 

thousand years of Jewish-Iranian and Judeo-Islamic symbiosis are still 

shrouded in obscurity,” as Israeli Judeo-Persian scholar David Yeroushalmi 

contends.25 Yeroushalmi goes on to suggest that this stems in large part from 

a dearth of reliable information, as well as insufficient research and scholarly 

interest.26 While this may very well be true, an additional reason may be the 

blindness-inducing assumption that the Jewish state is the only place where 

non-European Jews could escape a bitter fate (perhaps similar in kind to that 

of European Jewry).27

David Menashri, prominent Israeli professor of Iranian studies, thus sum-

marizes nearly two-and-a-half millennia of Jewish history in Iran in a sweep-

ing stroke as follows: “The history of the Jews of Iran . . . has been one of 

oppression, persecution and harassment. It goes back to the Zoroastrian times 

and continued intermittently till the end of the Qajar dynasty (1796–1925). 

Qajar rule was one long series of persecutions in almost any place where Jews 

were then residing.”28 Another Israeli observer, Haim Sadok, pointed out that 

“the Jews [of Iran] have, at all times and under all different regimes, been sub-

ject to murder, robbery and plunder”;29 and still another expert on Iranian 

Jewry wrote,

During the Sassanid period . . . the Jews were persecuted and had the skin 

stripped off their bodies while still alive. When they converted to Islam, these 

same Iranians continued to view the Jew as an impure foreigner, which ought 

to be removed from the Iranian environment. . . . Throughout the nineteenth 

century thousands [of Jews] were killed or forced to convert to Islam. In Tabriz 
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the Jewish community was liquidated; children were thrown to the air and 

impaled on bayonets. In Barforosh, Jews were cast into boiling water. Thus, Jews 

suffered physical and spiritual devastation in nearly each and every town.30

I do not wish to deny that the Jews of Iran have had their share of suffering 

and persecution; nor do I wish to idealize Jewish-Muslim relations in Iranian 

history. Rather, the pertinent point I want to make here is that viewing Jewish 

Iranian history solely as “a long chain of persecutions and atrocities almost 

everywhere”31 is quite simplistic. In truth, “There have been expulsions, forced 

conversions, pogroms and blood libels, as well as incessant discrimination.”32 

But this is a terribly narrow and selective reading of Iranian history: not only 

does it fail to assess the Jews’ conditions “between one documented onslaught 

and another”33 or to recognize that Jews and Iranians were never strangers 

to each other, it also fails to take into account protracted periods in which 

Jewish-Muslim cooperation and mutuality overshadowed other aspects of 

their relationship.34

It is interesting to note that to the extent that Israeli historians identi-

fied reciprocal influences between Jews and Muslims in Iranian history, they 

treated these influences haphazardly and anecdotally, as though they were 

merely “surface disturbances, crests of foam,” to borrow from Fernand Brau-

del’s imagery of the limitations of histoire événementielle (history of events).35 

For example, historian of Iran Avraham Cohen aptly suggests that the most 

basic “institution of Jewish learning” in nineteenth-century Iran was called 

“maktab khaneh” or “khani mulla,” and that the teacher there “was referred 

to [interchangeably] as mulla’, khalifa’, or hakham.”36 While this observation 

attests to the writer’s awareness of social and institutional exchanges between 

Muslims and Jews in Iran, by further proposing that this institution was 

“analogous to the Jewish religious school (heder) in the West” he renders these 

exchanges as totally inconsequential.37 Arguably, by superimposing the Jew-

ish-European experience on the Jewish-Iranian experience, Cohen detaches 

Iran’s Jews from their specific Iranian, “Oriental” context and dismembers 

their identity.

 In conclusion, like many non-European Jewish communities, Iranian 

Jews were conceived of as people inhabiting a flat and unchanging plane, a 

“natural” and exotic site standing in contrast to modern Western society 

characterized by tolerance, democracy, and human values. This conception 

conferred upon the Zionist project the redemptive role of extricating these 
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Jews from their Oriental conditions, leading them neatly and comfortably 

into a modern, Euro-American society in Palestine. As Sadok notes with great 

satisfaction, “The very same tens of thousands [of Jews who came] from the 

most impoverished and indigent corners of Iran . . . won an admirable place in 

the mosaic of the creative and constructive society in Israel.”38

UNDER THE SHAH REGIME, TAKE 2: ARYANISM

As we have seen, dominant Zionist-Israeli views on Iranian Jewry have drawn 

on the same conceptual repertoire as the corresponding views on Arab Jews. 

However, at the same time these perceptions radically diverged from those 

about Arab Jews in that they paradoxically established distance from the 

very notions they seemed to be authorizing and reproducing. That is to say, 

 Zionist-Israeli understandings of Iran’s Jews produced not only conventional 

or hegemonic views deriving mainly from the Zionist foundational concept 

of “negation of exile” but also different views that undermined this concept’s 

categorical exclusions and denials.39

To understand this crucial point it is necessary to briefly switch from the 

subject at hand and examine the Zionist-Israeli view within the context of 

the cultural values that were at work in the Israeli-Iranian relationship before 

1979, as discussed in Chapter 2. To recapitulate, the Shah conducted his rela-

tions with the Jewish state under a thick veil of secrecy, believing that overt 

relations with Israel would harm Iran’s standing with the Arab states and fuel 

domestic clerical and leftist opposition. It was for this reason that despite re-

peated Israeli protests the Shah refused to grant the Jewish state more than 

de facto recognition. Nevertheless, by the 1970s, Israeli-Iranian relations had 

mushroomed into “a not-so-secret marriage of convenience.”40 As I have ar-

gued, this “marriage of convenience” was made possible owing to common 

politico-strategic interests, but also—perhaps mainly—to corresponding 

partitions and enclosures that isolated each state from the surrounding Arab 

Middle East.41 To ensure this isolation from the Arab world, the two states 

implemented colonial ideals of modernization that involved the coercive sec-

ularization—or more appropriately, the de-Orientalization—of their respec-

tive Jewish and Iranian subjects; both were to be molded in accordance with 

the image of Aryanism, with a view of making them European in each and 

every respect, except in their religion.42

Thus on the one hand, Israelis regarded Iran as helplessly “Oriental,” and 

designated Iran’s Jews as primary objects of the Zionist civilizing mission, as 
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though they lacked free will and volition. In this instance Iranian Jews were 

not treated any better than other Mizrahi groups, and most prominently Arab 

Jews. On the other hand, owing to the Shah regime’s reliance on Aryan iden-

tity, which was intended to induce Iranians into believing that they were really 

European in their origin,43 Israelis increasingly removed Iran from an exilic, 

“Oriental” space. As a result, they were willing to grant qualified approval for 

the Jews’ continued life in Iran. Hence, I argue, Zionist / Israeli perceptions 

of Iranian Jewry generated two contradictory notions—the one of “negation 

of exile” and the other of what Amnon Raz-Krakotzkin aptly describes as the 

“negation of negation of exile.”44

This dialectic of at once rejecting and affirming Jewish life in Pahlavi Iran 

appears in the sources at hand unambiguously. Consider, for example, the 

following observation by Amnon Netzer, a leading Israeli expert in the field 

of Iranian Jewry:

Iranian Jews are attached to the state and the culture of Iran. Culturally, the 

assimilation of the Jewish community was more complete than that of many 

other tribes, ethnic groups and religious minorities in Iran. . . . The Jews were 

the only minority in Iran who, although non-Iranian in their historical, cultural 

and religious origins, created a huge quantity of poetry in the Persian language, 

with many common Judeo-Iranian themes. . . . They were the only religious 

minority whose liturgy contains, alongside prayers, lyrical poems written by 

non-Jewish Iranian poets. The mother tongue of the Iranian Jew is Persian. He 

values it and thinks and creates in that language. This is unlike other minorities 

in Persia, such as the Armenians and Assyrians, who preserved their original 

language both as a spoken language and as the language of cultural creativity.45

As this writer maintains, Iran’s Jews are a separate group that does not really 

belong to Iran in terms of their “historical, cultural and religious origins,” 

but at the same time they are deeply immersed in and have assimilated into 

Iranian culture and identity. The same writer expresses similar overlapping 

notions of “negation of exile” and “negation of negation of exile” elsewhere, 

in his inquiry into what he calls “the complex situation of the Iranian Jew”: 

“On the inside he is a Jew . . . attached to Israel and to the Jewish people, while 

on the outside he is Iranian . . . imbued with a deep and long-standing appre-

ciation of Iranian culture.”46 An analogous dialectic appears in the following 

words by Mordechai Bar On, a senior Jewish Agency official who visited Iran 

at the height of the Shah’s power in the early 1970s. “The Persian environ-
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ment,” he said, “is different from other [Middle East] environments.” Bar On 

went on to explain:

From an economic perspective [Iran] is entirely open for Jews. In addition, 

in everyday life there is substantial openness in social relations. I’ve been told 

that young Jewish men prefer to interact with Muslim women, and even Jewish 

women [prefer to associate with] Muslim men. . . . [However,] despite this 

openness . . . the Jews don’t forget their Judaism for even one minute and the 

Muslims won’t allow them to forget it. Hence a conflict emerges. . . . 47

These expressions of ambivalence provide one more indication that Zionism, 

contrary to its seemingly unconditional repudiation of exile, has given up, 

at least in practice and in certain contexts, on the claim for exclusive repre-

sentation of world Jewry. Recognizing the possibility of Jewish life in Iran 

inevitably depends on a prior recognition, namely that secure, prosperous, 

and creative Jewish existence outside the boundaries of the Jewish sovereign 

state was, in effect, possible. Such recognition militates against the very idea 

that the Jewish state, as the focal point of the “ingathering of exiles,” is the one 

single solution to the “Jewish problem.”

For clarity’s sake, I will elaborate on this theme a bit further. The prophet 

of Zionism, Theodore Herzl, had realized that only by leaving German soil 

and founding a Jewish state would he ever be truly German: “At present I 

am not recognized as a German,” he wrote. “That will come soon, once we 

are over there.”48 Indeed, a dominant paradox in Zionism’s view of the world, 

which was planted in its first, tentative moments but seems to me revelatory 

for where we find ourselves today, is that the exodus of the Jews from Europe 

and the hope of establishing a separate Jewish entity in the East was in fact a 

way of joining—or assimilating into—Europe.49 Hand in hand with the fail-

ure of the Jews’ assimilation into Europe came also the dawning realization 

that to become European they would have to go somewhere else. To create the 

necessary link with Christian Europe, to create a Western, “Judeo-Christian 

civilization,” the Jews would have to relocate from Europe to Palestine where 

they would establish a colony of their own; “actual return to the biblical glory 

days of Jewish independence—and imperialism—it was this that would cure 

the Jews of Jewishness, for Jewishness remained despised.”50 There they would 

be permitted to remain true to their Jewish identity and at the same time to 

“act ‘as if ’ ”51 they were indistinguishable from the European gentiles they had 

left behind.
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If Israeli readings of Iran and of Iran’s Jewry appear truly exceptional, it 

is because they unmistakably imply that these Jews could very well go on liv-

ing in “exilic” Iran, as they could in Israel, as long as the Shah retained their 

links to the Christian West as a bulwark against the Arab Middle East. Under 

such circumstances, the imperative of “negation of exile” no longer seems ap-

plicable. If permitted to assimilate into Europe without having to renounce 

their Jewish identity, Iran’s Jews could very well go on living in their country 

of birth, which, in turn, would no longer be regarded as “exilic.” The follow-

ing observation by Netzer makes this point explicitly clear:

The Jews sought with all their might to look (le-hera’ot) Iranian. They strove 

hard to identify with the values and symbols of secular Iranian nationalism, on 

the one hand, and, on the other hand, to remain Jewish in their religion. They 

loved Persian poetry and literature, enjoyed Persian music, enthusiastically 

celebrated Iranian national holidays, changed their Jewish names to Iranian 

names and took pride in Iran’s pre-Islamic [Aryan] past. At least in terms of 

historical and cultural consciousness, the Jews, so it appears, enjoyed greater 

possibilities for rapprochement with Iranians and with the trends of secular 

Iranian nationalism.52

In reading this text and others of its kind, one may feel a creeping sense of déjà 

vu. Clearly, these texts can be read as a call for the fulfillment of the Zionist 

vision of the “Oriental” Jew-turned-European, only without her or him actu-

ally having to leave Iran for Palestine in order to achieve that transformation. 

While the Zionist solution for the Jews was, as mentioned, to go to Palestine, 

where European gentiles could not interfere in their drive for de-Orientaliza-

tion, in the Shah’s Iran, so it seems, they were permitted to de-Orientalize at 

the same time that they interacted with the “Aryan” (albeit Muslim) majority 

in everyday life.

Thus as long as the Shah seemed willing and able to submerge Iran into 

the Christian West, Israelis did not prohibit Jewish life there. Having removed 

Iran from an Oriental space, they increasingly came to classify these Jews as 

part of the well-off Jewish diasporas in the capitalist West. A report submitted 

to the Ministry of Immigration and Absorption in 1971, while voicing acute 

frustration with the dearth of interest in Israel among Iranian Jews, read as 

follows: “The situation of [Iranian] Jews today is above decent and they belong 

to the category of Jews from the developed countries (artzot ha-revaha), such 
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as the U.S., Britain [and] France. We must approach them as we approach 

those [Jewish] communities in the developed countries.”53

The classification of Iran’s Jews as “Western” and “affluent” also made it 

easier for Israeli immigration officials to accept as fait accompli their unwill-

ingness to migrate to Israel. Sadok, for instance, while complaining that Israel 

does not offer so powerful an attraction for these Jews, nevertheless admitted 

that due to their complete integration into the surrounding Iranian society, 

economy, and culture, they have “increasingly come to see their residence 

[there] as long-term, if not permanent.”54

It is interesting to briefly mention the comparable ambivalent Israeli at-

titude toward North American Jews, as summarized by the late sociologist 

Baruch Kimmerling: “While most Israelis (70%) know well that American 

Jews don’t consider themselves to be in a state of exile, 60% of [Israelis] ac-

cept the Zionist argument that . . . America is exile.”55 That Israeli diaspora 

discourse treated American Jews and Iranian Jews at the time of the Shah 

with equal ambivalence is not accidental. It demonstrates that Zionism and 

the Jewish state have in effect come to accept the Jewish exilic condition, but 

only insofar as “diasporic” Jews are seen to inhabit a space that somehow re-

mains connected to Western Christendom—even if that space happens to be 

geographically located within the Muslim Middle East.

UNDER THE AYATOLLAHS:  

NEITHER REDEMPTION NOR DESTRUCTION

In July 2007, the Israeli and international media reported that the Israeli gov-

ernment had been trying a new way to entice Iranian Jews to Israel. Several 

such attempts had been made since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, and all of 

them, including this latest, failed miserably. This most recent effort, however, 

was unique in that it included substantial financial incentives for would-be 

Iranian immigrants. To step up these efforts, Israel now backed a move by 

Christian evangelicals and “expatriate” Jewish donors to guarantee each and 

every Iranian family $60,000, and each and every Iranian individual $10,000, 

provided they settled in Israel. Significantly, these sums were offered in ad-

dition to a host of existing financial incentives that are offered to Jewish im-

migrants, including loans and cheap mortgages.56 Iran’s Jews largely rejected 

this proposal, although a group of forty Iranian Jews, comprising ten families 

and three individuals, did eventually arrive in Israel as a result.57 A statement 

released by the Society of Iranian Jews said that their national identity was not 



108 THE UNCLASSIFIABLE

for sale: “The identity of Iranian Jews is not tradable for any amount of money. 

Iranian Jews are among the most ancient Iranians. Iran’s Jews love their Ira-

nian identity and their culture, so threats and this immature political entice-

ment will not achieve their aim of wiping out the identity of Iranian Jews.”58

This brief episode is instructive for two reasons. First of all, it demonstrates 

that from an Israeli vantage point, the 1979 Iranian revolution put an end to all 

ambivalences regarding the prospects and desirability of Jewish life in Iran. 

As I have argued, for nearly three decades Israelis have framed the clash with 

Iran as one between a backward, Islamic, religious, and oriental dictatorship 

on the one hand, and a modern, Jewish, secular, and Western democracy on 

the other hand. Construing post-1979 Iranian realities as the inverse picture 

of pre-1979 Iranian realities,59 Israelis reconsigned Iran to an Oriental space 

and, accordingly, insisted on viewing that country as an unsafe zone for its 

Jewish inhabitants. From this time forward, the Jewish state reverted to mak-

ing sense of the condition of Iran’s Jews mainly in terms of the dichotomy of 

“destruction” (in Iran) and “redemption” (in Israel), which was juxtaposed to 

the Orientalist East-West (and exile-homeland) divide upon which modern 

Jewish identity has been and still is founded.

As the episode of enticing Iran’s Jews to Israel further suggests, since the 

1979 revolution the Jewish state has found it excruciatingly difficult to come 

to terms with both the continued attachment of Iran’s Jews to their ancestral 

homeland—“despite the . . . horrid and persistent anti-Jewish racist trait en-

demic in Iranian popular culture and even in Persian literature”60—and these 

Jews’ unambiguous reluctance to leave Iran for Israel to find refuge from the 

“abnormalities of exile.” Indeed, contrary to Israeli expectations, when the 

revolution came about, the Jewish state was hardly in the minds of Iran’s Jews. 

Until 1979 the Jewish community in Iran numbered as many as eighty thou-

sand. During and after the revolution only several thousands (ten to fifteen 

thousand at the most) migrated to Israel, while many tens of thousands chose 

to relocate to the countries of Euro-America.61 Significantly, many other Ira-

nian Jews—roughly thirty thousand—chose to remain in Iran, with many 

identifying with the post-1979 Iranian state.62

To be sure, in spite of the 1979 revolution and the many hardships they have 

subsequently experienced, many of Iran’s Jews did not waver in their identifi-

cation with the country of their birth. Anthropologist Mary Hegland reports, 

for example, that members of the Jewish community in some Iranian towns 

participated in anti-Shah protest marches and chanted revolutionary slogans 
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in support of the resistance movement.63 According to other reports, after the 

outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War in September 1980, Iranian Jews had actively 

participated in the fighting and in certain cases even adopted the Shiite term 

shahadat (martyrdom) to honor their dead.64 Moreover, since 1979 prominent 

members of the Iranian Jewish community have repeatedly voiced their sup-

port for their government’s policy vis-à-vis the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 

calling on Israel to withdraw from the occupied territories.65 More recently, 

Maurice Mohtamed, in his capacity as head of the Society of Iranian Jews and 

Iran’s sole Jewish representative in the Majles (Parliament), even asserted that 

Iran’s Jews fully endorsed their government’s nuclear policy.66 On the whole, 

however, Israeli observers—for whom Jewish-Muslim interactions in post-

1979 Iran could play out only in pogroms and persecutions, and for whom 

Jewish life in the Orient was totally unimaginable—adamantly refused to ac-

cept these Jews’ continued attachment and loyalty to their country of birth.

According to Michel-Rolph Trouillot, “When reality does not coincide 

with deeply held beliefs, human beings tend to phrase interpretations that 

force reality within the scope of these beliefs. They devise formulas to repress 

the unthinkable and to bring it back within the realm of accepted discourse.”67 

Israelis reacted to the “anomaly” of continued Jewish life in and allegiance to 

post-1979 Iran in ways that confirmed this observation by Trouillot. Instead 

of questioning the truth of their ready-made assumptions, they forced these 

assumptions on reality. As a result, they read these Jews’ continued settle-

ment in Iran and their expressions of support for the Iranian government 

as a tactical, instrumental maneuver that, not unlike the Shiite injunction 

of taqiyah (dissimulation), conveyed neither genuine intention nor genuine 

belief. Israeli scholar Menashri thus asserted that the Jews who remained in 

Iran “demonstratively shifted their loyalty to the Islamic Republic,”68 while 

another observer suggested that, in doing so, “the remaining [Jewish] survi-

vors (sh’erit ha-pletah) attempted to save their skin and prevent attacks against 

them.”69 Sadok noted in the same vein that Iran’s Jews were “new converses 

(anusim) . . . seeking to save their skins and those of the [remaining] Jewish 

community.”70

The utter failure of Israelis to come to terms with the choices made by 

Iranian Jews stemmed in no small part from an entrenched assumption that 

Judaism and Zionism were one and the same—that Zionism expressed both 

the national and religious desire of all Jews. This, of course, is the well-known 

Zionist conflation of (largely messianic) Judaism, which was an important 
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element in the cultures of Middle East Jews, and the European-Zionist desire 

for secular-national “redemption” in Palestine, which not too many a Mid-

dle East Jew ever really cared much for.71 Such conflation prevented Israeli 

observers from recognizing that identities are not at all uniform and homo-

geneous, and that Iranian Jews could very well be both Jewish and Iranian 

without necessarily ascribing to Zionism.72 (This, no doubt, is reminiscent of 

the aforementioned binary opposition between Arabs and Jews in Zionism, 

a dichotomy that “denies the Arabness of Arab Jews, positing Arabness and 

Jewishness as irreconcilable opposites.”)73

Thus, in a discussion that took place in 1981 at the Institute for Contem-

porary Jewry in the Hebrew University, historian Menashri admitted that he 

found it a “paradox” that Iranian Jews continued to practice their Judaism 

while expressing so little interest, and sometimes even hostility, toward Zion-

ism and the state of Israel. Among these Jews, he said, there was “a difference 

between their relation to Judaism and their relation to Zionism . . . and I 

couldn’t explain this.”74 Significantly, Iran’s Jews themselves refused to accept 

the Zionist equation of religion and national allegiance, as an Iranian Jew-

ish leader, Ciamak Morsatheq, recently remarked: “If you think Judaism and 

Zionism are one, it is like thinking Islam and the Taliban are the same, and 

they are not.”75

In regard to 1979 and its immediate aftermath, the Israeli Knesset, cap-

tivated by ideological certainties (rather than by individual contingencies), 

contemplated taking action to “rescue” Iran’s Jews—or in other words, to 

bring about their redemption in Israel against their will and volition. Thus 

even though it was reported that the majority of Iranian Jews did not be-

lieve in “the possibility of being saved in Israel, [and] even placed their trust 

in Khomeini,”76 or that “abuses against [Jews] . . . equaled abuses against 

other Iranian citizens,”77 there was mounting official pressure for devising an 

“emergency plan” to “rescue” them: “we need an intensive emergency plan to 

extricate tens of thousands of Iranian Jews,” as one newspaper commentary 

insisted.78 However, as previously noted, most of Iran’s Jews refused to mi-

grate to and settle in the Jewish state. Consequently, on the eve of Khomeini’s 

triumphant return to Iran, in January 1979, two Israeli state officials were dis-

patched to Iran on a mission to induce the Jews to leave for Israel.79 According 

to various reports, the Jewish community there received them with open arms 

but, still, asked the officials to report back to the Israeli government that they 

wanted to be left, as it were, alone.80
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It is interesting to note in passing a comparable failure of Israeli authorities 

to come to grips with the reluctance of other Middle East Jewries to resettle 

in Israel. The most recent example of this dates back to the 2003 war on Iraq, 

when an attempt was made to encourage the immigration—or aliyah—of the 

“saving remnant” of Iraqi Jews, thirty-four childless elderly individuals. How-

ever, as Ha’aretz reported, much to the dismay of Israeli officials there was, in 

fact, no “existential danger” to their lives and property; and, moreover, these 

Jews “indicated that . . . [they] did not wish to immigrate to Israel.”81 (It was 

in relation to this episode that Ha’aretz commentator Benny Ziffer noted “the 

automatic reflex of the Jewish Agency to see every Jew as a potential immi-

grant to Israel, even if he does not want to come to Israel, and feels fine where 

he is, and, should he decide to leave, it would rather be for London.”)82

At any rate, by electing either to flee to the countries of Euro-America or 

to stay put in the Islamic republic, Iran’s Jews amply revealed their non- and 

oftentimes even anti-Zionist credentials. The fury caused by their refusal to 

play out a pre-given role in a teleological national script was nothing short of 

outrage.83 As the revolution was still unfolding in the streets of Iran this fury 

quickly metamorphosed into phantasmagoric analogies between Iran and 

Nazi Germany, which, as we have seen in the previous chapter, survived to this 

very day. In addition to canceling out the specific (“Oriental”) viewpoints, 

memories, and experiences of Iranian Jews, these analogies were intended to 

bring their “deviant” behavior back within the scope of accepted discourse, 

as if to warn them that they ran the risk of suffering the same destruction as 

the Jews of Christian Europe if they opted to stay put in Iran. Treasurer of the 

Jewish Agency Akiva Levinsky couldn’t have put this more bluntly:

The words uttered today by Iran’s Jews . . . remind us of those German Jews 

who tried to calm themselves down on the eve of World War II. . . . Whoever 

examines the situation in Iran . . . would immediately notice the writing on 

the wall. However, the same phenomenon repeats itself: a majority of Iranian 

Jews trying to convince themselves that all this talk against Israel and against 

Zionism has nothing to do with what is about to befall them.84

Some observers even went so far as to make the untenable claim that “concen-

tration camps were established for Jews in Iran,” and that revolutionary lead-

ers demanded that “ghettos be established [for Jews] in Iran’s main cities.”85

The myth that Iran is the new Nazi Germany and its president the new 

Hitler has been endlessly recycled since a translating error that was made of a 
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2005 speech by Ahmadinejad converged with the international uproar against 

Iran’s nuclear buildup. As we’ve seen, this erroneous translation has survived 

and prospered because Israel (and her supporters in the United States) has ex-

ploited it for its own objectives of the “war on terrorism.” Coupled with recent 

diminutions or denials of the Holocaust by regime leaders,86 this mistransla-

tion served to authorize the fiction that the Islamic republic represented the 

essence of world terrorism and also a “revolting return to Hitler’s Germany.”87 

Benjamin Netanyahu, Israel’s opposition leader, has taken a leading role in 

pushing the case that Iran is Nazi Germany, as has Israeli president Shimon 

Peres, who compared an Iranian nuclear bomb to a “flying concentration 

camp.”88 In Chapter 3 I argued strongly against the raising of Hitler banners 

against Ahmadinejad, saying that it amounts to a radical reduction of the 

Holocaust to the status of a mere political weapon. I will add here that such 

extravagant claims also amount to a gross misrepresentation of the realities 

in which Iran’s Jews find themselves and in which they operate, as Jonathan 

Cook observes:

There is an interesting problem with selling the “Iran as Nazi Germany” line. 

If Ahmadinejad really is Hitler, ready to commit genocide against Israel’s Jews 

as soon as he can get his hands on a nuclear weapon, why are some 25,000 

Jews living peacefully in Iran and more than reluctant to leave despite repeated 

enticements from Israel and American Jews?89

And yet, Israelis of all political persuasions are still keen on silencing the spe-

cific historical and cultural contexts in which Iran’s Jews have been operat-

ing and situating them outside the fold—that is to say, within the framework 

of the European “destruction,” Shoah narrative. A revealing case in point is 

the backlash caused in Israel by a bogus report published in May 2006 by the 

Canadian National Post, which asserted that from now on a new dress code, 

reminiscent of the one decreed by Nazi Germany, would require Iranian Jews 

to wear a yellow armband. Based on claims made by Iranian expatriates living 

in Canada, the report was immediately proven false; and Iranian lawmakers, 

too, lost no time denying it. In Israel, however, neither a single newspaper 

(with the notable exception of Ha’aretz90) nor a single expert was found to set 

the record straight in public. Instead, the fictitious report was immediately 

accepted as a fact of life and hence as undisputable proof that “We are con-

fronting a man [Ahmadinejad] who is the Hitler of the twenty-first century,” 

as Labor Party’s Offir Pinnes-Paz charged.91
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As noted, it has always been difficult for the Jewish state to come to terms 

with the general reluctance of world—but mostly Middle East—Jewry to re-

settle in Israel.92 However, that Iran’s Jews continually refused to do so was, 

perhaps, most insulting of all. The reason for this, I think, has do with the fact 

that the 1979 Iranian revolution was the first dramatic episode in the Middle 

East after the mass migration of “Oriental” Jews to Israel in the early 1950s, 

which proved the fallacy of Zionism’s ready-made categories and deeply held 

beliefs about the destinies of non-European Jews. The revolution brought 

about neither the destruction of these Jews (in Iran) nor their redemption 

(in Israel). Through their refusal to submit to a binary Zionist-Israeli script, 

Iran’s Jews opened up a third way of Jewish existence and in so doing totally 

confounded the most deeply held beliefs emanating from the doctrine of the 

“ingathering of exiles.”

CONCLUSION

But why should Iran’s Jews ever consider emigrating to Israel if, “in general, 

Israelis considered Iranians like dogs”? This provocative and presumably rhe-

torical question was posed in 1973 to aliyah emissary Haim Sadok by a leading 

member of Tehran’s Jewish community.93 It suggests that many of Iran’s Jews 

did not relocate to Israel not simply because they were deeply rooted in Iran or 

lacked Zionist convictions, but also because of discrimination, if not outright 

racism, to which incoming Iranian Jews were subjected in Israel, whether in 

the early years of the state or after the 1979 revolution.

In a roundtable on “Iranian Jewry today” held in 1981 at the Hebrew Uni-

versity’s Institute for Contemporary Jewry, the late professor of Persian litera-

ture Sarah Soroudi claimed that Iranian Jewry’s lack of interest in the Jewish 

state stems from the fact that “Israeli society is different and is not prepared 

to absorb—it does not assist in the absorption of people of other cultures.”94 

Soroudi obviously understated the case. Many of Iran’s Jews today probably 

heard of, or personally experienced, the disappointment, frustration, and bit-

terness that were an integral part of the experiences of Iranian Jews living in 

Israel. “The jokes about the stinginess of Iranian Jews,” as one observer noted 

in the early 1980s, “offend them deeply . . . and the condescending and criti-

cal attitude of the Israeli public towards them gives rise to profound disap-

pointment. The calls behind their backs, ‘Khomeini, Khomeini—barbarians,’ 

provoke their fury.”95 Little wonder that the “dropout” (neshirah) rate among 

Iranian Jews who initially fled Iran during the revolution and immediately 
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after it reached 80 percent, meaning that out of thirty thousand Jews only six 

thousand settled in Israel; “the rest went after ‘the fleshpot’ [in the countries 

of Euro-America].”96 These experiences also help to explain why Israel has not 

lived up to the expectations of many Iranian immigrants, who now dream of 

returning to Iran (with some even acting on these dreams).97

The elders of Iran’s Jews may also remember the strict “selection” policy 

applied by the State of Israel toward candidates for immigration in the late 

1950s and early 1960s. Under this policy, immigration envoys operating in 

Iran were instructed to select the “productive elements” among the Jews—

the healthy, the wealthy, the professionals, and the strong—and to weed out 

those candidates who were considered “social cases.” “In other words, it was 

a decision to employ the Law of Return selectively,” to borrow from Yehouda 

Shenhav’s account of the comparable selection criteria enforced on Iraq’s Jews 

at about the same time.98

Israel’s run-of-the-mill historiography hardly makes mention of this scru-

pulous policy of “selection” that was applied with respect to Iranian Jewry.99 

The time has now come for academic research to shed light on this policy. The 

many official documents dispersed throughout Haim Sadok’s book Jews in 

Iran supply undisputable evidence of this controversy. Investigation of these 

documents should serve as a starting point for this important scholarly and 

moral undertaking.

It should be noted that candidates for immigration among Iran’s Jews be-

fore 1979 would have been able to clearly make out what kind of treatment 

they were likely to receive in Israel by simply listening closely to what Israeli 

immigration envoys had told them. Haim Sadok, for example, recounts how 

he brushed off charges by Iran’s Jews that their reluctance to go on aliyah 

stemmed in no small part from the Jewish state’s “discriminatory attitudes.” 

In response to these charges, Sadok embarked on a blazing defense of the 

“melting pot” doctrine:

We must distinguish between the Jews of Iran and the Jews of Europe. . . . There 

was a break of thousands of years, just as there was with the Jews of Yemen and 

others. What distinguishes between you and the gentiles of this land is but 10%. 

They say “Mohammad” and you say “Musa,” but in all other aspects there is 

hardly any difference. And then you climb aboard a plane and land at [Israel’s 

international] airport only to find that what unites you with other Jews is but 

10%. Both of you are linked through Musa, but are divided in all other things, 
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and much time and good will is needed to reverse the pyramid and create one 

nation. This can be accomplished through the army, the schools, the learning of 

the Hebrew language, which unites all, and much, much more.100

Here Sadok restrains Iran’s Jews to a rigid colonial straightjacket. Not unlike 

prevailing Israeli attitudes toward Arab Jews, Sadok “assigns Europeans the 

role of adults who have attained development after having endured a diffi-

cult childhood, and who are now in a position to ‘help’ third world children 

reach European-style civilization, the set telos of the maturation process.”101 

No doubt, this was part of the civilizing project of the Jewish state: to make 

the Iranian immigrant into a European—“to create one nation,” a European 

nation. And this, after all, “is not easy, it takes time,” as Sadok said in further 

trying to placate the concerns of Iran’s Jews.102

In his book on the triangular relationship among Israel, Iran, and the 

United States, Trita Parsi describes an environment of relative openness to-

ward local Persian culture in Israeli society:

There are a few Western cities where Persian pop music blasts at full volume 

in shopping malls. Yet this is a daily, natural occurrence at Jerusalem’s high-

security downtown bus terminal. Here, in the equivalent of New York’s Penn 

Station, eighteen-year-old Israeli soldiers wait for their rides home, assault 

rifles slung over their shoulders, Persian pop legends Moin and Ebi pounding 

in their ears. Most of the CD stores here are owned by Iranian Jews, and over 

the past twenty years they have created a market for Persian pop in the very 

heart of the Jewish state.103

Parsi’s is a somewhat idyllic account of the extent to which Israelis have 

come to embrace manifestations of “Persian-ness”—or “Iranian-ness”—in 

their midst. A vivid example of veteran Israelis’ failure to share a “myth of 

interculturality”104 with Israeli Jews of Iranian provenance is provided by 

Ha’aretz correspondent David Oren. In an article bearing the suggestive title 

“Longing for a Lost Country,”105 Oren reported on a cultural event that took 

place in Bat Yam (a small coastal town adjacent to Tel Aviv), which was at-

tended by some five hundred Iranian immigrants. Oren could not quite grasp 

why the participants “were all united in their longing for days bygone; for the 

days and nights in Teheran, Shiraz, Isfahan, Hamdan and Abadan before the 

ousting of the Shah. . . .” When the lead singer performed songs on the Iranian 

homeland some people in the crowd even “wiped their tears without shame.” 
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“At first glance,” Oren admitted, “the event reminded me of a group of exiles 

in a foreign land.” “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand this,” complained one of 

the waiters in the hall, whom Oren cites at length:

I’ve seen meetings of the Organization of Iraqi Jews, the Organization of 

Bessarabian Jews, but this is something special. There, at least, there was a sense 

that they were Israelis. They spoke Hebrew. . . . They dealt with memories and 

nostalgia, but lived in the Israeli present. But look at these people! Pretty soon, 

they’ll get up and start to sing “by the waters of the Yarkon [the largest coastal 

river in Israel], there we sat and wept when we remembered Iran.”106

Given that some of the two hundred thousand Iranian Jews currently living 

in Israel belong to the highest levels of the Israeli political elite, Parsi further 

suggests that they provide a glimpse into a successful experiment at social 

integration. Parsi particularly refers here to former (and disgraced) president 

Moshe Katsav, former (and disgraced) IDF chief of staff Dan Halutz, and for-

mer defense minister Shaul Mofaz. “In the Islamic Republic,” he says, “these 

individuals would never have been able to excel in their career. Long before 

reaching prominence, they would have been stopped by the glass ceiling that 

separates religious minorities, seculars, and disbelievers from those consid-

ered to be capable of being loyal to the Islamic Republic.”107 I agree with Parsi 

that in Iran these individuals could not reach the apogee of their “pilgrimage,” 

to borrow Benedict Anderson’s revealing metaphor. Nonetheless, I think his 

assertion about the success of their integration into Israeli society is prob-

lematic specifically because it fails to examine this phenomenon within the 

context of power relations and politics of ethnicity within the Jewish state.

While a sociological profile of these individuals is beyond the scope of 

this book, it is nevertheless crucial to note that their life stories and careers 

resemble those of other Mizrahim who sought to join the Jewish state’s domi-

nant class by adopting integration strategies similar in kind to those of Homi 

Bhabha’s “mimic man” or Frantz Fanon’s colonial subject in Black Skin, White 

Masks.108 That is to say, they invested in secular, mainly academic education 

and in business ventures so as to secure professional mobility, and, to blur 

their “Oriental” identity, they adopted both the practice of “mixed marriage” 

and the worldview of the dominant class they so wished to join. In the process, 

as Baruch Kimmerling contends, “a totally ‘Ashkenized’ political, economic 

and cultural elite of Mizrahi descent was created, whose features were not 

different from those of the veteran middle class or the middle class of East-
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European descent.”109 Indeed, it is not coincidental that the very Israelis of 

Iranian origin whom Parsi cites as examples of a successful “pilgrimage” to 

the center, are the least to approach Iran with any humor. As Parsi himself 

acknowledges, much like other members of Israeli ethnocracy, “they are some 

of the most hawkish Israeli leaders regarding Iran.”110

According to William Safran, “Some diasporas persist—and their mem-

bers do not go ‘home’—because there is no homeland to which to return; be-

cause, although a homeland may exist, it is not a welcoming place with which 

they can identify politically, ideologically, or socially; or because it would be 

too inconvenient and disruptive, if not traumatic, to leave the diaspora.”111 

In this formulation by Safran are encapsulated most of the reasons for the 

reluctance of Iran’s Jews to immigrate to Israel: Israel simply has not been a 

welcoming place to them politically, ideologically, or socially.

Yet this is an incomplete account of the relationship between Iran’s Jews 

and the Jewish state since the 1979 revolution. For, despite Iranian-Israeli ani-

mosities, and despite everything else, Iran’s Jews have been known to main-

tain intimate contacts with relatives and friends in Israel (and vice versa) 

thanks to a back and forth movement, via Istanbul, which is made possible 

through the silent blessing of the Iranian authorities.112 In cases where travel 

has not been possible, telephones and the Internet have been used routinely to 

reduce distance and to facilitate two-way traffic between Iranian Jews in both 

states. These circumstances confirm that there is no straightforward, center-

periphery relationship between Israel and its Iranian “diaspora,” and that we 

would therefore be better off speaking about Iranian Jewry in terms of what 

James Clifford calls a “multi-locale diaspora,” that is, a diaspora not “defined 

by a specific geo-political boundary.”113

Clifford further suggests that “the history of Jewish diaspora shows selec-

tive accommodation with the political, cultural, commercial, and everyday 

life forms of ‘host’ societies.”114 However, as my discussion has shown, to the 

extent that Iran’s Jews are concerned it is perhaps more appropriate to reverse 

this formulation and argue, instead, that their history shows “selective accom-

modation” not with the “host” society, Iran, but with the state of Israel, their 

putative homeland: “I’m an Iranian first and a Jew second,” as Mohtamed 

recently claimed.115 Iran’s Jews further demonstrated their high level of inte-

gration into Iranian society by publicly condemning president Ahmadinejad’s 

inflammatory remarks on the Holocaust.116 This, no doubt, was a courageous 

act but also a powerful show of confidence, security, and rootedness.117 This 
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conduct by Iran’s Jews thus points to what Zionist-Israeli diasporic identity in 

its reification invariably fails to recognize: “the concrete place-basedness and 

the historicity of diasporic identity.”118 This is clearly borne by the evidence, 

even if “Iran’s President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad has actively promoted Ho-

locaust denial, Iran’s Jewish population faces official discrimination, and the 

official media outlets regularly produce anti-Semitic propaganda,” as a recent 

U.S. State Department report on anti-Semitism asserted.119

As we have seen, Israelis in various capacities have not been able to ignore 

the profound attachment of Iran’s Jews to their country of birth, even if they 

found it very difficult to digest. This chapter thus has demonstrated that it 

is not enough to explore what sorts of Jewish life Zionism and the state of 

Israel are likely to negate, deny, and dispossess, but also what sorts of Jewish 

life they are likely to confirm, where, and under which conditions. These lat-

ter, flipside dimensions of “negation of exile,” which have been conspicuously 

absent in critical scholarship, are essential for unraveling the contingent and 

unstable nature of this concept when applied in different temporal and spa-

tial contexts.

Indeed, if pre- and post-1979 Iran is any indication, then this concept could 

mean different things to different people at different times. Iran could some-

times be imagined as “the East” and sometimes as the “the West,” sometimes 

as “exile” and sometimes as “homeland,” and still at other times as all of these 

things at once. In each instance, Zionism and the state of Israel have come to 

accept and/or deny the possibility of Jewish life in Iran, depending on where 

the dividing line between East and West was drawn at particular junctures. In 

other words, the ways in which Iran was said to overlap with or digress from 

an exilic space are themselves historical. Examining Zionist consciousness 

solely in terms of what, how, why, and whom it negates or denies or dispos-

sesses would therefore miss on a variety of inclusive manifestations.

 Last, my discussion suggests that Iranian Jewry remains an enigma of 

sorts for the Jewish state, an unclassifiable Jewish “diaspora” that does not 

lend itself to neat and convenient categorizations in ethnic or cultural terms. 

Indeed, to understand something historically “is to be aware of its complexity 

. . . to see it from multiple perspectives, to accept the ambiguities, including 

moral ambiguities, of protagonists, motives and behavior.”120 Nevertheless, the 

liquidation of most Jewish communities in the Middle East by their transfer 

to Israel after 1948 has facilitated a radical reduction of their complex histories 

into a single heroic moment (and an essence) of Zionist redemption. By con-
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trast, the history of Iran’s Jews remains open-ended and unfinished, as it were. 

This history therefore turns the spotlight onto a unique Jewish “diaspora” in 

the Middle East that refuses to abide by the teleological master-narrative of 

Jewish nationalism. Consequently, this history can serve as a model for the 

unpacking of the remaining silences in the histories of the Jews of Islam.
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	 	POSTSCRIPT

A Few Comments on a “Known Rapist”

i฀really฀would฀have฀liked to conclude this book on an optimistic note. 

 After all, at the same time that President Bush has been fanning anti-Iran 

phobias by raising the specter of “World War Three” breaking loose if Iran 

is allowed to acquire nuclear weapons,1 some past and present Israeli officials 

have gone out of their way to play down the likelihood of the Iranian apoc-

alypse. For instance, former head of the Mossad Ephraim Halevi surmised 

that Iran does not “constitute an existential threat to the state of Israel”;2 and 

Israeli foreign minister Tzipi Livni reportedly argued behind closed doors 

that “the extermination of the state of Israel is not a project the Iranians are 

likely to achieve.” According to the same report, Livni even went as far as to 

denounce former Prime Minster Olmert’s public pronouncements likening a 

nuclear-armed Iran to a “concluding note of the Zionist entity,” saying that 

she was not prepared to participate in that “travesty of hysteria.”3

One may also find comfort in the Israeli government’s decision to dis-

mantle the Ministry of Strategic Affairs, which was formed in the aftermath 

of the second Lebanon war to deal primarily with the strategic threat from 

Iran.4 Significantly, that ministry was headed, until his resignation from the 

coalition government in January 2008, by Avigdor Lieberman, who is one of 

the hardest of all Israeli hardliners. As a consequence, that ministerial post 

earned him the much-deserved title of “minister for national fears.”5

Recently, too, the Israeli media seems to have adopted a more favorable at-

titude toward contemporary Iranian realities. It is much too early to tell if this 

trend will persist or if it will have a positive impact on Israeli public opinion. 
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Nevertheless, there was something uplifting, for instance, in a recent reportage 

on Iran penned by one of the very few Israeli correspondents who were ever 

granted permission to visit that country after 1979. Contrary to Israeli views of 

Iranians as “a savage, extremist and belligerent nation,” he wrote, the “people 

whom I met were pleasant, polite, open, warm and . . . enlightened.” Comment-

ing on Iran’s animosities toward the “Zionist virus,” he went on to say that Israel 

“does not really preoccupy the mind of the average Iranian; s/he is more worried 

about other issues, such as how to make ends meet or how to escape the tremen-

dous traffic jams in Tehran.” In contrast to cities like Cairo, Beirut,  Istanbul, 

and Doha, he added, “in [Tehran] I didn’t come across any anti-Semitic or anti-

Israeli literature in bookstores’ display windows and on book shelves.”6

Still, at the time I write this concluding chapter I find no justification for 

being overly optimistic about the likelihood that the Iranian threat would 

anytime soon be placed within the scope of rational discourse.7 To illus-

trate, in December 2007 Israel’s Home Front Command started distributing 

among two million households an expensive pamphlet titled “Emergency 

Preparations Handbook” (Madrich he‘archut le-matsavei herum). Drafted by 

the Home Front Command’s best experts—including psychologists, missile 

specialists, and social workers—the pamphlet was designed to provide “re-

sponsible civilians” with detailed instructions on how to prepare their homes 

and their family members for missile onslaughts. Although no country was 

named in the brochure, it would not be farfetched to assume that the Home 

Front Command specifically had Iran in mind as a likely aggressor.

It is both instructive and ironic that we Israelis found this pamphlet in our 

mailboxes at the same time we were also informed about the U.S. National 

Intelligence Estimate (NIE), which concluded that Iran suspended its nuclear 

weapons program in 2003.8 Why draw on the NIE report to help reducing un-

necessary anxieties about the “Iranian threat” if it is possible instead to fuel 

these anxieties by further hammering on a hallucinatory Iranian missile at-

tack? Perhaps that is why the tone emerging from the Home Front Command 

pamphlet was one of complete hysteria. Calling on the public to immediately 

prepare an emergency stock of medicines and food, coordinate assistance 

mechanisms with the neighbors, prepare emergency cards for disabled rela-

tives, arrange rooms to be sealed, cover windows with adhesive tape, and so 

on and so forth, the pamphlet warned that “[d]angerous and emergency situ-

ations are likely to occur without giving you time to prepare in advance.”9
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The Home Front Command pamphlet was by no means an isolated in-

stance but one among many sources cutting across segments of the Israeli pol-

ity that have converged in the production, dissemination, and maintenance 

of anti-Iran phobias in the public sphere. Indeed, few issues have been able 

to unify us Israelis like the “Iranian threat.” This circumstance may help to 

explain why instead of finding in the NIE report a source of comfort and reas-

surance, or at least a source for developing a critical awareness of the official 

Israeli line, it was immediately understood as a powerful adversity: “We did 

not imagine that the blow [on Israel] would be so severe and so painful,” was 

the response to the NIE of Chico Menahem, the political correspondent of 

Channel 10’s television news team.10

To be sure, one may ask why it is that revelations raising serious doubts 

about Iran’s nuclear buildup are instantaneously assumed to be a “blow” to 

Israel (and a “painful” one at that). The following description by an unnamed 

Israeli official of the manner in which the NIE was formulated is likely to pro-

vide an answer to this question:

They see a known rapist, armed with a knife, climbing the eaves. On the third 

floor there’s a young girl. But they’re still not sure, and are careful to remark that 

it is certainly possible he is climbing up to suntan on the roof.11

At the very basic level, the allegory is clear: not being sure about Iran’s real in-

tention is as absurd as not being sure about the real intention of an armed rap-

ist. It is obvious that the girl is the rapist’s target as much as it is obvious that 

Israel is Iran’s target. What is also interesting is the selection (conscious or not) 

of images. In the public imagination rapists form the worst kind of criminals; 

nothing can be compared to their bestial immorality. Unlike murderers, one 

cannot think of an explanation that might justify their behavior. This is ex-

actly the case with Iran in Israeli imagination: there is nothing rational about 

its behavior, and it cannot be explained or rationalized other than in terms of 

a bestial passion to attack and satisfy its dark desires. Also playing a role in the 

official’s use of this particular allegory is, perhaps, the old Orientalist tradi-

tion of identifying the East with an unrestrained, excessive sexuality.12

. . .

The debate over Iran’s nuclear program has certainly not run its course, and it 

does not seem likely that it will in the foreseeable future. And yet this book has 

not engaged directly with the issue of Iran’s nuclear threat. Rather, it has been 
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primarily concerned with observing the ways in which Israel’s obsession with 

Iran can help in deciphering the inner dynamics of Israeli society, culture, 

and politics. As I have demonstrated in this book, this obsession is not simply 

a product of “objective” security concerns or of a strategic rivalry between 

these two states. Nor is it purely a derivative of perceived cultural differences 

between Iran and Israel. While it may be deriving from all of these things, it is 

most prominently linked to Israeli defensive mechanisms of the home in view 

of the peril of the Jewish state becoming foreign and unrecognizable to itself. 

At the same time, this obsession should be examined within the context of 

Israel’s repertoires of violence in the post-9 / 11 world.

Paradoxically, as David Campbell argues, the articulation of danger is “not 

a threat to the state’s identity or existence; it is its condition of possibility.”13 

The articulation of danger is therefore essential for the maintenance and 

preservation of state hegemony. This explains, in part, why the Jewish state 

has gone out of its way to blow up the extent of Iran’s threat to its existence. 

However, in this book I have not limited myself to describing the rhetorical 

construction of Iran as a threat. Rather, my main goal has been to penetrate 

these rhetorical utterances and thereby to lay bare the conceptual mainstays 

of Israel’s construction of Iran as a “known rapist.”

Indeed, the evolution of Israel’s attitudes toward pre- and post-1979 Iran was 

tightly linked to values and constructs that were neither invented nor controlled 

by the state’s decision makers. Iran was not instantaneously accessible to the lat-

ter. To “create” Iran, to render her meaningful to Israelis, it was first of all neces-

sary for these decision makers to draw on a prior repertoire of domestic images 

and representations. Although monarchical and Islamic republican Iran have 

held pride of place in Israel’s foreign policy considerations, these considerations 

were first and foremost reliant on a complex and multilayered system of images 

and representations that imbued Iran and its peoples with particular meanings 

and which resonated with the commonsense world of many an Israeli Jew.

Nor were these meanings produced as part of a malevolent scheme of one 

sort or another. Moral panic is not necessarily the product of conspiratorial 

designs. It does not require a coordinating center, and it is organized and car-

ried out by different social agents such as the state, elites, and the media, as well 

as by the spontaneous activity of grassroots movements. In addition, moral 

panic is almost invariably joined by academic and non-academic experts who, 

by providing commentaries and forecasts, play a key role in the incitement of 

hostility toward particular groups. It is a spontaneous and disorderly process 
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that, although rooted in prior structures, is (much like Pierre Bourdieu’s no-

tion of “habitus”)14 neither objectively determined nor a product of free will. 

In the final analysis, moral panic is induced through various sets of texts, each 

with its own links and biases, that interlace with and transform each other 

in ways that, though unpremeditated, are never wholly arbitrary. To borrow 

from Melani McAlister’s analysis of the discourse of U.S. expansionist nation-

alism, far from encompassing a set of representations in the service of power, 

it is primarily “a process of convergence, in which historical events, overlap-

ping representations, and diverse interests come together in a powerful and 

productive, if historically contingent, accord.”15

To present as thick a description as possible of the complex process in 

which Iran was singled out as an alien “folk devil,” I included in a single 

analytic framework the positions of a plethora of knowledge-producers (or 

“moral entrepreneurs”) in the Israeli public sphere—from statesmen and 

politicians through appointed officials, state emissaries, and various experts 

to representatives from the media and the cultural field. Even though such a 

motley group can hardly be assimilated into one category, it is evident that 

in their understandings of Iran (and of themselves) they shared a “lifeworld” 

of “culturally transmitted and linguistically organized stock of interpretative 

patterns.”16 This lifeworld—or “shared mythological horizon”17—was rooted 

in the “epistemological imperialism of the West,”18 which meant that they 

continued to carry the conceptual impositions and exactions of colonialism.

In the first place, by relying on “universal” discourses, Israeli narratives 

of modern Iran fell neatly within historicist structures of history, which, in 

Dipesh Chakrabarty’s brilliant formulation, follow a “first in Europe, then 

elsewhere” schemata that consigns “‘rude’ nations to an imaginary waiting 

room of history.”19 Taking their cue from narratives of progress as radiating 

from Europe, they ignored how deeply Iranian history was entwined with over-

seas conquest, how the Iranians themselves sought to reinterpret, appropriate, 

deflect, and resist the ideas, practices, and institutions they gleaned from their 

encounters with overseas colonialism. They were reluctant to examine care-

fully not only what Enlightenment ideas actually meant, but how they have 

been used—and perhaps, in being used by Iranians, given new meanings.

What also characterized these narratives is a general laxity about the de-

structive nature of colonialism in Iran, on the one hand, and, on the other, 

the repercussions of the Shah’s repressive rule on his subjects.20 By resorting 

to universal discourses, which recognize totality only if it is explicated in uni-
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lateral terms and perceived through a singular worldview, Israeli narratives of 

Iran assumed the silence, voluntary or not, of the Iranians. To be sure, these 

narratives took notice of integration, cooptation, direct rule, and subjugation, 

but only seldom have they included any recognition that the Iranians needed 

to be listened to, that their ideas and grievances actually mattered. As with 

Christopher Columbus’s colonial hermeneutics of Native Americans, which 

Tzvetan Todorov reconstructed, in Israeli narratives of Iran “human beings 

have no particular place.”21

By glossing over (or whitewashing) the violent nature of Iran’s entangle-

ment with Euro-American colonialism and the extraordinary inequalities and 

depredations that the Shah exacted on his subjects, and by treating with con-

tempt “impure” Iranian translations of ideas and structures asserted by Eu-

rope, Israeli narratives of modern Iran confirmed Aimé Césaire’s observation 

that “poetic knowledge is born in the great silence of scientific knowledge.”22 

To be sure, science is not necessarily separate from poetics. Still, it needs to be 

said that, ridden with so many silences, these narratives could only explain 

the phenomenon of the 1979 revolution by resorting to the colonial trope of 

the “failure to thrive,”23 in the past three to five decades, of the Iranians. That 

failure, in turn, was located in these very people’s cultural proclivity to mix 

faith with politics and to express both through irrational beastly violence.

In addition to drawing on Zionist-Israeli conceptualizations of the world, 

Israeli narratives of Iran revealed the radically inappropriate expertise of 

their Israeli producers, regardless of the immense authority and popularity 

the latter enjoy among Israeli Jews.24 This lack of expertise is most promi-

nently rooted in the fact that Euro-America remains the silent referent in 

Israeli historical knowledge. Chakrabarty describes this phenomenon as 

follows:

Third-world historians feel a need to refer to works in European history; 

historians of Europe do not feel any need to reciprocate. Whether it is an 

Edward Thompson, a Le Roy Ladurie, a George Duby, a Carlo Ginzburg, a 

Lawrence Stone, a Robert Darnton, or a Natalie Davis . . . the “greats” and the 

models of the historian’s enterprise are always at least culturally “European.” 

“They” produce their work in relative ignorance of non-Western histories, and 

this does not seem to affect the quality of their work.25

The Israeli academia reinforces this asymmetry, as Israeli historians of Euro-

America are generally unfamiliar with, and often look down upon, Middle 
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East (including Iranian) languages, histories, cultures, and societies. Nor have 

they been too shy of demonstrating this utter lack of knowledge either. For 

example, a prominent Israeli historian of Medieval European Christianity re-

cently asked me at a social event if it were true that Aryanism was first intro-

duced in Iran after the 1979 revolution! Needless to say, “We [that is, historians 

of the non-West] cannot afford an equality or symmetry of ignorance at this 

level without taking the risk of appearing ‘old-fashioned’ or ‘outdated.’”26

Yet the problem of “asymmetric ignorance” becomes more acute when we 

consider Iran’s place within the institution of Israeli Middle East studies. Is-

raeli scholars of Iran are rightly expected to be able to conduct research using 

Arabic texts and to teach the Middle East writ large. Israeli scholars of the 

Arab Middle East, on the other hand, are generally disinterested in (if not 

totally apathetic to) Iranian history and culture, and are also totally inno-

cent of the Persian language. As we have seen in the various chapters of this 

book, this circumstance has not prevented some of them from making cat-

egorically outrageous statements with respect to Iran. To the extent that the 

Israeli media are concerned, things are not entirely different. Indeed, it is only 

ironic that those who speak and write the most about Iran’s complex realities 

in the Israeli printed and electronic media are the various “correspondents of 

Arab affairs,” whose knowledge about Iranian history, society, language, and 

culture is at best partial.27

Israeli production of knowledge about Iran is thus in a position of subal-

ternity not only in relation to the knowledge produced on the capitalist West 

but also in relation to the knowledge produced on the Middle East. This in-

troduces yet another asymmetry: the centrality of Iran in the Israeli public 

sphere stands in stark contrast to the general ignorance of those who claim to 

be able to speak and write about it.

This relative ignorance about Iran is linked, as we have seen, to the Israeli 

polity’s practices of closures and partitions. I will further address this conten-

tious issue with a seemingly frivolous anecdote: the most respected and suc-

cessful food and wine magazine published in Israel, ‘Al Hashulchan (“On the 

Table”), opened its August 2007 issue with the festive revelation, “Asia is here” 

(asyah zeh kan).28 One would expect that, with this revelation, the magazine 

would feature recipes and cooking techniques that are unique to a variety 

of Middle East cuisines in Israel’s Arab vicinity. However, as it turns out the 

magazine had an entirely different understanding of Israel’s metageography:29 

engaging with topics such as “stir-fried noodles in olive oil,” “fantasizing on 
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Thailand in the home kitchen,” “Wasabi . . . in the Israeli garden salad,” “life 

with Soy sauce,” and “cold meat from Japan,” the magazine provided an in-

structive culinary illustration of how the ongoing process of demarcating and 

safeguarding the Western character of Israeli cosmopolitanism works to sepa-

rate Israeli Jews from the surrounding Arab and Muslim population.

As we’ve seen throughout this book, Israel has commonly comprehended 

Iran on the basis of these closures and partitions. Iran served as a repellent 

and frightening external other whose primary role it was to protect the Jewish 

state from “Oriental” “outsiders within” who threatened the Western cos-

mopolitan character of Israeli society. The canonization of Iran as a back-

ward,  Islamic, and threatening Oriental dictatorship is related to a moral 

panic about the waning social cohesion of the Jewish state in light of the 

emergence of “marginal” and “deviant” groups since the latter half of the 

1970s. In addition, by constructing Iran as a radical external other, Israeli 

“moral entrepreneurs” periodically renewed militaristic narratives of states 

of emergency, hence reinvigorating an image of the Jewish state as a beacon of 

Western rationality and civility in an increasingly volatile, hostile, irrational, 

and fanatical region.

Israeli understandings of Iran thus reveal an unyielding desire to keep the 

“Oriental” Middle East at arm’s length. The underlying problem with this 

endeavor, of course, is that, owing to the actual character and makeup of the 

Israeli nation-state, it has never quite been a model for a modernity that is 

decidedly singular and decidedly Euro-American.30 More than an actuality, 

the story of Israeli modernity likewise is a “fragile fiction,” which, as Rebecca 

L. Stein proposes, “required vigilant making and remaking in the face of its 

dissolution.”31

Indeed, however begrudgingly, prominent members of Israeli ethnocracy 

have recognized that Israeli modernity rested on shaky grounds, that this 

“modernity is crisis, not a finished ideal state seen as the culmination of a 

majestically plotted history.”32 Put differently, their understandings of post-

1979 Iran resonated with what one Israeli commentator described in another 

context as “the cry of the white man, who has seen before his eyes Israel turn-

ing from a small and pleasant European colony into a bustling Middle East 

metropolis full of strange and scheming faces.”33 Israeli understandings of the 

Islamic republic reveal a desperate desire to remain within the tangled web 

of Western influence in the Middle East. They provide glimpses into a dis-

placed moral panic about the nature of Israeli society, a society that, owing to 
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its Palestinian, ultra-Orthodox, and Mizrahi populations, not to mention its 

ever-expanding nonwhite, and non-Israeli, working-class peripheries, cannot 

be associated with a singular Euro-American project of modernity.

. . .

That Iran in Israeli imagination provides a unique case of moral panic about 

the domestic front can be amply demonstrated by briefly shifting our focus 

of attention to the “the great chain of Orientalism”34 in the history of Zion-

ism and the state of Israel. From its very inception, the Zionist project has 

been a story of repeated repressions and projections. Beginning with Western 

Europe’s Enlightenment, and specifically with the introduction of the Aryan-

Semite discourse, French and German Christians began to cast the Jews in 

their realms as backwardly Oriental. In ways reminiscent of the conditions of 

colonial subjects as analyzed in the literature, French and German Jews (such 

as Herzl) were poisoned by these very anti-Semitic charges, thus at once “as-

similating the negative stereotype and desiring only to escape it.”35 Internaliz-

ing the stigma and seeing themselves from the Orientalizers’ perspective, but 

also seeking an “other” in order to measure their own advancing Westerniza-

tion, they in turn projected the negative Oriental image previously attributed 

to them onto East European (specifically Polish) Jews, now defined as such 

(Ostjuden).36

As hopes for assimilation into Europe did not materialize, European Jews 

arrived at the solution known as Zionism. To win respect, the Jews would have 

to go somewhere else, to Palestine, where, faithful to the imperial trends of 

their time, they would establish a colony of their own. It is true: located in the 

Orient, Palestine had the potential to challenge the stigmatized identity ad-

opted by European Jews. Ironically, however, given that Zionism was in many 

ways a (final) bid for Europeanization, designed to place Jews on the Western 

side of the East-West divide, that stigma “was embedded in the Zionist enter-

prise and traveled to Israel with the settlers.”37 Ultimately, it now remained 

for the veteran Israeli Ashkenazim, the former Ostjuden—and formerly the 

“‘blacks’ of Europe”38—to represent that Europe which had not so very long 

ago rejected them, by projecting the Orientalized image onto incoming Mid-

dle East Jews, or Mizrahim:

What stands out is the similarity between the German Jewish orientalization of 

the Ostjuden . . . in Europe, and the Ostjudisch Orientalization of the Mizrahim 
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in Israel less than a generation later. In orientalizing the Mizrahim, the Ostjuden 

simply took the arsenal of images and symbols that had been used to exclude 

them and applied them, wholesale and nearly unchanged, to the Mizrahim. 

They thus presented themselves as the westerners that they had, up until that 

point, never been.39

Hence a common thread that runs throughout the history of Zionism is the 

dialectic of internalizing and in turn discarding the Jews’ Orientalized image 

by projecting it onto a host of internal and external, mainly Jewish “others.” 

(The Palestinians and Arabs in general were, from the start, considered unas-

similable Orientals.) As I have demonstrated in the various chapters of this 

book, post-1979 Iran has been used as a container into which the Orientalized 

images of Israeli society have been poured with a view to reasserting its solid 

standing within Western, Judeo-Christian civilization.

No doubt, as a country invariably aspiring to be accepted as equal in the 

Euro-American family—“to form a portion of Europe against Asia, an out-

post of civilization as opposed to Barbarism,” in Herzl’s own words40—but 

which, for geopolitical, ethnic, and religious considerations, cannot quite rid 

itself of the Oriental stigma, Iran becomes a threatening and repellent other 

onto which this stigma is persistently projected. That doesn’t mean of course 

that Iran’s “Oriental” features are merely the product of Israelis’ imagination. 

Yet it stands to reason that the Israeli drive to expel Iran to the farthest corners 

of radical alterity is at least partly induced by a perceived imperative to exor-

cise Iran-like “Oriental”—Mizrahi, ultra-orthodox, ultra-nationalist—folk 

devils within Israeli society.

According to the most basic definitions, “the notion of race is a socially 

constructed ‘container’ through which we project our inner world onto 

 others. Others are a psychological manifestation of our fear of difference.”41 

In most such definitions, racism—both biological and cultural (as in “rac-

ism without races”)42—is an ideology and a practice involving the projection 

onto the world of experiences and qualities that are actually part of ourselves 

as if they are part of someone else. Thus, “someone who is racist will project 

his own faults on to another group which has the effect of disowning that 

which is unpalatable and recognizing this in some other.”43 To expand on the 

arguments put forth in this book: Iran becomes for us Israelis a radical other 

onto which we expel our collective “uncanny” (das Unheimlich), namely, our 

own qualities, feelings, wishes, and even objects—or “that class of frightening 
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which leads back to what is known of old and long familiar”44—that we refuse 

to recognize in ourselves. Ha’aretz’s literary editor Benny Ziffer unwittingly 

detected elements of these racist projections in Israel’s reaction to President 

Ahmadinejad’s visit to New York in September 2007:

It is only ironic that most of the arguments put forth by Israel against the 

permission granted . . . Ahmadinejad to visit New York closely resembled . . . 

arguments that are ordinarily raised in the world against Israel. Which nation is 

threatening the peace of the Middle East and the world by its frenzied armament 

race? Most of the world’s citizens would automatically say: Israel. But this was 

the greatest day for Dan Gillerman, Israel’s ambassador to the United Nations, 

a day in which he was able, at long last, to avenge all of Israel’s detractors by 

casting at the Iranian demon the very same arguments that are ordinarily raised 

against him and against the country he represents at the United Nations. . . .45

Yet this was by no means a simple matter of one-way racial and racist 

projection, whereby the Israelis’ fears of themselves were exported to Iran. 

For once these fears were projected from Israel onto Iran they were, in turn, 

imported and analogized from Iran back to Israel and served to control and 

reaffirm the social and ethnic hierarchy at home. To paraphrase Zygmunt 

 Bauman’s metaphorical formulation of the exclusionary practices of the mod-

ern state, this imaginative Iran was used as a yardstick to evaluate who were to 

be regarded as “useful plants” to be encouraged and tenderly propagated and 

who were to be viewed as “weeds” to be policed and domesticated.46

Another allegory of Bauman is that of “the stranger,” and it may be of 

additional value for making sense of this cyclical, to-and-fro projective move-

ment that is so characteristic of the moral panic under discussion. Picking 

up on Freud’s notion of “the uncanny,” Bauman argues that strangers are not 

unfamiliar people altogether, but they nevertheless violate the clear-cut lines 

that separate “us” from “them,” “friends” from “foes,” “good” from “bad”—

the very polarized entities that create an illusion of social order and symme-

try; “they bring the ‘outside’ ‘inside’ and poison the comfort of order with the 

suspicion of chaos.”47 The stranger, thus, is someone whom we know, but who 

also happens to sit in “our” world uninvited. She or he resembles the enemy, 

but unlike the enemy, she or he is not kept at a safe distance. The stranger, 

therefore, is other, but living within us; she or he invariably reminds us of what 

we are, which is, at once, what we don’t want to be. By defying the boundaries 

between here and there, between inside and outside, the stranger introduces 
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incoherence in the supposedly coherent order, thereby causing confusion and 

anxiety and becoming a target of exclusionary practices.48

As shown in Chapter 2, the imaginative Iran produced by Israeli fears 

served as a constant reminder to Israelis of the (ethnic and religious) strangers 

operating in their own midst, strangers who invariably disrupted the domi-

nant culture and subverted the visualized perfect order. Mizrahim and ultra-

religious and religious Zionist Jews (but also Palestinians) are all there; they 

inhabit a space within the boundaries of Jewish sovereignty in Palestine. They 

are familiar and known, but, preserving the “exilic” and “Oriental” stigma, 

they are also alien, standing in direct opposition to “the new Jew” who was 

expected to de-Orientalize in the mold of Euro-America.49 “Blend[ing] into 

the Semitic region and be[ing] lost within a terrible Levantine dunghill,” as 

leader of the now defunct Shinui party Yosef Lapid put it in a 2002 interview,50 

that is the worst nightmare of many an Israeli Jew. The emergence of post-1979 

Iran as a site where comparable forces have been playing out harks back to the 

menacing “strangers” at home, whose difference evokes feelings of uncanni-

ness, uneasiness, even repellence among Israelis who have vested interests in 

the dominant ethnocratic order.

The Israeli case of Iranophobia explored in this book shows that although 

hegemonic state projects are organized around an enduring sense of threat 

that produces difference, they are also organized around an enduring sense 

of threat that is produced by similarity. Secular Zionists in particular have 

expressed the demoralizing idea that it is in post-1979 Iranian realities that we 

find the future of the Jewish state.51 The analogies and comparisons that Israe-

lis made between domestic (Israeli) and foreign (Iranian) societies served to 

reinforce the prevailing post-Enlightenment notions of cultural (and ethnic-

racial) superiority and inferiority at home. As we saw in Chapter 4, it is only 

logical, therefore, that Iran’s Jews, being both Iranians and Jews, have inhab-

ited in Israeli imagination a hybrid place between “Europe” and the “Orient,” 

a place producing tensions and ambivalences with regard to their exact ethnic 

and cultural identities.

Contrary to the view that sees similarity as the basis of affection and em-

pathy, this book thus revealed a paradoxical reality, a reality in which the 

similar and the intimate provoke anxiety because they force one to see what 

one refuses to see in her or his self. As a consequence, this book introduced a 

novel theoretical approach to the study of identities: identities are constructed 

not simply by the workings of politics of difference, but also by the drive to 
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reject feelings of intimacy toward that which is already included in the self. 

The Tehran scenes in the 1991 blockbuster motion picture “Not Without My 

Daughter” were actually shot in Tel Aviv. While this choice of location obvi-

ously had nothing to do with anything I said in this book, it does serve as a 

symbolic reminder for Israelis that Tel Aviv and Tehran, Israel and Iran, are 

not really two worlds apart.

. . .

On 27 December 2008, long after I submitted the final proofs of this book, 

Israel launched a devastating military campaign on Gaza.52 Codenamed 

“ Operation Cast Lead,” this campaign was officially intended to put an end 

to Hamas rocket and mortar attacks on Israel (by “teaching Hamas a lesson”) 

and at the same time to recover Israel’s deterrence, which allegedly had suf-

fered a severe blow in the 2006 Lebanon debacle. It has also been hinted—even 

by senior Israeli government officials—that the operation was aimed at elimi-

nating Hamas rule in Gaza altogether.

When three weeks later, on 17 January, Israel announced a “unilateral 

ceasefire,” Gaza was in rubble with the number of Palestinian deaths exceed-

ing 1,300, 670 of them unarmed and helpless civilians (mainly children and 

women). This was by far the most brutal and devastating Israeli attack on 

Gaza since the 1967 war. President Shimon Peres, appearing on Israeli televi-

sion urging cheering Israeli reserve soldiers to go to battle, attested: “You, the 

IDF, have achieved in 16 days what many states taken together have not been 

able to achieve in 16 years.”

This was like déjà vu, all over again: the printed and electronic media lin-

ing up behind the government and competing against each other in dissemi-

nating the official account of the unfolding events as impartial news; and the 

public succumbing to the great and terrible conflagration that consumed any 

remnant of critical and dispassionate appraisal of this account, “fall[ing] prey 

to the wretched wave that has inundated, stupefied, blinded and brainwashed 

us.”53 Never has the chorus been so loud and uniform, never has the public 

been so indifferent and impervious to the misery and pain of other peoples.

To get to the bottom of this contemptuous attitude, so vast and profound, 

toward the lives of human beings, it is necessary to turn to the rhetorical ways 

by means of which the Israeli government has placed its post-9 / 11 “wars of no 

choice” against the Arab vicinity within the discourse of the “war on terror,” 

as discussed in chapter 3. Indeed, a decisive majority of Israelis did in fact 
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accept and support the Gaza attack in the name of the “War on Terrorism,” 

a collectively manufactured Orwellian term that stripped the attack from its 

enduring contexts of occupation and dispossession, thus rendering Palestin-

ians into an undifferentiated mass of terrorists whose humanity is seriously 

wanting. Israel’s ultra-right-wing Knesset member Avigdor Lieberman pro-

vided a terrifying expression of this sentiment when he candidly called upon 

the Israeli military to “continue to fight Hamas just like the United States did 

with the Japanese in World War II.”54

The inverse of such a radical deflation of the lives and humanity of Pales-

tinians was, of course, the act of investing the Jewish state with the role of van-

guard on whose performance in the war the destiny of Western civilization 

depends. As Netanyahu told foreign reporters in the midst of the Gaza attack, 

“If we don’t put an end to missile attacks on [our] citizens right away, they will 

spread. This will be very bad for everyone [worldwide].”55 That European lead-

ers, too, have uncritically upheld the notion that the Israeli attack on Gaza was, 

in fact, an impediment to such a spillover effect is attested by their impressive 

show of support for it. Many such leaders—including French President Nico-

las Sarkozy, U.K. Prime Minister Gordon Brown, German Chancellor Angela 

Merkel, and Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi—while voicing concern 

for the increasing death toll of Palestinian civilians nonetheless arrived in Is-

rael on Sunday, 18 January, to demonstrate their support for the Israeli cause. 

“Watching missiles directed against residential homes in Israel,” as Berlusconi 

explained why he undertook the trip to Jerusalem, “we too felt that our homes 

were in danger. This is the real threat to the West.”56

As discussed at length in chapter 3, to relocate Palestine into the matrix of 

“world terrorism” Israel has treated post-9 / 11 Palestinian realities as a puppet 

show in which the Iranian regime was pulling the strings. The entire phe-

nomenon of Hamas was said to be an Iranian creation, aimed exclusively at 

advancing Iran’s objective of having the Jewish state “wiped off the map.” It is 

therefore not at all surprising that when Olmert appeared on Israeli national 

television, on 17 January to announce his cabinet’s decision to end the cam-

paign, he devoted a good part of his speech to the truism that “Hamas . . . was 

established as a power base of Iran. . . . Pursuing regional hegemony, Iran has 

tried to replicate its methods of dealing with Hezbollah in the Gaza Strip.”57

Even if the recent war on Gaza has proved that only poor quality, rudi-

mentary weapons passed through the smuggling tunnels connecting the Gaza 

Strip to Egypt, the fact remains that Iran has provided moral and logistical 
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support for Hamas. Yet, as shown in this book, by invariably overstating the 

extent and volume of this support, Israel has, in fact, been able to induce a 

radical amnesia among the public as to the continuing apartheid regime in the 

Palestinian territories and the Palestinians’ plight in general. Consequently, 

these and other pressing issues have been pushed to the margins. When asked 

in the wake of the ceasefire, “What [do] you think is the first most strategic 

threat to Israel,” Avigdor Lieberman stated unequivocally:

Iran, Iran, Iran. . . . If we were a normal state, we would stop quarreling about 

the Palestinian issue and the Golan Heights and focus on Iran. A day after a new 

government will be elected [referring to the upcoming elections in February 

2009] it should tell the international community that from now on we will 

talk neither with the Syrians nor with the Palestinians. All of you can simply 

fuck off. As long as there’s no solution to the Iranian problem we will not deal 

with the settlements or the settlers—in fact, we will not deal with anything. 

Only after we will have taken care of the source of the problem—Iran—it will 

become possible to talk about . . . the problem in Judea, Samaria, and the Golan 

Heights.58

It has been argued that “the ‘war on terrorism’ is itself a supreme act of terror-

ism, a . . . pseudonym for the U.S. imperial designs for the globe.”59 Whether 

or not we accept this insight (and I do accept it), Israel, as I’ve demonstrated in 

this book, has repeatedly taken advantage of Bush’s anti-terrorist agenda with 

a view of facilitating and covering up its belligerent policies in the region. One 

should only hope that, with Barack Obama assuming the presidency of the 

United States, the Gaza attack will prove to be one of the last dying gasps of 

this agenda, allowing for a new, sanguine era of global politics to emerge.
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