
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Death as Strategy

Iran, the West, and the War No One Wanted to See

Amani Jabir


For my father,

who asked the questions the clerics could not answer,

and who found his own clarity in the end.

And for the woman in Eastleigh,

searching through rubble for her son’s schoolbag.

We remember.
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Author’s Note
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This book began with a question my father asked and a woman I never met.

The question: why does the faith that gave him peace give others permission to kill?

The woman: someone in Eastleigh, searching through rubble for her son’s schoolbag.

I have carried both for many years. The question would not let me rest. The image would not let me look away. And eventually, I understood that carrying them was not enough. I had to write.

I am not a scholar of Iran. I am not a foreign policy analyst. I am not a journalist who spent years covering the Middle East. I am someone in Nairobi who has watched the world misread a mortal threat, who has buried the consequences of that misreading, and who could no longer remain silent.

What I know about the Islamic Republic of Iran I learned the hard way: from the attacks on my city, from the faces of the grieving, from the space between Westgate and Garissa and Dusit2 and Lamu. What I know about theology I learned from my father, who built a mosque with his own hands and died a Christian because his questions went unanswered. What I know about strategy I learned from watching an ideology that celebrates death export its logic across continents while the world negotiated.

This book is not the product of expertise. It is the product of proximity. I do not claim to have all the answers. I claim only to have seen what the regime produces, and to have refused to stop asking why.

The manuscript was completed in March 2026, as the conflict it describes continues to unfold. Events are moving quickly. Some details may have changed by the time these words reach you. But the argument does not depend on the news of any particular day. It depends on forty-five years of evidence, on a pattern so consistent that only willful blindness can ignore it, on a truth that proximity teaches and distance obscures.

I have tried to be honest about what I know and what I do not know. I have tried to acknowledge uncertainty without retreating into paralysis. I have tried to write with urgency but not hysteria, with clarity but not certainty. Whether I have succeeded is not for me to judge.

My father died before this book was finished. He never saw these pages. But he is in every one of them. His questions, his struggle, his final clarity—they are the foundation on which everything else is built. I hope that somewhere, somehow, he knows that his son kept asking.

I hope she knows that someone saw her, that someone tried to make sure the world would not forget.

I owe thanks to people who cannot be named. To those who read early drafts and told me the truth when it would have been easier to be kind. To those who shared their own stories of loss, trusting me to handle them with care. To those who argued with me, challenged me, forced me to sharpen arguments I had let grow soft. To my family, who lived through some of what is written here and gave me permission to write it anyway.

I owe thanks most of all to the people of Nairobi, who continue to live, to work, to love, to hope, in a city that has learned the hard way what it costs when the world looks away. This book is for you.

The question my father asked has not been answered. It cannot be answered, not really, not in any way that satisfies a conscience that refuses to accept the killing of innocents. But I have learned, in writing this book, that asking the question is itself a kind of answer. It is a refusal to stop looking. It is a commitment to keep seeing, even when seeing is unbearable.

Her son did not come home.

I have done what I could.

Now it is your turn.

— Amani Jabir

Nairobi, March 2026
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Introduction: From Nairobi, With Wounds
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I am writing this from Nairobi, a city that knows something about religious extremism.

We know because we have counted our dead.

I watched in horror as the Westgate Mall burned. I saw mothers who had gone shopping for their children—ordinary women doing ordinary things on an ordinary day—who never returned home. I saw children, their lives cut so short that they never had the chance to dream. I saw businesses that families had built over generations reduced to ash. I saw survivors whose eyes will never lose that hollow look, because trauma on this scale does not heal. It only scars.

I watched the Dusit2 attack with a horror that was personal. My sister worked in that building. That day, by grace, she had asked for time off. She was elsewhere. But I know that thousands of families across Nairobi did not receive that same mercy. Their sisters did not come home. Their brothers did not answer the phone. Their parents waited at hospitals that had no answers to give.

The Garissa University massacre will never leave us. Hundreds of young people—students, just students—trying to build futures, trying to lift themselves and their families out of poverty, trying to be the first in their villages to graduate. And then gunmen came who believed, with absolute certainty, that these young people had no right to exist. They killed them where they studied. They killed them where they prayed. They killed them because they could.

Lamu taught us that no place is safe. I had to cut short a holiday there two years ago—not because of weather, not because of illness, but because tourists had been taken from those beautiful shores, and no one could guarantee that I would not be next.

The 1998 bomb blast changed our world forever. Before that, we thought we were safe. After that, shopping malls, hotels, churches, beaches—none of them feel safe anymore.

We cannot live like this.

And here is the truth that haunts me: it is not getting better.

We do not know what lurks in the future. We do not know when they will strike again, or where. We only know that they will. Because they have told us. Because they believe, with a certainty that no argument can shake, that we are infidels, that we are targets, that our deaths are pleasing to their god.

I have heard Western analysts say that we must “understand” the grievances of extremists. I have heard them say that violence is a response to oppression, that if we only addressed root causes, the attacks would stop.

With respect: they are wrong.

You cannot negotiate with someone who believes you have no right to exist.

You cannot contain someone who celebrates their own death as victory.

You cannot deter someone who views martyrdom not as loss but as the highest achievement.

I have seen what happens when good people refuse to see evil for what it is. I have buried the consequences. I have sat with the grieving. I have walked through cities where joy has been replaced by permanent vigilance.

And so, when I hear the same arguments applied to Iran—that the regime is “rational,” that it can be “contained,” that we must “give diplomacy a chance”—I listen with ears that have heard gunfire. I watch with eyes that have seen rubble pulled from shopping malls.

I want to be precise about the connection I am drawing. The organizations that attacked Nairobi—al-Shabaab, al-Qaeda—are not Iranian proxies. They are Sunni Salafi organizations, theologically distinct from and in many contexts rival to the Shia Islamic Republic. I am not claiming that Tehran ordered Westgate or Garissa. What I am claiming is something more fundamental: that these organizations and the Islamic Republic of Iran share the same ideological DNA—the same conviction that dying in service of God is victory, that civilian life is forfeit in service of ideology, that the West must be confronted until it submits. Different doctrinal roots, same operating system. Chapter Eleven of this book examines this connection in full.

My father was a Muslim. He built a mosque in our town. He sent me to wash it. He raised me in the faith, taught me to pray, showed me a God of mercy and peace.

But he also asked questions. Hard questions. Questions the clerics could not answer.

Why does the same faith that gave him peace give others permission to kill? Why does the same Quran he recited softly in the dawn inspire men to strap bombs to children? Why does a religion of mercy become, in the hands of some, a commandment to massacre?

He spent his life seeking answers. He read. He traveled. He spoke to scholars and to simple men alike. He watched the attacks on Nairobi. He read the newspapers. He saw what was done in the name of God.

On his deathbed, he converted to Christianity.

Not because he found better answers there. Because he could no longer pretend that the answers he had been given were enough.

This book is, in some ways, my answer to his questions.

For nearly five decades, the Islamic Republic of Iran has told the world exactly what it believes. Its constitution enshrines jihad. Its leaders chant “Death to America” and “Death to Israel” at every Friday prayer. Its Supreme Leader describes himself, in the constitutional text, as the earthly representative of the Hidden Imam, with a divine mandate to guide the Islamic community. Its Revolutionary Guards celebrate martyrdom as the highest calling.

And yet, the West has consistently chosen to interpret these words as rhetoric. As posturing. As something other than what they are.

The 2015 nuclear deal was hailed as a victory for diplomacy. But what if it was not moderation? What if it was taqiyya—a doctrine of strategic deception permitted under threat, a tactical pause while the regime gathered strength for its true purpose? (This interpretation is contested, as any claim about another culture’s religious doctrine must be. But the evidence of forty-five years of behavior, read alongside the regime’s own words, makes it impossible to dismiss.)

The 2025–2026 protests saw the regime slaughter an estimated 40,000 of its own citizens—the highest figure from opposition monitoring groups, with independent human rights organizations documenting patterns consistent with this range, while official Iranian figures acknowledge approximately 3,000. Men, women, children—killed for waving Israeli flags and chanting “Woman, Life, Freedom.” What does that tell us about what the regime values? If they will kill their own on this scale for ideological deviation, what will they do to infidels if they acquire absolute power?

I have asked myself a question that haunts me: What if they actually mean it?

What if the ideology is not a mask for realpolitik but the actual driving force? What if the goal is not survival but victory—and victory means the destruction of everything the West holds dear? What if the regime’s leaders genuinely believe that dying in a final confrontation will hasten the return of the Mahdi?

If that is true, then every assumption of Western foreign policy collapses.

Deterrence assumes the other side wants to live. What if they don’t?

Containment assumes they fear escalation. What if they welcome it?

Negotiation assumes they value compromise. What if they see it as betrayal?

I am not a policymaker in Washington or Brussels. I am not a professor at a prestigious university. I am simply someone in Nairobi who has watched the world misread a mortal threat, and who can no longer remain silent.

This book is my attempt to lay out the evidence as clearly as I can. To show that the regime’s actions—over forty-five years, across continents, against its own people and against strangers—form a consistent pattern. To explain why Europe’s reluctance to act is not caution but blindness. To argue that the United States, whatever its flaws, has chosen to act when others would not.

I do not expect everyone to agree with me. I do not claim certainty about every detail. But I claim this: the stakes are too high to continue pretending.

The clock is ticking. Iran is closer than ever to nuclear capability. The regime is more desperate than ever, having proven it will kill its own to survive. The window for prevention is closing.

I write from Nairobi, a city that knows what extremism costs.

I write with urgency, because time is not on our side.

I write because of a woman I saw in Eastleigh, searching through rubble for her son’s schoolbag.

I write because someone must say what so many refuse to see.

This is that argument.
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Chapter One: The Ideological Core
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The Mosque I Washed

My father built a mosque.

I remember the smell of fresh cement mixing with the red earth of our town. I remember the men coming after prayers, their shadows lengthening across the courtyard as the sun set behind the acacia trees. I remember my father’s hands, rough from work, gentle as they placed the first stone.

And I remember washing it.

He would send me, a boy with a bucket and cloth, to clean the floors where men bowed to God. I did not understand then what I was washing. I only knew that this was holy ground, that my father’s eyes held something sacred when he looked at it, that the words spoken inside those walls were meant to lift souls toward heaven.

My father brought Islam to our town. He was not a scholar trained in Cairo or Mecca. He was a man of faith, simple and deep, who believed that God is merciful, that prayer is a conversation, that the path to paradise is paved with kindness and charity. He built that mosque so that others could find what he had found: peace.

I think of him often now, as I write these words.

I think of him because there is a question he could never answer.

Why?

Why does the faith that gave him peace give others permission to kill? Why does the same Quran that he recited softly in the dawn inspire men to strap bombs to children? Why does the God of mercy become, in the hands of some, a commander of massacre?

He tried. I watched him struggle with it. He would read the verses about jihad, about struggle, about standing against oppression. He would explain that jihad is internal, a battle against one’s own sins. He would say that the extremists have twisted the faith, that they do not represent true Islam.

But when I asked him about the children—the young boys in Gaza, in Syria, in Somalia, in Kenya, given weapons and told that paradise awaits those who kill—he grew quiet. When I asked him about the verses that seem to command violence against unbelievers, he would change the subject. When I pressed him on why so many young men in our own region were leaving their families to join groups that slaughter innocents, he had no answer.

He had faith. He did not have an explanation.

Some of my family members took his path. They are good people, praying in the mosque he built, raising their children in the faith he loved. I do not doubt their sincerity. I do not question their devotion.

But I could not follow them.

Because the question never left me. Because the children kept dying. Because the justifications kept failing.

Years later, after he had watched the same attacks I watched, after he had read the same newspapers, after he had seen what was done in the name of God, he told me about a young man from our town who had left to join al-Shabaab. He had known him. He had prayed beside him. He had watched him grow up.


“He was a good boy,” my father said. “He used to help clean the mosque. You remember him.”



I did. And I remember the day we learned he had died in Somalia, taking others with him.

My father never said it, but I saw it in his eyes: the mosque he built had not prevented this. The faith he loved had not protected that boy. The answers he sought had not come.

This book is, in some ways, my answer to his questions. Not an answer he would have wanted, perhaps. Not an answer that brings comfort. But an answer born of honesty, of years of watching, of a refusal to look away.

The question is not whether Islam is a religion of peace. The question is: What happens when a state is built on an interpretation of Islam that commands conquest, that sanctifies martyrdom, that promises paradise to those who kill and are killed in the path of God?

That is the question this chapter must answer.

The Foundation: Velayat-e Faqih

To understand the Islamic Republic of Iran, you must understand a single concept: Velayat-e Faqih—the Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist.

This is not a minor doctrine. It is not a political convenience. It is the theological bedrock upon which the entire regime is built.

Before 1979, the dominant tradition in Shia Islam held that clerics should guide the community but should not rule directly. The expectation was that political power was inherently corrupting, that the clergy should remain separate, that true authority belonged only to the Hidden Imam, who would return at the end of days to establish justice on earth.

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini rejected this tradition.

His argument, developed over decades and articulated in his book “Islamic Government,” was radical: In the absence of the Hidden Imam, the most learned jurist—the faqih—has the authority to rule. Not merely to advise. Not merely to guide. To rule. Directly. Absolutely.

Why? Because Islamic law—Sharia—must govern every aspect of life. And who better to implement Sharia than the one who understands it most deeply? The jurist becomes the trustee of the Imam, the earthly representative of divine authority, the instrument through which God’s will is made manifest on earth.

This is not democracy. It is not even theocracy as the West understands it. It is something older, something deeper: the claim that a single man speaks for God.

When Khomeini returned to Iran in 1979, he did not become president. He became the Supreme Leader—the faqih—with authority over all branches of government, over the military, over the judiciary, over the very soul of the nation. The constitution he helped draft enshrined this principle. It remains in effect today.

The current Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, is not merely a head of state. He is, in the regime’s own telling, the deputy of the Imam. His words carry divine weight. His commands are religious obligations. To oppose him is not merely treason—it is apostasy.

I read these words as a boy who washed a mosque floor. I did not know then that such doctrines existed. But I know now that they are not abstractions. They are the foundation upon which everything else is built.

Jihad: The Forgotten Pillar

In Western discussions of Islam, jihad is often translated as “struggle.” We are told that the “greater jihad” is the internal struggle against sin, and that the “lesser jihad” is external defense of the faith. This is true as far as it goes.

But it does not go far enough.

The classical Islamic tradition, both Sunni and Shia, recognizes multiple forms of jihad. Among them is jihad al-talab—offensive or expansive jihad—the obligation to expand the territory of Islam until the entire world is under Islamic governance.

This interpretation is disputed within Islam. Most Muslim scholars reject the expansionist reading, insisting that jihad is purely defensive. They point to verses that command peace and tolerance. They argue that the early conquests were historical exceptions, not theological mandates.

But the Islamic Republic has adopted the minority interpretation. Its leaders cite the same sources, the same verses, the same historical precedents, and they draw the opposite conclusion: that expansion is not merely permitted but required; that the world is divided into the abode of Islam and the abode of war; that the relationship between them is not one of peaceful coexistence but of eventual submission.

The 9/11 hijackers believed this. Al-Qaeda believed this. ISIS believed this.

And the Islamic Republic of Iran believes this.

The difference is that Iran has built a state around it.

The Apocalyptic Frame: Awaiting the Mahdi

Twelver Shia Islam, the official doctrine of Iran, adds another layer: the expectation of the Mahdi.

The Mahdi is the twelfth Imam, descendant of the Prophet, who went into occultation in the ninth century. He is believed to be alive, hidden by God, awaiting the moment when he will return to fill the world with justice after it has been filled with injustice.

For most of Islamic history, this belief encouraged patience. The Mahdi would come when God willed. Until then, believers should wait, pray, and prepare.

But some interpretations—including those embraced by the Islamic Republic’s founding generation—suggest that believers can hasten the Mahdi’s return. How? By creating the conditions of injustice and chaos that precede his arrival. By waging war against the forces of unbelief. By triggering the final, apocalyptic confrontation that will clear the way for his coming.

This is not mainstream Shia theology. It is a radical fringe, embraced by a regime that found it useful. But it is present in the regime’s DNA. Khomeini spoke of the Mahdi. Khamenei speaks of him. The Iranian military names missiles after him. The regime’s slogans invoke him.

And if you believe that you can hasten the return of the Messiah by fighting and dying, then death is not loss. Death is strategy.

What This Means for Deterrence

This is why the frameworks the West applies to Iran do not work.

Deterrence assumes the other side fears death. Containment assumes the other side fears escalation. Negotiation assumes the other side values compromise.

But a state whose ruler claims divine authority, whose doctrine commands expansion until the world submits, whose theology promises paradise to those who die in battle, whose leadership speaks openly of hastening the apocalypse—that state does not share these fears.
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