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support of one of the only two quasi-independent Arab coun›
tries not subject to European occupation was thus seen as 

helpful in much of the region. 
The entry of the United States into World War II in 1941, 

which led to a major military campaign in North Africa and 
the establishment of bases in several parts of the Middle East, 
was also generally viewed favorably by people across the 
region. The arrival of a "new" great power with an anticolo›
nialist tradition, and which although allied to Britain and 
France did not appear to share their imperialist ambitions, was 
welcomed by many.61 When the United States rapidly with›
drew its forces from most Middle Eastern countries after the 
war, and helped to force Britain and Soviet Russia to withdraw 
theirs from Iran, these positive impressions were reinforced. 
For many years after World War II the United States continued 
to be seen by people in the Middle East as a potential ally 
against the old colonial powers, and indeed played such a role 
in Libya in 1950-51, and during the Suez War of 1956 and the 
Algerian War of Liberation from France in 1954-62. 

But the Middle East’s honeymoon with the United States’ 
was already coming to an end by this time. Among the crucial] 
factors leading to disillusionment was the struggle over the,}1 

’•t’ 

partition of Palestine in 1947-48, during which the United
:’j 

States championed the founding of the new Jewish state; 
becoming the first country to recognize it. This was only  
beginning of what would be a growing disenchantment With, 
United States that was assiduous in asserting the rights d, 
Israel, and rarely, if ever, exerted itself on behalf of those of  

Palestinians. Equally unpopular was the American drive in  
early phases of the Cold War to establish new Western bas! 
(or retain and use for new purposes old British and  
bases) in the Middle East as part ofthe global effort to conta} 

 

the Soviet Union. What amounted to indirect American suB 
,11 

port for British efforts to retain Britain’s dominant position:’
(" 
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the region and its bases in Egypt and Iraq through various i 
l U.S.-backed schemes (such as the Middle East Command, the 

Middle East Defense Organization, and the Baghdad Pact), I 
I 

whose ostensible purpose was opposing Soviet expansion, 

came to be regarded with deep suspicion by Middle Eastern 
62nationalists. These negative reactions were intensified by 

I� Anglo-American connivance in the overthrow of the demo›

cratically elected government of Mohammad Mosaddeq in 
Iran in 1953, and the reimposition of the autocratic rule of the 
shah.63 

As  result of these and many other episodes, and as its 
power in the world and in the Middle East expanded during 
and after the Cold War, in the eyes of many in the region the 
United States has gradually changed over the past few decades. 
It went from being considered a benevolent, disinterested out›
sider to something quite different: a power with a massive 

presence in the Middle East, a broad range of interests there, 
and objectives not always compatible with those of the people 
of the region. The gap in perceptions is wide on this score: 
Americans still tend to regard their country as benevolent and� 
disinterested, as acting in the world only for the highest pur›�
poses or in self-defense. While most Middle Easterners for the� 

first century and a half of American involvement with their� 
region shared this view, they do so no longer. It is in the con›�
text of this wide divergence between the two sides that the� 
post-9/ll American interventions have taken place, with many� 

:Americans seeing not only the invasion of Afghanistan but� 
.also the much more fraught invasion of Iraq in these high›�

’. inded terms, and people in the region generally taking quite� 
different view. 

.. Blind to the history that has been sketched out here, and 

orant of the culture and politics of the Middle East, in Iraq 
erica’s leaders took their country on a perilous adventure 

ng people whose recorded history stretches back longer 
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than any others on earth, and whose memories are very long 
as well. It may turn out that this adventure will end by doing 

only a relatively limited amount of damage in Iraq and the 
Middle East, and to the international system. Today this seems 
increasingly unlikely, and even at the outset the prospects 
looked dim to most of those who had any deep knowledge of 
the region. But "bringing" democracy and the rule of law to a 

land that has long suffered from the tyranny of the Ba'th 
regime, but that produced Hammurabi's Code nearly four 
millennia ago, will be a daunting enterprise. This is not to 
speak of the alarming degree of arrogance involved in the 

endeavor. And it will be even more daunting to rule, directly 
or indirectly, over the people of this complex and heteroge­
neous country, which the United States alone will be fully and 
totally responsible for in every respect, from law and order to 

sanitation, until a sovereign Iraqi government eventually 
reemerges. 

Some of those in the War Party surrounding President 
Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld have been advocating this per­

ilous adventure in Iraq for a long time, and their allies in the 

media and the think tanks have not hesitated to bandy about 
words like empire to describe what they are launching.64 The 
hubris involved is not unprecedented (even if the global reach 

and power of the United States is): in 1917 General Maude 
marched into Baghdad and General Edmund Allenby into 

Jerusalem, and in 1920 General Henri Gouraud entered 
Damascus, each animated by the same high, global ambitions 

as are now held by the clique around the president. Of course, 
many will continue to deny that history repeats itself. But· 
history, starting with Thucydides, teaches us that those who· 

believe themselves to be special, different, and touched by.:
;l.. 

providence, and who ignore history's lessons, may be cruelly. 

surprised by the turn of events. .)
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