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			Epigraph

			Where they make a wasteland, they call it peace.

			—­Agricola, Tacitus (Roman senator, d. AD 120)
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			Note on Names and Spellings

			I have used the most common spellings for well-­known names and terms in Arabic, Persian, and Urdu. In other cases, I have used my own transliterations. Translations of Arabic newspaper headlines and text as well as of some of the poetry are my own. Wherever similar concepts exist across the three cultures I cover, I have indicated their equivalent in Arabic.

			For the concept of the Guardianship of the Jurist introduced by ­Khomeini, which is mentioned repeatedly, I have used the Arabic transliteration wilayat al-­faqih (rather than the Persian velayat-­e faqih) throughout the book to avoid confusion. In Arabic, both ibn and bin can be translated as “son of.” I have used both depending on the most common usage (Mohammad bin Salman versus Abdelaziz ibn Saud). The name Muhammad can also be transliterated as Mohammad and I have used both depending on the most widespread usage or the preference expressed by characters in the book. I have chosen to refer to many of the central characters by their first names to distinguish them from prominent or historical figures.

		

	
		
			People

			Lebanon

			Hussein al-­Husseini: Shia politician and speaker of parliament during the 1980s

			Musa Sadr: Iranian Shia cleric, moved to Lebanon in 1959, disappeared in Libya in 1978

			Hani Fahs: Shia cleric, lived in Iran 1979–­86; supporter, then critic, of the revolution

			Badia Fahs: daughter of Hani and journalist, lived in Iran as a student

			Sobhi Tufayli: founding member of Hezbollah

			Hassan Nasrallah: secretary-general of Hezbollah since 1992

			Rafiq Hariri: billionaire politician and three-­time prime minister, assassinated in 2005

			Iran

			Mahmoud Ahmadinejad: president 2005–­13

			Masih Alinejad: journalist and activist

			Abolhassan Banisadr: leftist nationalist and first president after the revolution

			Mehdi Bazergan: founding member of the Liberation Movement of Iran (LMI), first prime minister after the revolution

			Mohammad Beheshti: loyal Khomeinist and founder of the Islamic Republican Party

			Mostafa Chamran: key member of the LMI, first defense minister of revolutionary Iran

			Sadegh Ghotbzadeh: key member of the LMI

			Mohammad Khatami: president 1997–­2005

			Mohsen Sazegara: student activist with the LMI, founding member of Revolutionary Guards (IRGC)

			Ebrahim Yazdi: key member of the LMI, first foreign minister after the revolution

			Saudi Arabia

			Sami Angawi: architect and founder of the Hajj Research Center

			Abdelaziz bin Baz: powerful cleric, vice rector of Medina University in the 1960s, grand mufti of the kingdom 1993–­99

			Sofana Dahlan: lawyer and descendant of nineteenth-­century mufti Ahmad ibn Zayni Dahlan

			Turki al-­Faisal: intelligence chief 1979–­2001

			Muhammad ibn Saud: founder of the Al-­Saud dynasty in the eighteenth century

			Muhammad ibn Abdelwahhab: ultra-­fundamentalist orthodox preacher in the eighteenth century, ally of Muhammad ibn Saud

			Mohammad bin Salman: crown prince since 2017 and defense minister since 2015, son of King Salman

			Abdelaziz ibn Saud: founder of Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, ruled 1932–­53

			Faisal ibn Saud: third king of Saudi Arabia, assassinated 1975

			Iraq

			Saddam Hussein: president 1979–­2003

			Mohammad Baqer al-­Hakim: Iranian ayatollah in exile in Iran 1980–­2003, assassinated in Iraq in 2003

			Atwar Bahjat: Iraqi journalist, assassinated 2006

			Abdulmajid al-­Khoei: Shia cleric, exiled in 1991, assassinated in 2003

			Mohammad Taqi al-­Khoei: Shia cleric, killed in 1994

			Jawad al-­Khoei: Shia cleric, son of Mohammad Taqi, exiled in 1991, returned to Iraq in 2010

			Mohammad Baqer al-­Sadr: ayatollah executed by Saddam in 1980, founder of Islamist Shia Da’wa Party

			Moqtada al-­Sadr: cleric and founder of the Mahdi army

			Syria

			Hafez al-­Assad: president 1970–­2000

			Bashar al-­Assad: son of Hafez, president since 2000

			Yassin al-­Haj Saleh: student communist activist jailed in 1980, Syria’s leading intellectual since 2000

			Samira al-­Khalil: activist and Yassin’s wife, kidnapped by militants in 2013

			Sa’id Hawwa: key ideologue of the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood

			Zahran Alloush: leader of Islamist rebel group Jaysh al-­Islam, killed in 2015

			Pakistan

			Zulfiquar Ali Bhutto: prime minister 1973–­77

			Benazir Bhutto: daughter of Zulfiquar, prime minister 1988–­90, 1993–­96, assassinated 2007

			Mehtab Channa Rashdi: television anchor

			Faiz Ahmed Faiz: one of the most celebrated poets in the Urdu language

			Arif Hussaini: Shia cleric, supporter of Khomeini

			Zia ul-­Haq: president 1978–­88

			Ehsan Elahi Zaheer: Sunni religious scholar, author of anti-­Shia books

			Egypt

			Gamal Abdel Nasser: president 1954–­70

			Nasr Abu Zeid: secular professor of Arabic literature and Islamic studies

			Farag Foda: secular intellectual, assassinated in 1992

			Nageh Ibrahim: Islamist student activist, founding member of Gama’a Islamiyya

			Hosni Mubarak: president 1981–­2011

			Ahmed Naji: journalist and novelist

			Anwar Sadat: president of Egypt assassinated in 1981

			Ebtehal Younes: professor of French literature and wife of Nasr Abu Zeid

			Ayman al-­Zawahiri: leader of Islamic Jihad in Egypt, number two in al-­Qaeda

			Others

			Yasser Arafat: chairman, Palestinian Liberation Organization

			Issam Berqawi, aka Abu Muhammad al-­Maqdissi: Jordanian Salafist, mentor of Abu Musab al-Zarqawi

			Muammar al-Gaddafi: ruler of Libya 1970–­2011
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			INTRODUCTION

			“What happened to us?” The question haunts us in the Arab and Muslim world. We repeat it like a mantra. You will hear it from Iran to Syria, from Saudi Arabia to Pakistan, and in my own country of Lebanon. For us, the past is a different country, one that is not mired in the horrors of sectarian killings; a more vibrant place, without the crushing intolerance of religious zealots and seemingly endless, amorphous wars. Though the past had coups and wars too, they were contained in time and space, and the future still held much promise. “What happened to us?” The question may not occur to those too young to remember a different world, or whose parents did not tell them of a youth spent reciting poetry in Peshawar, debating Marxism late into the night in the bars of Beirut, or riding bicycles to picnic on the banks of the Tigris River in Baghdad. The question may also surprise those in the West who assume that the extremism and the bloodletting of today were always the norm.

			Although this book journeys into the past, it is not driven by wistful nostalgia about a halcyon world. My aim was to understand when and why things began to unravel, and what was lost, slowly at first and then with unexpected force. There are many turning points in the Middle East’s modern history that could explain how we ended up in these depths of despair. Some people will identify the end of the Ottoman Empire and the fall of the last Islamic caliphate after World War I as the moment when the Muslim world lost its way; or they will see the creation of Israel in 1948 and the defeat of the Arabs in the subsequent Six-­Day War of 1967 as the first fissure in the collective Arab psyche. Others will skip directly to the US invasion of Iraq in 2003 and point to the aftermath as the final paroxysm of conflicts dating back millennia: Sunnis and Shias killing each other, Saudi Arabia and Iran locked in a fight to the death. They will insist that both the killings and the rivalry are inevitable and eternal. Except for the “inevitable and eternal” part, none of these explanations is wrong, but none, on its own, paints a complete picture.

			Trying to answer the question “What happened to us?” led me to the fateful year of 1979. Three major events took place in that same year, almost independent of one another: the Iranian Revolution; the siege of the Holy Mosque in Mecca by Saudi zealots; and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the first battleground for jihad in modern times, an effort supported by the United States. The combination of all three was toxic, and nothing was ever the same again. From this noxious brew was born the Saudi-­Iran rivalry, a destructive competition for leadership of the Muslim world, in which both countries wield, exploit, and distort religion in the more profane pursuit of raw power. That is the constant from 1979 onward, the torrent that flattens everything in its path.

			Nothing has changed the Arab and Muslim world as deeply and fundamentally as the events of 1979. Other pivotal moments undid alliances, started or ended wars, or saw the birth of a new political movement. But the radical legacy of 1979 did all this and more: it began a process that transformed societies and altered cultural and religious references. The dynamics unleashed in 1979 changed who we are and hijacked our collective memory.

			The year 1979 and the four decades that followed are the story at the heart of this book. The Saudi-­Iran rivalry went beyond geopolitics, descending into an ever-­greater competition for Islamic legitimacy through religious and cultural domination, changing societies from within—­not only in Saudi Arabia and Iran, but throughout the region. While many books explore the Iranian Revolution, few look at how it rippled out, how the Arab and Sunni world reacted and interacted with the momentous event. All the way to Pakistan, the ripples of the rivalry reengineered vibrant, pluralistic countries and unleashed sectarian identities and killings that had never defined us in the past. While Pakistan is geographically located on the Indian subcontinent, its modern history is closely linked to the trends that unfolded in the Middle East, and the country features prominently in this narrative. Across this Greater Middle East, the rise of militancy and the rise of cultural intolerance happened in parallel and often fed into each other.

			Everywhere I went to conduct interviews for this book, from Cairo to Baghdad, from Tehran to Islamabad, I was met with a flood of emotions when I asked people about the impact the year 1979 had on their lives. I felt I was conducting national or regional therapy, sitting in people’s living rooms and studies: everyone had a story about how 1979 had wrecked their lives, their marriage, their education, including those born after that year. Although this is neither a work of historical scholarship nor an academic study, it is more than a reported narrative: I dug deep into archives, pored over thousands of newspapers, interviewed dozens of people, and built a virtual library of the history of those four decades. The result is a new reading of known events, some forgotten, some overlooked, most heretofore seen in isolation. Brought together, spanning four decades of history and seven countries, they shatter many accepted truths about the region and shed an unprecedented light on how the Saudi-­Iran rivalry evolved and mutated over time, with consequences no one could have foreseen in 1979.

			Although geopolitical events provide the backdrop and stage for Black Wave, this is not a book about terrorism or al-­Qaeda or even ISIS, nor is it about the Sunni-­Shia split or the dangers that violent fundamentalists pose for the West. This has been the almost obsessive focus of the headlines in the West. Instead, these pages bring the untold story of those—­and they are many—­who fought and continue to fight against the intellectual and cultural darkness that slowly engulfed their countries in the decades following the fateful year of 1979. Intellectuals, poets, lawyers, television anchors, young clerics, novelists; men and women; Arab, Iranian, and Pakistani; Sunni and Shia; most devout, some secular, but all progressive thinkers who represent the vibrant, pluralistic world that persists beneath the black wave. They are the silenced majority, who have suffered immensely at the hands of those who are relentlessly intolerant of others, whether wielding political power or a gun. Some paid with their life, like the Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi, murdered in the Saudi consulate in Istanbul in October 2018. Jamal was a colleague and a friend. I was writing a passage about his life when his brutal death provided a macabre twist to the larger tale of the Saudi-­Iran rivalry.

			The lives of all the characters at the heart of this book overlap in time, across generations. Some know each other; most don’t. They live in different countries, but they are fighting the same battles. Their stories are contained within other stories of historical figures, famous writers, or infamous militants, a sprawling tale, a One Thousand and One Nights of modern Middle Eastern politics.

			This tale begins just a few years before 1979, on the shores of the Mediterranean, in Lebanon, in a little-­known episode that played a crucial role in setting the stage for the Iranian Revolution.

		

	
		
			Part I

			Revolution

		

	
		
		

	
		
			1

			Cassette Revolution

			Lebanon-­Iran-­Iraq-­France 1977–­79

			Peace died in the homeland of peace

			Justice succumbed

			When the City of Jerusalem fell

			Love retreated and in the hearts of the world, war settled

			The child in the grotto and his mother Mary are crying, and I am praying.

			—­Fairuz, lyrics from “Jerusalem Flower of all the Cities” (1971)

			There is an irony lodged deep in the heart of the revolution that turned Iran from a Persian kingdom into an Islamic theocracy, a revolution cheered and organized by secular leftists and Islamist modernists. The irony is that the Iran of the fundamentalist ayatollahs owes its ultimate birth pang to cities of sin and freedom: Beirut, capital of Arabic modernity, once known as the Paris of the Middle East; and Paris, birthplace of the Age of Enlightenment. If not for the permissive freedoms in both, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini—­a patient man with a cunning mind—­might have died forgotten in a two-­story mudbrick house down a narrow cul-­de-­sac in the holy city of Najaf, in Iraq. The Iranian cleric had agitated against the shah of Iran for over a decade and spent time in prison in Tehran. He was sent into exile and arrived in Najaf in 1965, where he languished in anonymity for thirteen years, popular among his circle of disciples but shunned by most of the Iraqi Shia clergy. In Najaf, clerics stayed out of politics and disapproved of the firebrand ayatollah who thought he had a special relationship with God. Outside the cities that busied themselves with theology, there were those who saw in Khomeini a useful political tool, someone who could rouse crowds in the battle against oppression. Different people with different dreams, from Tehran to Jerusalem, from Paris to Beirut, looked to Khomeini and saw a man who could serve their agenda, not realizing they were serving his.

			7

			On the coast of Lebanon, on the terrace of a house overlooking the glistening sea, a trio of men animated by a yearning for justice talked late into the night, remaking the world and their countries. They were an unlikely assortment: Musa Sadr, the magnetic, turbaned Iranian cleric with green eyes, known as Imam Sadr; Hussein al-­Husseini, the witty, mustachioed Lebanese politician, in a suit; and Mostafa Chamran, the Iranian physicist turned leftist revolutionary in fatigues. Only one of them would survive the crush of what their dreams unleashed.

			The year was 1974. The antiapartheid activist Nelson Mandela was in jail in South Africa. The Irish Republican Army was fighting the British, bombing pubs and telephone exchanges in England. In Vietnam, American firepower had come to naught. The fighting continued between the pro-­American South and the Communist North, but all US troops had gone home. After nineteen years of war, the toll was devastating: two million Vietnamese civilians, a million and a half Vietnamese troops, and sixty thousand American troops were dead. President Richard Nixon had just resigned to avoid impeachment in a separate episode of infamy: the Watergate scandal. Men wore their hair long, neckties were wide, and Led Zeppelin was the biggest rock band in the world. In April 1975, Saigon would fall to the Communists. That same month, war would erupt in Lebanon and the fire of the Cold War would move from Southeast Asia to the Middle East.

			But for now, in the summer of 1974, as the three men gathered in Husseini’s home in the tiny coastal town of Khalde, ten minutes south of Beirut, they looked back on a year of achievements. Their dreams crossed borders, their destinations were different, but their journey against oppression was the same. War was still only a murmur around them.

			That summer, Joan Baez’s powerfully gentle voice had echoed from the east, farther inland, in the dry coolness of the fertile Beqaa Valley. The American folk singer and civil rights activist, a friend of Martin Luther King Jr. and onetime lover of Bob Dylan, strummed her guitar for the well-­heeled crowd of music aficionados and socialites who had traveled from Beirut and around the Arab world to attend the International Baalbek Festival. She sang about freedom and answers blowing in the wind, at the site of ancient Heliopolis, the largest, best-­preserved Roman city in Baalbek, a small rural town of barely ten thousand inhabitants. “How many years must some people exist, before they’re allowed to be free?” asked Baez. Ella Fitzgerald, Rudolf Nureyev, and the New York Philharmonic, as well as Lebanon’s own ethereal iconic singer Fairuz and Egypt’s leading diva Umm Kulthum, had all performed in Baalbek under the watch of the towering columns of the temples of Bacchus and Jupiter. During the day, tourists walked around the famed ruins; in the evening, hundreds descended on the small town to attend the performances while the locals sold souvenirs and snacks at the entrance to the site.

			As a town, Baalbek was an underdeveloped backwater. Some of its dwellings were less than salubrious—­open sewage ran in some of the streets. There was no secondary school, but there were open fields of cannabis all around the city, which meant both money and poverty—­and a lot of guns. This was a typical tale of neglect of rural areas, but here in Baalbek (as in other parts of Lebanon) there was more to the divide: religion. In this country of mind-­boggling diversity for its small size, there were three groups: Christians, the minority to whom the departing colonial rulers had given the power to dominate; Sunni Muslims, the traditional bourgeois merchant class, city dwellers who also swelled the ranks of the bureaucracy; and Shia Muslims, forgotten and downtrodden, who tilled the soil for potatoes or cannabis in the Beqaa Valley or picked tobacco in the south. In the cities, Shias were the shoeshine boys, the newspaper sellers, the restaurant busboys. There were Shia landowners, but they, too, lorded it over the others. There were also Shia notables and politicians like Husseini, who had pushed through the barriers to become mayor of a small town at the age of nineteen. Baalbek had a mix of all three communities, but it was predominantly Shia.

			The history of Lebanon’s Shia community is said to stretch back to the early days of Islam, the oldest community outside Medina, where, after the prophet Muhammad died, some had chosen Ali, cousin of the prophet and husband of his daughter Fatima, as the rightful heir. They were known hence as the partisans of Ali, shi’at Ali. Others believed that the prophet had named Abu Bakr, a close companion, as his successor and first caliph of the Muslim nation. The struggle opposed two visions for the succession: one religious, through a line of the prophet’s descendants known as imams (leaders of prayer); and the other, more earthly, centered on power, caliphs (literally, “successors”), chosen by consensus among wise men. The battle over who was to govern Muslims and levy taxes on the community would descend into civil war during the first decades of Islam and then settle into a theological schism. There would be Shia empires but, overall, the history of Shiism is the history of a minority in opposition, of sacrifice and martyrdom. In Lebanon, over centuries, the Shias amassed wealth and power and built the region of Jabal Amel in the south of the country into a center of Shia erudition. When Shah Ismail I founded the Safavid dynasty in Persia in the fifteenth century, he forced his Sunni subjects to convert to Shiism almost overnight. He brought over clerics and scholars from the holy Shia cities of Karbala and Najaf in Iraq as well as from Jabal Amel to teach and spread the new gospel. Under Ottoman rule, the Shias of Lebanon continued to maintain a defiant autonomy, but eventually they had to submit to their role as a minority in the Sunni empire. When modern Lebanon came into existence, the boundaries between Shiism and Sunnism were often fluid, from a religious and even an identity perspective. The divide was sharpest as a rural versus urban gap. Overall, Shias lived in harmony with their Sunni and Christian neighbors and accepted their fate.

			Imam Sadr had come to wake them. He had moved to Lebanon from Iran in 1959 to shine a light on Shia dispossession and help establish schools and dispensaries, just like a missionary. Sadr’s ancestors had come from Lebanon, like all the al-­Sadrs in Iraq, Iran, and beyond. He had now made the reverse migration journey. He wore the black turban, which signaled that as a cleric he was also a descendant of the prophet, a sayyed; the title Imam was an additional honorific bestowed on him by devoted followers. In the cold month of March 1974, he traveled to Baalbek to awaken Shia political consciousness. They came from everywhere in Lebanon to listen to the charismatic orator. They traveled from the orange orchards and tobacco fields of the dominantly Shia southern coast, from the small Shia villages in the Christian heartland in the north, and from the cinder-block slums of Beirut where they had settled after escaping Israeli shelling of their southern villages. They came by bus and by car, traveling for hours, some for more than a day, across a small country without a public transportation network. By the time Imam Sadr had reached the outskirts of Baalbek, the roads were jammed, forcing him to stop in towns along the way. Seventy-­five thousand men, seemingly all with AK-­47s and old World War II guns, had converged on Baalbek to hear him speak. He barely managed to reach the podium as the crowds lunged to touch his gown; he even briefly lost his black turban. The clatter of celebratory gunfire was deafening.

			“I have words harsher than bullets, so spare your bullets,” he told his audience. Imam Sadr blasted the government in Beirut for its neglect of Lebanon’s Shias and rural areas in general, for the unpaved roads, the lack of schools and basic rights like water and electricity. In a country with eighteen different sects, the Shia community was one of the three largest, and yet they rarely rose through the ranks of the bureaucracy; they were passed over for promotion, shoved into lesser jobs. The speaker of the house, always a Shia according to Lebanon’s unwritten constitution, had little political power—­that rested mostly in the hands of the country’s Christian president. Lebanon, modern and cosmopolitan, was also a country of fiefdoms and clientelism, and the Shias had never had anyone speak up for them or lead their battles. Now they had Imam Sadr.

			“What does the government expect, what does it expect other than rage and revolution?” he warned, speaking to the crowd. He rattled off a list of all the ways in which the Shias were being wronged. He had made some headway during his time in Lebanon, helping to found the Higher Shia Council to lobby for the needs of the community. But progress had been too slow. It was time to raise the tone. “Arms,” he told his followers, “are the adornment of men.” Sadr was not calling for armed struggle but he understood the feeling of empowerment that came from merely carrying a gun. He wasn’t a military leader, but then neither was he a traditional quietist cleric focused on theology and the matters of his parish. He was an activist, and though his focus was the Shia plight Sadr spoke up against dispossession and injustice across all communities. The Baalbek rally marked the launch of the Movement of the Disinherited, which Sadr had recently founded with his friend Husseini, a multi-confessional movement that was the result of more than a decade of work.

			A towering six foot six, Sadr was unlike any leader that Lebanon had ever seen, a country where people stayed within the confines of their sectarian identity. Although he was Iranian-­born, in the holy city of Qom, his ancestors had come from Jabal Amel. He was a modernist, a rare cleric who had studied not only in religious seminaries but also on the benches of a secular institution, obtaining a degree in political science from Tehran University. He had family ties extending across borders and ethnicities, blurring the lines between Arab, Persian, and Turk, with cousins everywhere. The holy city of Najaf in Iraq was the hub where all ties converged. Sadr crossed boundaries of the mind too, opening worlds onto one another. In Tyre, he bought ice cream from a Christian whose business was suffering because his Shia neighbors believed anything made by non-­Muslims was unclean. Christian women swooned over him, and though clerics were not supposed to shake hands with women, he occasionally made an exception out of politeness. He taught at Sunni schools, gave classes in Islamic philosophy at the St. Joseph University in Beirut, and prayed in churches all over the country. The imagery was striking as he stood behind the altar, beneath Jesus on a crucifix, facing a full church with his black turban denoting lineage traced back to the prophet Muhammad. He once drew huge crowds to a small church in a tiny Christian village on the border with Israel. He arrived half an hour late, and when he finally appeared behind the pulpit the anxious crowd of Christian worshippers called out Allahu Akbar, God is great, a cry of relief, as though Christ himself had arrived.

			Sadr understood his different audiences. He spoke with melancholy to the priests and nuns and the flock gathered in a church, paying homage to Christ as an apostle of the oppressed; he thundered in Baalbek to the men with guns, rousing them from their sorrow with imagery of Imam Hussein, son of Ali and Fatima, grandson of the prophet, killed in battle in Karbala in the year 680. The party of Ali had largely accepted that the prophet’s successors would be caliphs chosen by wise counsel. Then one caliph passed the reins to his son, Yazid. There was wide discontent with this act of nepotism, and Hussein rebelled against the injustice, facing off with his followers against the army of Yazid. His death helped crystallize what was still a nascent Shia identity. He was killed on the tenth, ashura, day of the Muslim month of Muharram and became a tragic, exalted figure, buried near the site of the battle. For centuries to come, Shias would incant “Every day is Ashura, every land is Karbala.”

			But as with every historical event, there were different interpretations. Some historians dismissed Imam Hussein’s endeavor as a tale of failure; some saw a battle between two fallible men each seeking power; others described Hussein as a rebel standing up for justice against tyranny. How had he gone into battle: seeking martyrdom and riding willingly to a sure death? Or clear-­eyed, weighing his options, and still hoping for the best outcome? Ayatollah Khomeini would later deploy the narrative of the willing martyr. In Baalbek, Sadr gave his followers a rendition of Imam Hussein stripped of sorrow, a story not of victimhood but rebellion against injustice. And so Sadr urged his followers not to seek death, but to rebel with courage like Imam Hussein.

			There was much to rebel against, especially in the south of the country. The dominantly Shia south of Lebanon, dotted with Sunni and Christian villages, was caught in the crossfire of a regional conflict. Lebanon was home to tens of thousands of Palestinian refugees, stateless since the end of the British mandate over Palestine and the creation of the state of Israel in 1948 on parts of the territory. Among the refugees, since the 1960s, were Palestinian guerrilla fighters running amok with their guns, launching attacks against Israel just across the border, in the hope of liberating land they had lost to the new state. Israel’s military superiority was felt on a regular basis as its planes raided Palestinian camps in south Lebanon and shelled villages, and Israeli tanks crossed into Lebanon. The Lebanese army was no match for Israel’s Defense Forces, and the weak Lebanese state had no authority over the Palestinian guerrillas. Villagers, Muslim and Christian alike, resented the Palestinian fighters for attracting Israel’s wrath onto them and ruining their world and livelihood.

			Sadr chided the state for leaving its citizens defenseless but said nothing about the Palestinians. Along with his friends Husseini and Chamran, he wrestled with an impossible paradox: how to protect the community from Israeli retaliation, while staying loyal to the Palestinian cause, that of lost Arab land, and to Jerusalem, a holy city now out of reach for most Arabs after Israel had gained control over the whole city during the Six-­Day War in 1967.

			There was an added complexity: the Palestinian camps in Lebanon were a training hub for every revolutionary of the era, from the Japanese Red Army to the German Baader-­Meinhof group but also the Iranians who wanted to get rid of the shah. One of those was Sadr’s friend Chamran. Training in Lebanon was a rite of passage for revolutionaries of the period, and even before the civil war weapons were readily available. You could buy them from fat men with worry beads sitting in tea shops. If they had run out, you could go to their neighbor or competitor, the barber or the grocer around the corner. Beirut was a playground for playboys, spies, and gun dealers.

			Inspired by the success of the Cuban, Algerian, and Vietnamese revolutions and insurgencies, Iranian opposition groups of all political stripes, from Marxists to nationalists, religious fundamentalists to Islamist modernists, were exploring the option of an armed insurgency against the king of Iran. Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had been on the throne since 1941, when his father, Reza Shah Pahlavi, had abdicated. The Persian empire was 2,500 years old, but the Pahlavi dynasty was young. In 1925, with help from the British, Reza Shah, a brigadier general in the Persian Cossack army, had put an end to two centuries of Qajar dynasty. Both father and son had faced challenges as they tried to force the rapid modernization of the country. In 1963, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi had launched a wide program of reforms he described as a White Revolution. Khomeini and other clerics denounced what they saw as the Westernization of Iran by a despotic ruler. They were particularly incensed about the greater rights granted to women, including the right to run for elected office and serve as judges. Spurred by the clergy, leftists, antiroyalists, and student activists also took to the streets, each for their own reasons. The shah crushed the protests, killing dozens. Opposition leaders who were not arrested went underground or scattered abroad. Khomeini went to Turkey, then Iraq, but Lebanon provided convenient proximity for Iranian dissidents, along with religious and social affinities and even entertainment: the more secular revolutionaries could train during the day and go to the beach in the afternoon or spend their evenings in the bars of Beirut.

			Chamran was a key member of Nehzat-­e Azadi-e Iran, the Liberation Movement of Iran (LMI), an opposition party that had participated in the uprising of 1963 against the shah. The group’s founders, Mehdi Bazergan and a liberal cleric, Ayatollah Mahmoud Taleghani, were religious modernists: devout, but also advocates of the separation of church and state. They too rejected the White Revolution and believed that modernizing Iran did not have to empty it of its soul. After 1963, the LMI leadership had to move underground and abroad. From Tehran to Cairo, then to Berkeley in the United States, Chamran eventually moved to Lebanon in 1971. While he helped Husseini and Sadr improve the life of Lebanon’s Shias, he was also busy organizing LMI training in various Palestinian camps. Hundreds of young Iranians—­Marxists and clerics alike—­came through these camps. They would soon become the vanguard of the Iranian Revolution.

			Chamran had settled in the southern Lebanese city of Tyre, an ancient Phoenician town and the birthplace of Dido or Elissar, Queen of Carthage. Pious but secular in his outlook on life, he had no religious iconography in his living space, no religious recitations about Imam Hussein or sermons among any of the cassette tapes in his car. Driving around Lebanon, the revolutionary with a PhD loved listening to the songs of Umm Kulthum, with her melancholic lyrics that seemed to never end, and her repetitive, entrancing incantations of love. Sadr had a weakness for Iran’s equivalent, Marzieh, the daughter of a cleric with a rich repertoire of over one thousand songs about love, passionate but mostly unrequited. Her mezzo-­soprano could bring him to tears as he pined for his country.

			On the balcony of the Husseini home, it was usually the music of Lebanon’s beloved Fairuz that played in the background while the three friends engaged in late-night discussions about the role of religion in life and its limitations. Both Iranian men spoke perfect Arabic, Chamran with a heavier Persian accent. Husseini experienced his Shia identity more as a culture than religious dogma, shaped by communal traditions, philosophy and poetry from the sages of Jabal Amel, and Shia treatises about social equality. Imam Sadr indulged in the occasional water pipe, an unusual practice for a cleric. He wore his turban almost casually, with an occasional tilt or strand of hair showing. He felt that the rigid minutiae of strictures were an obstacle to a spiritual embrace of religion.

			There was Shiism and the community in Lebanon . . . there was Iran and the shah . . . and then there was Jerusalem. Those were the issues that brought the three men together and where their interests overlapped. Jerusalem loomed large in the Husseini home, as a constant reminder of a gaping hole at the heart of the Arab world. A two-­meter-­long black-­and-­white poster of Al-Aqsa mosque, the third-holiest site in Islam, hung on the wall. The wounds of the Arab-­Israeli conflict indisputably drove some of the action at the heart of the events that led to 1979 and the years that followed.
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			After the British captured Jerusalem from the collapsing Ottoman Empire in the wake of World War I, a headline in the New York Herald of December 11, 1917, declared that jerusalem has been rescued after 673 years of moslem rule. That same year, the British foreign secretary, Arthur Balfour, in a declaration named after him, promised the Jewish people a national homeland in the biblical land of Palestine but stated that it was “clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-­Jewish Communities in Palestine.” In 1921, the British High Commissioner reported that Jews were only 10 percent of the population of British Mandate Palestine—­most of whom had arrived in the prior forty years, including from Russia where they had fled pogroms—though they were already a majority in Jerusalem. More were arriving, and Hebrew, once rarely spoken, was being revived along with the growth of settlements, agricultural colonies planting oranges and eucalyptus and producing wine.

			By 1936, there were armed clashes between Jews and Arabs. Both were revolting against the British Mandate, but Arabs were also fighting against continued Jewish immigration into Palestine. The immigrants were not only Jews fleeing persecution but also those responding to a vision for statehood in the biblical land of Israel set out by Theodor Herzl, founder of the Zionist movement in the late nineteeth century. By 1947, as the colonial powers made their way out of the Middle East and the horrors of the Holocaust came to light, the call for a Jewish homeland, a safe haven, took on a new urgency. Tens of thousands of Jewish survivors from the Nazi death camps were refugees in Europe; their former communities had been destroyed, and third countries had closed the door to Jewish immigration during the Holocaust. A new iteration of a partition plan first put out in 1937 was put forward at the UN, creating two states: one Arab and one Jewish. A new UN census determined that the Jewish population of Palestine had grown to one-­third, with the other two-­thirds a mix of Muslim and Christian Arabs, but the plan divided the land in half between Jews and Arabs. On November 29, 1947, the UN General Assembly approved the Partition Plan. On May 14, 1948, as the last British troops departed, Jewish leaders declared the creation of the State of Israel on the land apportioned to them by the UN plan.

			But Arab countries had rejected the Partition Plan, declaring they would continue to fight for an undivided Palestine. On May 15, they went to war, sending thousands of troops and tanks across the border. The new nation of Israel was already mobilized. With logistical help and arms shipments from a number of European countries, the Israelis built an army that soon surpassed Arab firepower. Within a year, Israel controlled 78 percent of former British Mandate Palestine, including West Jerusalem, while Jordan now administered the West Bank, including East Jerusalem and its walled old city, and Egypt had control of the Gaza Strip. The Arabs had lost Palestine, it was a catastrophe, a nakba, as it became known. Several hundred thousand Palestinians had to flee, within the country or into neighboring countries. Palestinians felt they were being made to atone for Europe’s sin of the Holocaust by sacrificing their own land. They took the keys to their houses with them and never gave up on the idea of returning home one day. But in 1967, during six days of war, the Arabs lost more land: Gaza, the West Bank, East Jerusalem, including the walled old city that is home to Al-­Aqsa mosque, as well as Egypt’s Sinai and Syria’s Golan Heights. Jerusalem was under Jewish rule again for the first time in two millennia. Across the Arab and Muslim world, there was disbelief, shock, and tears. Arabs had put their faith in nationalism and in Egypt’s president, Gamal Abdel Nasser. Just a few years prior, in 1956, Nasser had emerged victorious from a war for control over Egypt’s Suez Canal, staring down not only the French and the British but also Israel. The charismatic nationalist had become a hero for millions across the Arab world. How could he have lost this time? Perhaps, some people thought, God had forsaken Muslims; perhaps a return to religion was the answer.

			Palestine continued to live in the collective consciousness of millions of Arabs, and Palestinian refugees now lived among them, in Lebanon, Syria, and Jordan, mostly in tented settlements and shantytowns. The Palestinians had had enough of these large Arab armies that kept losing precious land. The time had come to intensify guerrilla warfare. The man who had risen to lead them was Yasser Arafat, a Palestinian from Gaza, who had become chairman of the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) in 1969. Armed Palestinian factions that had battled the Israelis alone and alongside the Arabs began to consolidate their grip on the refugee population in Jordan and Lebanon, filling their ranks with more fighters and launching attacks into Israel. The king of Jordan would have none of it—­his army crushed the PLO ruthlessly in 1970. More Palestinian fighters, and more refugees, headed to Lebanon.

			Israeli retaliation against Palestinian guerrilla attacks became a constant of life in southern Lebanon. In this small country of minorities, outside patrons were essential: the Christians looked to France, the old colonial power, as their protector; the Sunnis had the choice and, depending on their political leanings, some looked to Egypt or Syria; others to Saudi Arabia. The Shias felt they had no one: the shah of Iran was an ally of Israel and was mostly concerned with keeping tabs on the Iranian opposition in Lebanon.

			Husseini wanted to raise awareness about this state of affairs. He wanted a voice to speak out, someone powerful enough to pressure the shah to change his stance on Israel. In 1974, the young parliamentarian traveled to Najaf to meet Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Even in exile, his voice mattered. Husseini explained to the seventy-two-year-old ayatollah that as a Lebanese Shia he felt a double burden: his community was defenseless in the face of Israeli shelling, and yet the shah, Guardian of the Shia Faith, ruler of a majority-Shia country, was an ally of Israel. Husseini pointed out to Khomeini that he was not in jail, like colleagues back in Iran, and though his name was banned from newspapers in Iran, he was relatively free, even under Iraq’s dictatorship. He urged the ayatollah to speak out and talked to him about how he and others in Lebanon, like Chamran, could support a revolution in Iran. Khomeini must have been pleased by the visit; he missed being at the center of political action. There would soon be others whispering in his ears about the Palestinian cause, which he cared about more than the plight of Lebanon’s Shias—­it had better potential to serve his desire to be heard outside Najaf.

			After a decade in Najaf, the capital of Shia Islam, a Vatican of sorts, Khomeini was still an outsider. When he had arrived in the Iraqi city, the high-­ranking clerics had rejected his entreaties to launch a Shia uprising in both Iran and Iraq, where the secular nationalist Baath Party was in power. This was not the clergy’s role, they had told him. In a tense meeting, the most senior cleric told the Iranian ayatollah, “there is no point in sending people to their deaths.” The tension would never subside, leaving Khomeini to wonder “what sin I have committed to be confined to Najaf in the few remaining years of my life.”

			Khomeini was sought after by others who were attracted to his uncompromising stance. Najaf was the oldest and most prestigious hawza (Shia seminary), and Shias came from all over the world, not only to visit the shrine of Imam Ali, but to study. Over time, Khomeini trained hundreds of clerics and preached to thousands of students who then returned to Iran, Bahrain, or Pakistan. During those lectures, Khomeini laid out his vision for an Islamic state ruled by Islamic law, the shari’a, which he delivered in Persian to avoid censure by the Iraqi authorities. Traditionally in Shiism, the perfect Islamic state can come into existence only with the return of the Mahdi, or Hidden Imam, a messiah-­like redeemer and the twelfth imam after Ali, who had gone into hiding, or occultation, in the ninth century. Until the return of this infallible man, governance would be in the hands of the secular state. But Khomeini asserted that the Quran had in fact provided all the laws and ordinances necessary for man to establish an Islamic state and that the prophet and Imam Ali had intended for learned men to implement them: with these tools, a wise man, or faqih, could be the guardian and rule over such a state, or wilayat, with absolute power and bring about a perfect and just Islamic society. The Guardianship of the Jurist, or wilayat al-­faqih, had been a theoretical subsection of Shia jurisprudence, and clerics believed that in current times such guardianship could apply only to widows and orphans. Khomeini had transformed it into an immediate, political goal.

			When Imam Sadr read Khomeini’s booklet, he was taken aback. The two men were distant relatives through marriage, but they had little in common: one was pragmatic, the other uncompromising; one was worldly and inclusive, the other insular and exclusionary. As early as 1973, Sadr had sent a warning about Khomeini’s idea to the shah through a friend: “This is the juice of a sick mind.” But otherwise he kept his misgivings about the ayatollah mostly to himself. Sadr seemed to want to pressure the shah just enough to make him soften his grip and engage with the opposition, but not see him toppled. For now, Khomeini was a useful thorn; his crazy Islamic government could never come about anyway. At least that’s what Sadr thought. During his visit to Najaf in 1974, Husseini did not bring up the wilayat al-­faqih with Khomeini, nor argue its insanity.

			In Lebanon, Chamran and his colleagues from the Liberation Movement of Iran were getting ahead of Sadr and Husseini. Among them was Sadegh Ghotbzadeh, a tall, broad-­shouldered, somewhat flamboyant womanizer and former student activist who had studied at Georgetown University but never graduated. Ebrahim Yazdi traveled often to Lebanon from the United States, where he lived in exile. With his black-­rimmed eyeglasses, curly hair, beard, and tweed jacket, he looked like a French intellectual, but he actually held a PhD in biochemistry. Chamran, Ghotbzadeh, and Yazdi formed the backbone of the LMI, whose members were middle-­class or wealthy Iranians who had lived a comfortable life. They came from traditional merchant families, those at the top of the hierarchy of the all-­powerful community of the Bazaar, the market, with its artisans, guilds, and apprentices. The Bazaar had always served as a political force in Iran, agitating against Western competition on its turf, and they often made common cause with the clerics who resented Western influence on Iranian society. That alliance had produced upheaval before, during the Constitutional Revolution of 1906. The monarchy had been shaken and transformed, but it survived as a ruling system. The current generation of young revolutionaries wanted to tear the whole structure down.

			Working alongside the LMI was Abolhassan Banisadr, a leftist nationalist and professor of economics living in exile in Paris. Banisadr, Chamran, Ghotbzadeh, and Yazdi were all the same generation, born in the early or mid-­1930s. They had come of age during the tumultuous period of the early 1950s in Iran, when a CIA-­fomented coup had brought down Mohammad Mossadegh, a popular, nationalist Iranian prime minister who had been asserting his independence from the shah. The 1953 coup had given them all a taste for activism. Soft-­spoken, with a black mustache, thick hair, and a small figure, Banisadr was the son of an ayatollah who had chosen politics instead of religion. He had met Khomeini as a child and had played with the cleric’s children. But he had been unimpressed by the ayatollah when he had seen him again in Najaf in 1972, finding him unfriendly and isolated. Banisadr had also read Khomeini’s book about an Islamic state with disbelief. Most of his colleagues on the left found the writings so outlandish that they assumed it was a forgery by the Iranian regime seeking to discredit Khomeini as a religious fanatic.

			But the Iranian opposition needed such a firebrand to ignite the ­revolution and access the masses in the mosques. The nationalists and leftists were good organizers, but they didn’t have a popular following, they did not have a charismatic Che Guevara. Banisadr warned Khomeini not to speak about his wilayat al-­faqih because it showed him to be unrealistic: How could clerics who could barely manage the daily affairs of Najaf, the holiest city of Shiism, run a whole country? Khomeini said his writings were just a starting point to provoke conversation about the best form of government. Banisadr was satisfied. The groundwork for a revolution could begin.
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			The fire was sparked in 1977. It began with the death in June of Ali Shariati, the dangerous visionary ideologue of the revolution. Tall and dapper, in his early thirties, with fuzzy hair on top of his balding head, Shariati was a nationalist who had studied sociology in Paris. He was of the same generation as Chamran and the other LMI members, and he too had grown up in the era of Mossadegh. As a young man, he was caught scrawling pro-­Mossadegh graffiti and was made to lick the wall clean. Shariati was full of contradictions: the son a religious leader in the holy city of Mashhad, he disliked the influence of the clerics; he was devout but admitted once that if he were not a Muslim he would be a Marxist. Leftist and Islamist, he dressed the Western way, in a suit and tie, always clean-­shaven. Nonetheless, he despised the sterile modernity of Europe and railed against Iranians who rejected their own history and embraced everything Western. At the same time, he derided the commoner wedded to tradition and stuck in the past: “A futureless past is a state of inertia and stagnation, while a pastless future is alien and vacuous.” And yet in his search for a future that was anchored in his country’s past and Iran’s distinct identity as well as in Islam, he looked to foreign authors. He was inspired by Frantz Fanon, the anticolonialist thinker from Martinique, and by the French existentialist Jean-­Paul Sartre, who was close to many Iranian revolutionaries. From all these contradictions, Shariati produced a new brand of Shiism, even more militant and mobilized than what Imam Sadr had been preaching in Lebanon. There was nothing quietist or ritualistic in Shariati’s deeply political and insurgent version of Shiism. He coined the term Red Shiism, one tinged with Marxism ready for sacrifice to attain social justice. It stood in opposition to Black Shiism, the quietist, ritualistic one who submitted to rulers and monarchs. By rediscovering an authentic Islam, he asserted, Iran could be a utopian society with a perfect leader, a philosopher king, as in Plato’s Republic. The similarity to Khomeini’s faqih was striking, except that Shariati did not believe clerics had any role to play in politics. Khomeini despised secular thinkers, but he let the militant fervor that Shariati had awakened serve his purposes.

			In 1971, Shariati openly called for the masses to rise against the shah. Lecturing at the university of Mashhad, he smoked while he talked, sometimes holding forth for as long as six hours, his audience enthralled, their minds captivated. By 1973, he was in jail. After four years he was released and left for London. He died a month later from a heart attack—­though many felt the circumstances were mysterious and attributed his death to the shah’s secret service, the SAVAK. Imam Sadr praised Shariati’s efforts to produce a discourse for emancipation and change that was indigenous to Muslim societies.

			The next to die was Mostafa Khomeini, the ayatollah’s own son, at the age of forty-­seven. The eldest of his children and his most trusted aide, Mostafa suffered from health problems due to his weight, but his father allowed conspiracy theories to circulate about a mysterious death to be blamed on the SAVAK. There had been years of unrest in Iran, but the moment when the dam truly broke was in November 1977, when the shah allowed Khomeini’s relatives in Iran to mark the fortieth day of mourning for Mostafa. Khomeini’s father-­in-­law published a notice in the mass-­circulation Kayhan newspaper referring to Mostafa as the “offspring of the Exalted Leader of All Shiites of the World.” In the Jameh mosque in Tehran, prayers were said for “our one and only leader, the defender of the faith and the great combatant of Islam, Grand Ayatollah Khomeini.” For fourteen years, Khomeini’s name had been taboo in Iran. Now it was in print, it was in sermons, brandished and aggrandized, a foreboding signal of how Khomeini saw himself and how some perceived him.

			That same month, Arab honor died too, or so it felt for millions across the region, who watched, incredulously, as Nasser’s successor, president Anwar Sadat, crossed enemy lines and traveled to Jerusalem to address the Knesset, the Israeli parliament. Tears streamed down the faces of children as rage burned inside the hearts of men. How could Egypt break rank and betray the Arab and Palestinian cause? Peace talks would soon begin between Israel and Egypt—­so who would wipe the shame from the forehead of Arab men now? Arafat was furious; he felt personally betrayed by Sadat. He looked for support elsewhere. He used the death of Khomeini’s son as an opportunity to contact the ayatollah, offering condolences through a friend, the Lebanese Shia cleric Sayyed Hani Fahs. The connection between Iranian and Palestinian revolutionaries, including in training camps, had mostly been a leftist affair so far. Now that there was formal contact between the PLO and the fundamentalist Islamist wing of the revolution, embodied in the ayatollah, training and support for the Iran revolution would intensify. Khomeini would exploit the connection endlessly, and his appropriation of the cause would alter the political landscape of Lebanon and the Middle East.

			In the fall of 1977, with the civil war in Lebanon well into its third year, Husseini bought a state-­of-­the-­art AKAI stereo system with a double cassette tape deck and vinyl player. His four children, all in their early teens, were delighted with this addition to the living room in their home by the sea: cutting-­edge technology at their fingertips. Every afternoon after school, they played their favorite records: Led Zeppelin, Pink Floyd, the Beatles. This was a revolutionary home, mobilized for change. Pictures of Shariati and Khomeini hung on their walls. They were in awe of Chamran, who often spent the night. In the evening, if there was no shooting or shelling, they could hear the waves as they fell asleep.

			After the children went to bed, the stereo system had another purpose. The message of the revolution had to be spread far and wide. Before the Internet, before Twitter, there were the cassette tape and the fax machine. Husseini and Imam Sadr got to work. The politician would operate the recorder and the cleric would speak. They made tape after tape of revolutionary messages addressed to the Iranian people, encouraging them to rise up and demand change. Sadr never promoted Khomeini and never explicitly called for the downfall of the shah, but he fervently believed that unrest could force Iran’s king to make real, far-­reaching reforms. Copies of the tapes were given to Iranian dissidents who were still able to travel in and out of Iran. Once the tapes were smuggled into the country, more copies were made, and the messages spread like wildfire. Khomeini made tapes, too, virulent diatribes against the Pahlavis. Some were smuggled back into Iran by pilgrims who had gone to Najaf. Recordings of his speeches were also played down an international telephone line to Tehran, recorded on a deck there, and disseminated. While the shah was focused on controlling the message on television, radio, and in the newspapers, the underground business of revolutionary tapes was mobilizing the masses and chipping away at the facade of a king in control.

			The Husseini and Fahs families inhabited different worlds; they were at odds politically, but their children all sang for the revolution—separately, and each with a different vision of what it meant for Iran. They knew by heart the Persian lyrics to the first revolutionary song that echoed across Iran:

			Allah, Allah, Allah, La Ilaha Illa Allah,

			Iran, Iran, Iran, bullets cast from guns

			Iran, Iran, Iran, tight fists everywhere

			Iran, Iran, Iran, blood, death and uprising.

			When 1978 rolled in, it was almost time for the action to move to Paris. Far from Lebanon, in late August 1978, a unique moment sealed the fates of Khomeini and Sadr, and with them perhaps the fate and spirit of the unfolding Iranian Revolution. On August 29, the shah was in the middle of a banquet with visiting dignitaries when he received a phone call from Saddam Hussein, the vice president and de facto ruler of Iraq. The shah broke protocol by leaving the dinner table and listening to the stunning suggestion from the Iraqi leader: Ayatollah Khomeini was becoming a nuisance for everyone; it was best to get rid of him. Saddam wanted the shah to agree first. After discussing the proposal with close aides, the shah decided against it.

			A few days earlier, Sadr had traveled to Tripoli in Libya with two companions to meet with Ayatollah Mohammad Beheshti, a close political and theological ally of Khomeini. Beheshti believed in a theocratic state. Sadr was resolutely opposed to the concept. The meeting, organized by the anti-Western Libyan leader Muammar al-Gaddafi, was supposed to help them settle their differences. Sadr had just published an article in the French newspaper Le Monde entitled “The Call of the Prophets,” describing the protests in Iran as an authentic revolution against injustice that brought together students, workers, intellectuals, and men of religion—­a revolution of ideas, not one of politics or violence. This was a movement with much promise for the rest of the world, Sadr insisted, and while faith was at its core, it was motivated by humanism and revolutionary ethics. Sadr praised the guiding role of Khomeini but said nothing about the ayatollah’s wilayat al-­faqih. Nor did he call for the overthrow of the Pahlavi dynasty. In fact, Sadr was planning to travel onward from Tripoli to a secret meeting with an envoy from the shah in West Germany.

			Beheshti never showed up. Sadr and his traveling companions grew impatient. They were also hoping for a meeting with Gaddafi. In the afternoon of August 31, they bumped into fellow Lebanese in the lobby of their hotel. One of Sadr’s traveling companions mentioned they were headed to meet Gaddafi. A Jordanian journalist, who happened to be standing outside the hotel, wished them good luck and waved goodbye as Sadr and his companions got into a black Peugeot 405. They were never seen again.

			Days passed before the news of Sadr’s disappearance reached Beirut, making headlines in all the newspapers. where is imam musa sadr? asked the local Arabic daily Al-­Nahar on September 12; questions about the disappearance of imam sadr and is the mystery of his disappearance connected to the events in iran? asked the leftist daily As-­Safir on the same day. The Libyan authorities insisted that the imam had left Tripoli on August 31 on the 8:15 p.m. Alitalia flight AZ 881 to Rome. His checked luggage had indeed arrived, but the imam had vanished. More time passed with no news. In Lebanon, Muslims of all persuasions—­Sunni, Shia, and the minority Druze community—­held protests in their mosques. Lebanon sent investigators to Rome. No one knew about the secret meeting in Germany. Rumors flew: he had been kidnapped by the SAVAK and taken to Iran; he was in a prison in Libya. No one actually knew. In Beirut, Husseini didn’t know what to make of his friend’s disappearance. Sadr had asked him to come along to Libya, but Husseini had refused and advised Sadr against the trip. The young Shia politician didn’t trust Gaddafi or his intentions and resented the dictator’s reactionary brand of Islam, one that denigrated Christians and paid people to convert. Where was Sadr? How could someone like him just vanish? He was needed more than ever. Events in Iran were unraveling fast. Khomeini’s Iraqi sojourn was drawing to an end.
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			There had been more blood on the streets of Iran. The shah sent tanks onto the streets. Riots spread across the country. The turning point in the heat of a summer of unrest had been an arson attack on the Rex Cinema in the city of Abadan, killing 420 people on August 19. The date of the attack seemed highly symbolic: the twenty-­fifth anniversary of the 1953 coup against Mossadegh. The doors of the theater were locked; there was nowhere to run from the flames. The government blamed religious reactionaries for the fire. Khomeini angrily denied it, accusing the SAVAK of being behind it. Khomeini’s zealots had already burned down twenty-­nine movie theaters and hundreds of private businesses in the previous months; they’d even targeted the Rex before. In Tehran, the Baccara Super Night Club at the Hilton Hotel, a regular stage for international stars, had also been gutted. It was all part of a concerted plan to sow panic in Iran and assert new rules of religious conservatism. But the Rex Cinema arson stood out in its enormity, described as “a holocaust” by one newspaper. In the fervor of anti-­shah sentiment, a twisted logic set in: the ruling regime would burn down a cinema to damn the opposition. Thousands of Iranians had stayed on the sidelines for various reasons: they had not suffered in jails or been exiled, they were apolitical, they disliked the clergy. But in that instant of rumormongering, many came to believe that the shah could, and would, dispose of them—­even kill them—­to score against the fundamentalists.

			A few weeks later, in Tehran, the ranks of protesters swelled to almost half a million. September 8, 1978, Black Friday, was another dramatic turning point. Thousands converged on Jaleh Square, chanting Marg bar shah, Death to the shah. The crowd of mostly men was a mix of Khomeini supporters, students, and leftists. Among them, behind the first lines of women and young people, there were guerrilla fighters, many trained in Lebanon by the Palestinians. By 9:21 a.m. the first shots rang out. The result was a gun battle, a stampede, and—­according to the official toll—­eighty-­six civilian deaths. But the revolutionaries claimed at least three thousand had died, purposely exaggerating the number to fan the flames. It worked, and headlines about three thousand deaths made it all the way into the Western papers. The shah was shocked by the violence. Even before this tragedy, he had decided to go into exile, at least temporarily. He had done it in 1953, returning after only a few days. This time, martial law was imposed. Gloom descended onto Iran as autumn arrived with an evening curfew and fear of more attacks by religious fundamentalists. Cultural festivals were canceled from Shiraz to Isfahan, as was the renowned Tehran International Film Festival. Nightlife came to a halt. The end of an empire was near. The shah was still hoping against all odds that Imam Sadr would resurface. Ties between the two men had never completely broken down, and the shah saw the cleric who had warned him about Khomeini as a possible lifeline, a popular, progressive leader who could still help him counter the radical, reactionary ayatollah.

			In Iraq, Saddam had had enough of Khomeini. The Iranian cleric was beginning to stir hope in the hearts of people across the region, Sunni and Shia alike, who resented their kings or their dictators and wished for a more just rule. Some wanted more religion, more Islam, more spirituality. The ruling Baath Party in Iraq was building a secular, progressive state with abundant repression: Sunni and Shia clerics were united in sporadic protests against what they saw as the forced secularization of society, which (as in Iran) was eating away at their privileges and giving rights to women. Clerics of both denominations faced harsh repercussion, torture in jail, and execution. Shias, long discriminated against, bore the brunt of the repression. A leftover of Ottoman and Persian competition and wars, the policy of discrimination against Shias in Iraq continued. Worryingly for Saddam, some Shia clerics were now beginning to use more sectarian language, and Khomeini’s Iraqi adepts were agitating against the state. Saddam put enough restrictions on Khomeini that the Iranian cleric finally opted to leave. He tried to go to Kuwait but was refused entry. Traveling with Khomeini were his son Ahmad, the LMI operative Yazdi, and two other aides. In France, Ghotbzadeh, the flamboyant revolutionary, and Banisadr, the Parisian intellectual, quickly arranged for three-­month visas after convincing Khomeini that Paris would afford two key advantages: freedom to speak and access to the world media.

			The ayatollah arrived in France on October 6. Within a few days, still reluctant to be in a country of heathens, he settled into the small village of Neauphle-­le-­Château, outside Paris and just half an hour from Versailles and its château, the seat of power of French kings. The French president asked the shah whether he had any objections to the cleric’s presence in France. The shah did not. What could “a frail and crazy old man” really achieve from a perch all the way over in Europe in a small French village?

			In Najaf, Khomeini had been a tired exile with no clear path home. Before his French sojourn, Khomeini’s name had barely appeared in the international media. In Neauphle-­le-­Château, over the course of a four-­month stay, he would give 132 interviews and become the face of the revolution, recognized throughout the world. The seventy-­six-­year-­old cleric was invigorated.

			The LMI got to work. It was joined by more cadres flying in from everywhere. Mohsen Sazegara was one of the youngest of the Paris group. Devout from a young age, though raised in a mostly secular family, Mohsen had left Iran in 1975 to study in Chicago, where he befriended Yazdi and joined the LMI. He managed to make trips to Iran until 1978, bringing in pamphlets about the revolution and secret documents for fellow LMI activists. Mohsen had helped organize strikes and demonstrations and came up with some of the slogans for the revolution. Some of those became more radical as they traveled through the excited crowds. The chant Marg barg shah, Death to the shah, had started out as Shah beyad beravad, The shah must go. Yazdi had called Mohsen from Paris to ask him to join them. Within hours, he was on a transatlantic flight with $8 in his pocket. In Neauphle-­le-­Château, Mohsen would help manage media interviews for the ayatollah.

			For years, the savvy LMI revolutionaries had cultivated relationships with a number of American and European journalists who covered Iran, loading their coverage with details of the abuses of the regime and the excesses of the shah while feeding their sympathy for the movement. Their efforts had been mostly clandestine. In Neauphle-­le-­Château, they now had a central headquarters in the house’s redbrick garage, with four telephones, two telex lines, and duplicating equipment to make hundreds of cassettes to spread the ayatollah’s message. The strategy was twofold: radical, reactionary messages for inside Iran, carefully curated words for Western ears.

			Every day around noon, Khomeini would emerge from the house with blue shutters to give a speech and lead prayers in the garden across the street. He sat on a mat under an apple tree and held court. Dozens, sometimes hundreds of journalists descended on the tiny village every day. In their blazers and neckties, in perfect English and French, Yazdi, Ghotbzadeh, and Banisadr translated (and sometimes purposely mistranslated), adding context and rounding the edges for sensitive Western reporters. In doing so they constantly molded the ayatollah’s words and his image to reflect their own vision of the future of Iran. The resulting impression was that of an ascetic sage who had no interest in politics and would “spend the rest of his days in a seminary in Qom” once his goals of removing the shah and returning to Iran had been achieved. He was quoted in the Guardian as saying, “I don’t want to have the power or the government in my hand. I am not interested in personal power.” Even those who spoke Persian and had more knowledge were misled by Khomeini’s statements. Khomeini had been admonished by Banisadr after his first press interview, during which he had talked at length in Persian to a French reporter about his plans to turn Iran into a Muslim theocracy. Banisadr took liberties with the translation to polish the message, and Khomeini never again discussed the wilayat al-­faqih in public. Instead, he talked of an Iran where even a woman could become president.

			There was a third crucial element: France’s leftist intellectuals. Hugely influential in shaping public opinion, they were antiestablishment, anti­power, and anti-­imperial. They saw in the Iranian revolutionaries the embodiment of the values they had fought for themselves in the revolution of May 1968 on the streets of Paris. They wanted to believe in Khomeini, the sage under the apple tree. As early as 1964, Banisadr had enlisted Sartre to preside on a committee to raise awareness about Iranians in the shah’s jails. Sartre had once declared: “I have no religion, but if I had to pick one it would be Shariati.”

			Though the opposition had indeed inflated the numbers of those in jail and those killed by the regime, for those who had been imprisoned by the shah the experience was very real. Reza Baraheni, one of Iran’s greatest poets of that era, was tortured brutally while in prison for 102 days. His release was the result of pressure from American and European writers. His verses were irreverent and unforgiving:

			The Shah is holding the oil in his hand like a glass  of wine drinking to the health of the West

			And the Queen with her thick lips milks the tits  of Motherland’s doe

			At night under the stars

			In the day in the passage of sun

			Every month every year

			And a glove the color of blood remains on the snows of  St. Moritz.

			In October 1978, while Khomeini was in Neauphle-­le-­Château, the philosopher Michel Foucault traveled to Iran and wrote long dispatches in which he described the calls for an Islamic government as a utopian, romantic ideal, while chiding the Christian West for having abandoned what he described as political spirituality. Meanwhile, the CIA was apparently unaware of Khomeini’s thesis about Islamic government and was more obsessed with a possible communist takeover of Iran. The Americans hoped that “Khomeini was a moderating influence over the leftists and radicals in his entourage.” The Saudis also seemed to know little about Khomeini and were worried about a “Soviet onslaught,” as some Saudi newspapers had described it. Saudi Arabia and Iran were allies and twin pillars in the US policy to counter the spread of communism and Soviet influence in the region. Iran was more powerful, and the shah had a formidable army and naval force, posing as the regional policeman. The Saudis were wary of his regional ambitions but saw him as a friendly adversary. There had been decades of mutual royal visits, and the two countries had a good working relationship. As the revolution rumbled on, Crown Prince Fahd expressed Saudi support for the shah as the legitimate ruler of the country.

			In Neauphle-­le-­Château, hundreds of Iranian supporters came to visit Khomeini, chanting Allahu Akbar when he appeared, or, in French, Longue vie, Khomeini, long live Khomeini. Arafat came too, keeping the flames of the new relationship with Khomeini alive. No one noticed, or perhaps understood, the significance of visitors who were neither Western journalists, nor Iranian followers, nor Shia well-­wishers, neither aides in neckties nor turbaned clerics. Arab visitors were making the pilgrimage to Neauphle-­le-­Château from Egypt, Tunisia, and other countries. Members of Sunni Islamist movements, like the Muslim Brotherhood, traveled from as far as Sudan to see for themselves the man they’d so far heard about only through his exiled aides. The Brotherhood had been banned in Egypt for over two decades, and alongside Khomeini’s other visitors, the Brothers were anxious to hear his message. They went home inspired by new ideas, new tactics, even new words to confront the despots in their own countries. They learned how to deploy Islamic terminology to bring down tyranny. They rooted for Khomeini’s success and promised to visit again soon. Victory felt near.

			Meanwhile, Iran was in chaos. Basic services were collapsing, and people close to the regime were running for the exits, while hundreds of Iranian dissidents were returning to participate in the revolution: communists, leftists, religious extremists. In January, the shah decided it was time to leave. He had appointed a new prime minister, Shahpour Bakhtiar, and was ready to hand over the reins. He was also ailing, sick with lymphoma. Ostensibly he and his wife would be leaving for a rest, a short break. The children were already out of the country. On January 16, 1979, the shah and the queen left their residence at the Niavaran palace complex in northern Tehran and flew west on two helicopters to the nearby Mehrabad airport. Outside the Imperial Pavilion, a blue and silver plane was waiting on the tarmac to take them out of the country. Servants at the palace cried, beating their chests, petrified by fear of what would happen to them now. At the airport, two guards flung themselves at the shah’s feet. With tears in his eyes, he stooped to lift them up. The empress, Farah Diba, in a fox fur coat and hat and wearing diamond earrings, had taken tranquilizers to keep her composure.

			At 1:24 p.m., the wheels of the Boeing 707 lifted off. The shah himself was piloting the aircraft. They flew to a small military airport in Aswan by the Nile where their friend President Sadat gave them a royal welcome. There was a long and personal history between the two countries. In 1939, the shah had married a first time, taking for his wife Fawzieh, daughter of Fouad I, king of Egypt—­a Shia monarch and a Sunni princess. The marriage did not produce an heir and did not last. But the shah was now in the land of his former in-­laws.

			On the streets of Tehran, there were wild scenes of joy. Jubilant Iranians danced, tooted their horns, and hung out of their car windows. ­Statues of the shah were toppled. shah raft, the shah is gone, was printed in huge letters across the front page of the afternoon newspaper Ettela’at. The time had come for a new rallying cry: Marg bar Bakhtiar, Death to Bakhtiar—­the French ­literature–­loving prime minister to whom the shah had entrusted the country.
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			In Lebanon, Chamran and Husseini followed the news with both disbelief and a sense of accomplishment—­but the victory was incomplete without their missing friend. The older and wiser Imam Sadr would have known what was about to unfold and perhaps would have tried to stop it. Chamran’s time by the Mediterranean was coming to an end. Next stop Tehran, where his comrades were gearing up for guerrilla warfare to bring down every last vestige of the shah’s reign. They worried about a possible counterrevolution, a CIA coup. They expected a long battle: it was essential to lay the groundwork for Iran’s new beginning ahead of Khomeini’s return. But the ayatollah was in a hurry.

		

	
		
			2

			Today Tehran, Tomorrow Jerusalem

			Iran 1979–80

			When the demon goes out, within the angel’s light will come.

			The darkness of night is the close companion of dictators.

			—­Hafez, Divan, 159

			Mohsen Sazegara did not have time to think about what it meant to be landing in Tehran on February 1, 1979, on the plane that was bringing Ayatollah Khomeini home after fifteen years in exile. The devout graduate student with an organized mind had been so busy from the moment he had arrived in Neauphle-­le-­Château just a few months earlier that he couldn’t process information at the speed with which things were happening. A slow simmering revolution, years in the making, was suddenly hurtling forward. They had taken off from Paris around one in the morning, and he hadn’t slept a single moment. He was busy making a list for the LMI welcome committee in Tehran with the names of the journalists on the plane. The departure had been rushed. Mohsen and his colleagues had initially planned to bring two hundred fifty journalists along on the Air France Boeing 747. Tickets were issued for $500 each. Prime Minister Bakhtiar had reopened the airport and indicated he would allow Khomeini’s plane to land, but there were no guarantees beyond that. Air France asked to reduce the number of passengers so it could carry enough fuel to fly back to Paris if landing rights were not granted. Mohsen and the team wanted as many high-­profile journalists on the plane as possible, human shields to deter the Iranian generals, still loyal to the shah, from shooting down the plane.

			As the plane entered Iranian airspace, snowcapped Damavand Mountain appeared in the morning light. Khomeini had slept on the floor, in the lounge area of the first-­class upper cabin. He performed his morning prayers on an Air France blanket, then went to sit by the window, stroking his beard and smiling contentedly for the first time in months, maybe years. The American reporter Peter Jennings and his ABC News crew were allowed into the first-­class section to ask a question. “Ayatollah, would you be so kind as to tell us how you feel about being in Iran?” In his tie and jacket, a beaming Sadegh sat next to the ayatollah and translated. “Hichi”—­nothing—­came the answer. Sadegh paused, smiled and echoed him, somewhat incredulous: “Hichi?”

			Khomeini repeated the sentiment. “Hichi ehasasi nadaram.” I don’t feel a thing. Sadegh did what he and others had done for weeks in France; he softened the edges. “He doesn’t make any comment,” said Sadegh. Jennings pressed: “Is he happy, is he excited?” Sadegh again said the ayatollah had no comment. But the real meaning of hichi would not stay hidden long—­there were too many people watching those few seconds once ABC’s tape was beamed to America and the rest of the world. The ayatollah’s words were a portent, parsed and understood differently by supporters and foes, in the moment, and in hindsight.

			Sitting in Texas, at Reese Air Force Base, where he was on a pilot training program, Reza Pahlavi, the exiled shah’s son, was among those stunned by the lack of emotion he saw in the television footage. Khomeini had no attachment to the grandeur of the Persian empire, or the cultural and intellectual richness of its history, only to his own sense of importance. He had been that way ever since he was a young boy, when he insisted on playing the role of the shah in the games he played with friends. Confident of his relationship with God, Khomeini had seemingly no connection to the worldly concept of nation—­he looked beyond countries and borders to the Muslim nation, the ummah.

			For his most ardent supporters, this imbued him with the charismatic mysticism of a savior. Mohsen was mesmerized by such spiritual composure. Later that week, in Tehran, Mohsen’s father would try to warn his son that this was a sign of danger, but the young student wouldn’t hear it. Years later, on hunger strike in solitary confinement in the jails of the Islamic Republic, Mohsen would think back to that one word, hichi, and wonder how he had not understood the warnings, in Khomeini’s response but also in his writings. At the time, there was only elation—­a sense of accomplishment, yet also trepidation at what was bound to be a drawn-­out insurgency. For months, Mohsen had been reading up about guerrilla tactics in Vietnam and elsewhere, but his favorite manual was the 1969 Minimanual of the Urban Guerrilla by the Brazilian Marxist revolutionary Carlos Marighella, which the LMI had translated to Persian. In Neauphle-­le-­Château’s only hotel, away from the crowds swarming around Khomeini, Mohsen had rented a room where he focused on building a people’s army and meeting with Iranian volunteers from around the world to teach them the art of revolution from the chapters in his books: firing groups, sabotage, guerrilla security, war of nerves. The volunteers were then sent to Lebanon for quick military training. Now that Khomeini was coming home, hundreds of Iranians were getting ready to fly back too and fight the remnants of the shah’s regime.

			At nine thirty in the morning, Air France flight 4271 landed at Mehrabad airport just outside Tehran, the same airport from which the shah had departed. The ayatollah, wearing a bulletproof vest under his robe, came down the steps with the help of an Air France steward. The welcome committee set up by the secret Islamic Revolutionary Council was there to take charge of him. The clerics on the plane and on the tarmac pushed aside anyone who did not look religious enough, and Khomeini was immersed in a sea of turbans. Yazdi, Ghotbzadeh, Mohsen . . . the LMI were all left behind. Banisadr, the man who had first identified Khomeini as the conduit to the masses, would later remark, “It seemed that the duty of the intellectuals was to bring Khomeini to Tehran and hand him over to the mollahs.”

			Deep inside, the modernist revolutionaries knew the risks of coming back in haste to a country they had themselves left years before, without first consolidating their power. Their initial plan, formulated in Paris, had been to form a government in exile that would get international recognition and force Prime Minister Bakhtiar to resign. Another variation would have had Bakhtiar tender his resignation to Khomeini in France and be commissioned by the ayatollah to form a provisional cabinet and then hold a referendum to determine the form of a new government. But within days of the shah’s departure from Iran, Khomeini decided to reverse the order, and return to Iran as a first step. The LMI tried to discourage such a hasty move. Bazergan was in talks with Bakhtiar, an old colleague, trying to negotiate a way forward. The country was ablaze, the armed forces were still loyal to the shah, the ayatollah’s safety would be at risk. But Khomeini was adamant: “There’s no reason to stay, let’s go to Iran.”

			Walking back to the hotel in Neauphle-­le-­Château with Yazdi one evening, Mohsen had tried to sway his wiser colleague with his youthful enthusiasm. “Ayatollah Khomeini is right, Dr. Yazdi,” Mohsen said. “If he goes back to Iran, the excitement of people, millions of people will sweep away the government of Bakhtiar; Bakhtiar has no power.” Yazdi stopped in the middle of the street. “Mohsen, I understand, you’re right, but here in Neauphle-­le-­Château, there are only low-­ranking clerics around Ayatollah Khomeini. We can control them, we can control the ayatollah. In Iran, there are high-­ranking clerics, his friends, and they will take him out of our hands. Whatever we have done so far will be ruined by them.”

			Khomeini understood that dynamic too, which is why he wanted to go home. He wanted to seize the moment and seize the revolution. There were others in Iran who were leaders of this movement in their own right; plastered around town were posters of their faces, like that of the more liberal and hugely popular ayatollah Taleghani, of the LMI, who had spent fifteen years in the shah’s jails. They were Khomeini’s allies but also his rivals. Khomeini wanted to land at the peak of the fervor, so that the people’s relief at being saved would pour in his direction only.

			And indeed the masses were there to welcome the ayatollah. They lined the streets, packed the roofs, hung from lampposts as the ayatollah’s convoy of eight vehicles and ten motorcycles tried to inch its way along the twenty miles from the airport to the cemetery of Behesht-­e Zahra where Khomeini was planning to speak and pay tribute to the martyrs of the revolution. Three million turned out, according to the BBC. Other estimates put it at six million—­a sea of humanity to greet the savior, as though Khomeini were the Mahdi, the Hidden Imam returned from occultation, the Shia messiah. Khomeini’s long exile, his occultation, during which Iranians had heard his voice on contraband cassette tapes and read his pamphlets passed around in secret, was over. Now he reappeared in the flesh, not in Mecca, as tradition had it, but for a triumphant return in his own land. Millions of supporters hoped he would lead Iran to justice, freedom, and a better future. But Khomeini’s devotion was to the past, to re-creating an Islamic society fashioned after the one in the days of the prophet.

			Sitting in the front passenger seat of an armored blue and white Chevrolet Blazer, his son Ahmad in the back, Khomeini was almost in the dark as the masses overwhelmed the car. An Imperial Guard helicopter came to the rescue and flew him to the cemetery, where he paid his respects by blasting the shah as a vile traitor. Wagging his finger, he intoned: “I will decide the government, a government for the people. I will slap this government in the face.” Khomeini’s tone had already started to change. Bakhtiar’s days were numbered.

			The LMI had arranged for Khomeini to stay at the Refah girls’ primary school, transformed into a meeting place for the Revolutionary Council. But by the next day, Yazdi’s worst fears had been borne out: the powerful fundamentalist clerics closest to Khomeini had whisked him away to a school that they owned and controlled. Khomeini’s loyal acolyte Beheshti, the cleric who had stood up Imam Sadr in Libya, was there—­he had been waiting in the wings for this moment, and was now acting as a kind of chief of staff. He was working quickly to seize the levers of power and coalesce the forces that were unconditionally loyal to Khomeini under the newly formed Islamic Republican Party. Among them was Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a future president, and Ayatollah Sadeq Khalkhali, once a pupil of Khomeini, who later wrote in his memoirs that moving Khomeini out of the Refah school had indeed been a “coup d’état, which saved the Imam from the clutches of Bazargan’s Freedom Movement and the National Front.” Khalkhali had long been an active Islamic militant member of the Fedayeen-­e Islam, the Devotees of Islam.

			A clandestine group of marginal radicals, the Fedayeen was founded in 1946 by Navvab Safavi, a theology student, and is often described as one of the first Muslim fundamentalist groups in modern times. Initially, Safavi and his devotees were dismissed as dangerous eccentrics by most of the established clergy. He aspired to the purest application of his understanding of Islamic law, shari’a, including the banning of music, gambling, alcohol; the mandatory veil on women; and the chopping off of limbs as punishment for theft and other misdemeanors. According to his widow, Safavi was a frequent visitor to Khomeini’s home; the two men seemed to influence each other and shared the same ire against what they saw as the corrupting influence of secularism and modernizing intellectuals and politicians. The Fedayeen assassinated a number of them in Iran, including government ministers. When the shah sent Safavi and other Fedayeen to the gallows in 1956, the devotees turned to Khomeini for guidance. In him, they found recognition from an established high-­ranking cleric, an ayatollah. When Khomeini was sent into exile, the devotees awaited his return.

			Mohsen, for his part, thought Khomeini had been moved against his own will, that the LMI had lost him to the clerics, but the truth was that they’d never really had him. Khomeini was right where he wanted to be, with his closest friends. He had manipulated the secular left and the Islamist modernists, as a vehicle, and he would dispose of them at the moment of his choosing. In time, he would even push back against the Fedayeen. But Khomeini’s first concern was seizing power.

			On February 5, Khomeini appointed a provisional civilian government, with Bazergan as his prime minister. This was the first step toward a referendum to decide what form the government would take in the new Iran. The authority to do so, asserted Khomeini, came from his guardianship of the holy law of the prophet in the wilayat, therefore based on the shari’a—­therefore any opposition to the government meant opposition to the shari’a. “Revolt against God’s government is a revolt against God,” Khomeini said. “Revolt against God is blasphemy.” Not everyone noticed Khomeini’s reference to the wilayat. Few had heard of it or even understood it outside the fundamentalist circle close to Khomeini. Those among the LMI who knew what he meant were probably dismissive, certain that it wouldn’t come to pass or that they would prevail. But Khomeini had set the tone and was ahead of them all. Bakhtiar laughed it off as a joke. But the dictatorship of the shah had been replaced by the autocracy of the holy law.

			After a few days of insurgency and street battles, now reinforced by those who had been trained in Lebanon and in Neauphle-­le-­Château, with mutiny in barracks and tanks on the move in cities across the country, the army declared its neutrality on February 11, 1979. Bakhtiar had nothing left to fight with. He resigned and slipped out of the country. The Pahlavi dynasty had been defeated. The revolution was victorious.

			Revenge started almost immediately. Khalkhali was appointed chief of the Revolutionary Courts, which meant he could pick up where Safavi had left off and begin executing the “corrupt.” In the Refah girls’ primary school where Khomeini had spent his first night, a room was converted into a makeshift courtroom. The trials were swift, the sentences were death. Yazdi tried to delay the process but Khalkhali would have none of it. The executions began just before midnight on February 15, on the roof of the school: four leading generals were shot, after a summary trial in which they were accused of treason and mass murder. Khalkhali’s reign of terror had begun; it would continue for a decade, beyond his own tenure. He would become known as the “hanging judge,” and would later write, “I killed over 500 criminals close to the royal family, hundreds of rebels of Kurdistan, Gonbad and Khuzestan regions, and many drug smugglers . . . I feel no regret or guilt over the executions. Yet I think I killed little. There were many more who deserved to be killed but I could not get my hands on them.” His biggest regret? That the Pahlavis had gotten away.

			Photographs of the four generals’ bodies in a pool of blood, blindfolded, their hands tied behind their backs, were splashed on the front pages of newspapers the next day, making international headlines. There was no more pretending. Those revolutionaries whose stomachs churned tried to dismiss it as the inevitable excesses of pent-up rage let loose—­it would pass, they thought. Others wanted to believe this was happening without Khomeini’s direct knowledge or consent. It would take years for some of the early revolutionaries to accept the truth: they had delivered their nation to a theocrat, an irredeemable monster.

			One man purely rejoiced, even before the fall of Bakhtiar, boasting he had made the right bet from the very start: PLO chairman Yasser Arafat, who was close to the Beheshti camp. He felt that this was his revolution as much as it was Khomeini’s, and he was eager to claim credit. After all, Palestinians had helped train the men who had brought an end to 2,500 ­years of Iranian monarchy. The training had intensified under the guidance of Arafat’s own Fatah party. In PLO offices in Lebanon plastered to the wall were posters titled “A List the People Will Complete.” There were red check marks beside Ethiopia, Vietnam, and Spain: wars won by the people against imperialism in the days of the international left. A red mark had just been added next to Iran. Still on the list were Egypt and Palestine.
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			In Beirut, in the early hours of February 17, Arafat got into the passenger seat of a white Peugeot station wagon and traveled an hour and a half east, across the Lebanese mountains and the Beqaa Valley through the Masnaa border checkpoint and into Syria, to Damascus. His friend Hani Fahs, the man who first helped contact Khomeini in 1977, rode with him. There were a few others in the delegation, including Mahmoud Abbas, a member of Fatah and the future Palestinian president, and Elias Khoury, a thirty-­year-­old leftist activist intellectual in the style of the time, a type reminiscent of pro-­revolution writers from an earlier period, à la Ernest Hemingway in the Spanish Civil War. Khoury, a Christian Lebanese, had moved to Jordan to join Fatah after the 1967 war. He studied in Paris, then edited a quarterly magazine called Palestinian Affairs. Born in the year Israel was created, he was also a novelist who published acclaimed works about the Lebanese civil war and the dispossession of Palestinian refugees. One day he would be described as a possible candidate for the Nobel Prize in Literature. But on this cold February afternoon, he was boarding a plane from Damascus with Arafat and Fahs, en route to Tehran. It wasn’t just any plane: it was a Syrian presidential aircraft, courtesy of the dictator Hafez al-­Assad. The two-­hour flight was uneventful, though the atmosphere was palpably jubilant. There was no guarantee they would be allowed to land, as the airport was still officially closed and other planes had been turned away. Arafat was confident. He had friends in Tehran, and they were waiting for him.

			Fifteen minutes from Tehran, air traffic control requested the identity of the passengers. Arafat, fearful of remnants of the shah’s SAVAK and its ties with Israel, insisted that the pilot state only that he “had an important Palestinian delegation” on board. Traffic control insisted on more details, but none were given. Suddenly, six Phantom jet planes surrounded the Syrian plane. The mood turned tense. There were new instructions from traffic control: “We will let you know in ten minutes if you are cleared to land.” A few minutes later, the pilot of one of the fighter jets waved to Arafat, who was sitting by the window. Arafat’s face had become widely recognizable over the years—­he had distinct features, with thick lips, always sporting a stubble and a black-­and-­white-­checkered scarf headdress, the Palestinian keffiyeh. The fighter jet’s nose lifted up in salute. Traffic control cleared the plane for landing.

			Mehrabad airport was besieged. Thousands of foreigners and Iranians were trying to leave the country, while the Americans were evacuating their nationals on Hercules C130 military planes. But Arafat was delighted to land in Tehran at six in the evening on that Saturday, the first foreign leader to visit Iran after the revolution. Wearing his trademark revolutionary outfit—­a khaki field jacket and the keffiyeh—­he walked out of the plane, wiped a tear, and flashed the victory sign to the crowd on the tarmac. There to welcome him was Yazdi, now a deputy prime minister and foreign minister, in a suit and a necktie. (Neckties would soon be banned in Iran as a symbol of Western culture.) Inside the terminal, a raucous welcome greeted Arafat. “Landing in Tehran felt like I was approaching Jerusalem,” said the Palestinian leader. “Iran’s revolution doesn’t belong only to Iranians, it belongs to us too. What you have achieved is an earthquake and your heroism has shaken the world, Israel, and America . . . Your honorable revolution has lifted the siege on the Palestinian revolution.” What ensued was a five-­day lovefest that made headlines around the Arab world. In Beirut, there was celebratory gunfire in parts of the city, and thousands rallied to cheer the achievement. Socialist leftists, pro-­Syrian and Palestinian leaders, all said the same: this was a triumph for their cause and for Arab unity over Israel and the United States. the shah is gone. tomorrow sadat, read one banner.

			While Arafat took a victory lap in Tehran, the Egyptians were making headlines with their negotiations with the Israelis at Camp David. The juxtaposition of those news stories on front pages made Arafat look like the hero and the Egyptians like sellouts. The Palestinian leader went straight to meet Khomeini. They sat on the floor and held hands and talked for an hour and a half. Khomeini declared he had carried the Palestinian cause in his heart for fifteen years. Arafat leaned over and kissed the ayatollah on his left cheek. Khomeini smiled broadly. “Can you believe that the Palestinian revolution is in Iran?” asked Arafat. “Who can believe it! But a new era has begun.”

			The Iranian Revolution had changed the balance of forces in favor of the Palestinians, according to Arafat. At a press conference, Arafat was joined by the ayatollah, and the two men held hands and raised them together as the crowd chanted “Today Iran, tomorrow Palestine.” Khomeini’s son Ahmad went everywhere with the guest of honor and declared: “The victory of the people of Iran did not end with the defeat of the shah. Our hope is to raise the flags of Iran and of Palestine on the hills of Jerusalem.”

			Before they could do that, they had a closer target over which they could raise the Palestinian flag: the Israeli embassy. Ties between Iran and Israel had been severed right after Arafat’s arrival in Tehran, and the few Israeli diplomats who had remained in the country were expelled. They had already burned all sensitive documents. The fifteen hundred Israeli citizens working in the country had been evacuated before the shah had even left the country. Thousands of Iranian Jews had been airlifted out. Yazdi now took his guests to a three-­story building with a Persian blue fountain in the courtyard, where the Israeli diplomatic mission had been based. Inside the ransacked building, broken desks, shattered glass, and mangled lamps covered the floors. Office drawers had been thrown out of the windows. A notice in Hebrew was still posted on an office door. The close cooperation between Israel’s intelligence services and the shah’s SAVAK was a source of anger in Iran and fueled the destructive fury against the building. Arafat, Yazdi, Fahs, and Ahmad Khomeini went out to the balcony on the second floor, with a ragtag group of gunmen. Above their heads, spray-­painted in red, were the words: “VIVA PLO.” Arafat gave a rambling speech, and then he, Yazdi, and Ahmad held hands and raised them above their heads, flashing the victory sign. A Palestinian flag on a stick was attached to the railing, above an improvised placard with the words “PLO Embassy.” On the street outside the gates of the embassy, hundreds had gathered. They climbed on the walls and hung from the fence to get a glimpse of Arafat. They raised their fists and chanted: “Khomeini; Arafat! Khomeini; Arafat!” Standing on the balcony, wearing his clerical robe and his black sayyed turban, Fahs marveled at the sight of these revolutions joining together, erasing borders, sects, and ethnicities. He felt at one with Iran and with Palestine, with an Islam that transcended it all. He felt part of something bigger than any one nation. He believed in the revolution more than he believed in God, and for it Fahs would leave everything: his country, the Arab nation, his home. Soon he would bring his family to Tehran, and his daughter Badia would later study in the religious seminaries of Qom.

			Beneath the unifying smiles of Arafat’s visit were tensions and divergent agendas. Yazdi and most of the LMI had been slow to embrace the Palestinian cause: beyond getting the military training they needed from the Palestinians, they thought it was a distraction from the main goal of bringing down the shah. In Lebanon, Chamran had had sharp differences with the Palestinian guerrillas running amok in the south of Lebanon, bringing Israel’s wrath upon Shia villages. But standing on the balcony of the Israeli embassy, embraced by huge crowds everywhere he went with Arafat, Yazdi could see the utility of championing a cause that went beyond his country’s borders. It gave Iran’s revolutionaries an even bigger aura, one that could inspire the region, maybe the world—­every revolutionary’s dream. He didn’t understand the extent to which Khomeini was hoping to utilize this aspiration for his own purposes.

			Yazdi had come up with the idea of holding al-­Quds Day, Jerusalem Day, every year on the last Friday of the fasting month of Ramadan. The first would be in a few months, during the long hot days of August. Khomeini would take credit for what served him, including the idea of this new ritual marking Iran’s calendar. It would bring hundreds of thousands of Iranians out on the street, in support of Palestine, renewing Khomeini’s credentials as their most vocal supporter. The vision was for a worldwide day of protests, to counter Israel’s own Jerusalem Day, which marked the reunification of Jerusalem under Israeli control. The ritual of protest, which would include burning of flags and chants of “Death to Israel,” would never really take root outside Iran. Khomeini wanted to control the Palestinian narrative and pressed Arafat to label his own movement an Islamic resistance. Although one man was Shia and the other Sunni, this was not an obstacle, as those words rarely featured in the politics of that era. The tension that was setting in was between nationalism and religion, between secular activism and religious fundamentalism. And Arafat, just as cunning and unscrupulous as the ayatollah, didn’t want to be owned; he wanted to lead. He would never adopt the name of Islamic resistance.
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