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1. GENESIS AND EXODUS: THE ISLAMIC

REVOLUTION AND PERSIAN DIASPORA

(Birmingham–Frankfur t–Tehran)

“ALL WELCOME, INCLUDING gays, Jews and paedophiles”, read the words

firmly imprinted at the bottom of the poster advertising the university

Islamic society’s next lecture.At the time I remember shaking my head and

thinking to myself that they’d really done it this time.This time, they’d well

and truly overstepped the mark. A few weeks later the university tem-

porarily banned the student Islamic society.This came after the umpteenth

warning requesting that they refrain from making either anti-Semitic or

homophobic remarks. Secretly, I’m sure that some non-Muslim students

and staff alike felt that the ban was long overdue, that the university student

union had been dithering over the issue for far too long, that if any of the

other student societies (especially those comprised of mainly white mem-

bers) were to publicly espouse anti-Islamic, racist or bigoted views, they

would have been banned on the spot.

At the Friday sermon immediately after the ban, those running the

Islamic society (the same people responsible for the poster) expressed out-

rage at the decision.The speaker used the sermon to illustrate how the ban

reflected the hypocrisy of the West, which boasted of the sacrosanct status

of freedom of speech, yet increasingly sought to deny ‘us’ Muslims the right

to speak freely on issues such as the atrocities Israel was committing against

the Palestinian people (although I did not quite follow how linking Jews to

paedophiles forwarded this particular argument).This was the ‘hypocrisy of

democracy’, the speaker sought to remind us.What the incident reminded

‘us’, was not so much the hypocrisy of democracy, but more that ‘we’ (or

more accurately, our ‘apathy’) had voted the bigots into power.The more

the speaker tried to convince us that ‘they’, the elected members, were the

innocent victims in this whole scandal, the more it reflected the depth to

which they had alienated themselves from the mainstream Muslim student

population.

The radicalisation of some sections of the British Muslim community is

just one of a number of ever-increasing factors that give Islam and Muslims

a higher profile in Britain and other parts of the Western world.The Salman

Rushdie affair, the first Gulf War, 9/11, al-Qa’ida, Afghanistan, Bali, the 
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second Gulf War, Madrid, London, the list grows ever longer. Why? Why

Islam? Why Muslims? When the collapse of the communist bloc resulted in

most of the developing world navigating a path towards liberal democratic

ideals, the Muslim world appears to shun the increased prosperity and con-

cern for human rights that such societies seek to afford their citizens. Not

only do the customs and rituals of the developing Muslim countries appear

strange and out of place in the modern world, but more worryingly, an

increasing number of its followers appear to gravitate towards extremism

and fundamentalism.

As appealing as these Western propositions appear, they are fundamentally

flawed.Truly liberal democratic societies are still a rare species outside North

America and Western Europe (many are democratic simply in name). And

this phenomenon we call fundamentalism can be found in virtually all 

societies. Christian fundamentalism, Jewish fundamentalism, Hindu funda-

mentalism, even secular fundamentalism, are but a few of many.The reason

the West is not as preoccupied with these other fundamentalisms is because,

with the exception of Christian fundamentalism, Westerners are rarely

affected by them. Ironically, in the case of Jewish and Hindu fundamentalists,

it is Muslim communities that appear most at risk of incurring their wrath.

The incident with the poster occurred several years ago whilst I was a

university student in London. Even then it was becoming evident that in

the coming years relations between the West and the Arab/Muslim world

would become increasingly strained. At the time I wanted to visit the

Middle East to write a book that explored some of these tensions and fur-

ther attempt to tackle some of the misconceptions that each society appears

to be developing about the other, but I had neither the finances nor the

time to complete such a project. Now, several years later, I found myself in

the living room of my home in Birmingham, reminiscing about the poster

incident whilst waiting for the taxi to the train station, from where I would

catch a train to the airport, from where I would catch the first of two flights

to the Middle East. Finally, I would write a book that might shed a little

light on some of the issues that currently affect relations between the West

and the Arab/Muslim world in the now post-9/11 era.

The taxi driver who took me to the train station was a young Muslim man

of Pakistani origin. Like many private-hire drivers of Pakistani descent that

work in the city, the inside of his taxi was decorated with sticky-back

emblems depicting various calligraphed Quranic verses. This use of aes-

thetic symbolism to publicly espouse the religious component of one’s 
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ethnic identity is rare amongst English taxi drivers.Where cultural markers

are used, they tend to express profane rather than sacred components of the

English identity (such as affiliation towards football clubs). It may appear to

be a miniscule and unimportant cultural difference, but this difference

wonderfully highlights the extent to which religious faith continues to

dominate the cultural identity of Muslim communities the world over.

During the short journey to the railway station, the radio was tuned into

the news. Bin Laden dominated the headlines. Although the United States

had been unable to capture him, the Afghan military campaign was coming

to an end. America was successfully completing the first phase of its self-

proclaimed War on Terror.Those critics who predicted the campaign would

take months, possibly years, had been proved wrong. I asked the taxi driver

what he thought about the war in Afghanistan. Neither the substance of

what he told me, nor the vehemence with which he delivered his answer

surprised me. I had heard such arguments before.They were shared by many

British Muslims. He felt that the US bombing campaign had led to the

killing of innocent civilians.Whilst he did not condone the events that took

place on 9/11, those unjust attacks on US soil were the result of its unjust

foreign policy in the Middle East.America still had not learnt the lessons of

9/11 and he believed further attacks on its soil would follow. His comments

reminded me of Malcolm X’s,“chickens have come home to roost”, speech

made in the aftermath of Kennedy’s assassination. Was Uncle Sam simply

reaping what it had sown? Or was there a failure by this taxi driver to

sufficiently recognise and condemn unjustifiable acts committed in the

name of a religion that he was going out of his way to tell his passengers he

belonged to?

The plane to Frankfurt was small and not very impressive. Not at all the

jumbo jet that I had imagined would transport me to the exotic land that is

Frankfurt Airport. On board, I found myself seated next to a very

important-looking German businessman. Having had only a light breakfast,

I was feeling hungry and looking forward to being fed once we were air-

borne. Sure enough, a few minutes after take-off the cabin crew began serv-

ing lunch. The male flight attendant serving us informed me that lunch

would consist of a ham baguette and a small carton of yoghurt. I politely

told the attendant that I didn’t eat ham, and could I have the vegetarian

option instead.The flight attendant gently smiled back at me and politely

informed me that, as he had already mentioned, they were only serving ham

baguettes. He handed me the lunch pack and said that I could simply have

GENESIS AND EXODUS
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the fruit-flavoured yoghurt if I didn’t eat ham. I was not happy. I looked at

the miniscule carton of peach yoghurt before me. After one spoonful I

decided to read the list of ingredients on the side of the carton.

GELATINE—the words shot up at me from the side of the carton and

smacked me in the face. I didn’t eat gelatine. I placed the carton back on the

tray. It tasted disgusting anyway.

My tummy was still rumbling. My conscience decided to call an

emergency debate on whether or not it would be permissible for me to

remove the ham from the baguette and just eat the salad filling. It would

no longer be a ham baguette then, just a lettuce- and two-tomatoes

baguette.The motion was rejected, as my conscience issued a fatwa declar-

ing that such an act would not be permissible. My epic journey to the

Promised Land would have to be undertaken on an empty stomach. I

needed to be up for the challenge, to rise to the occasion. It was moments

like this that defined great people. I would prove I was up to the challenge,

and with the help of three glasses of apple juice, I managed to make the

first leg of my trip to Frankfurt Airport.

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 sent shock waves throughout the world,

turned American foreign policy in the region on its head and changed the

face of the Middle East.

Iran (formerly Persia) is steeped in history and culture.Their people are

part of a civilisation that dates back several thousand years; theirs is a soci-

ety whose contribution to human civilisation has been immense. By the

late 1970s though, the country was in trouble. Its people were under the

rule of the Shah of Iran, Mohammed Reza Pahlavi. He was blessed with an

oil boom that had flooded the country with millions of petrodollars.This

in turn brought untold wealth and riches to a country desperately trying

to recapture former glories. But like many other Middle Eastern countries

that benefited from the discovery of oil under their soil, this newfound

wealth did not trickle down to the masses. And the masses were not best

pleased.

As the decade came to an end, large sections of the population felt 

alienated from a regime they saw as corrupt, unjust and out of touch with the

people.As the voices of protest grew louder, the Shah began to adopt increas-

ingly violent measures to repress anti-government sentiment.These voices of

protest came from all sectors of society.They emerged from the rural areas

where many of the poor lived. It was the villagers who had least benefited

under the Shah’s rule. They also came from the urban middle-classes who

IN THE LAND OF THE AYATOLLAHS

14

Ayatollah_Ch-01.qxd  25/07/2007  4:13 PM  Page 14



INDEX

269

1967 Arab-Israeli War (Six Day War), 85,

116, 176, 210

1975 Lebanese civil war (1975–1990),

124–125

9/11 attacks: 3–5, 118

Arab response, 180

conspiracy theory about Jews, 5

effects of, 10, 150–151

‘neo-Orientalist’ stage, 51

post-9/11 climate, 173–174

al-Qa’ida, 190–191

reasons for, 190–194

US policy in Middle East, 13, 88, 188,

191, 194

War on Terror, link between terrorism

and Muslims, 208

Abdallah, Umar Faruq (author, Islam and

the Cultural Imperative), 53–54

Abdullah, King of Jordan. See Jordan.

Abed al-Jabri, Mohammed (author,

Arab-Islamic Philosophy), 156–157

Abu Sitta, Salman (author, Palestinian Right

to Return), 225–226

abuse, of human rights. See human rights

academics

Arab and Enlightenment, 114, 160

Western and Iranian, 76

See also reformist scholars

Afghanistan: 3–5, 44–45, 172, 177, 179, 252

US war in, 10, 13, 88

African National Congress (ANC),

non-ruling group, 208–211

Afro-Caribbeans, in UK, 8, 10, 130,

235, 237

Ahmed,Akbar (author, Discovering Islam),

131

Ahmed, Leila (author, Women and Gender

in Islam), 160–161

Akaky Neva Samosa (character in

Epilogue), 239–240

Albertazzi, Silvia, 142

alcohol, availability in Middle East

regions, 18, 42–43, 125

Ali, Monica (author, Brick Lane), 8

alienation

emigrant communities, 9

Iranians, 14, 28, 90

Middle East population, 64, 151

minorities in UK, 236

Palestinians, 224

Aliyahs ( Jews), 218, 244

Amal (non-Palestinian Shiites, in

Lebanon), 124

America, Great Satan. See under US,

negative image in Middle East

American fast food, 52–53, 126

American hostages, Lebanon, 62

American University of Beirut

accommodation, 121

student/waiter, 166–167

Amman: 180–181

police officer, 176–177

ANC (African National Congress),

non-ruling group, 208–211

Angel Gibril (Gabriel), and satanic verses

story, 132, 134

Anglo-French Sykes-Picot mandate, 175

anti-American rhetoric, Iran, 23,

34–35

anti-government sentiment, Iran, 14–15

anti-Islamic polemics, 11, 259, 259n12 

to ch 13

anti-Israeli slogans,Tehran University

Friday prayers, 34–35

anti-Semitic remarks

Jordanian police officer, 177–178

student Islamic society, 11

Ayatollahs_Index.qxd  04/08/2007  9:56 AM  Page 269



anti-Semitism

European/Western, 117–119, 224, 241,

247–248, 258n2 to ch 12

Middle East and criticism of Israel, 119,

262n2 to ch 21

anti-Shia,Wahhabi doctrine, 88. See also

Shiites

apartheid, South Africa, 208–209

al-Aqsa Mosque, 192, 203, 205, 220

Arab/Muslim academics, 155–157, 160

Arab/Muslim scholars, on modernity 

and Enlightenment, 113–114

Arab/Muslim view

Ariel Sharon, 123

Western women, 107

Arab/Muslim world

epicentre of War on Terror, 187

relations with the West, 12

views of, 64, 222, 227

Arab lands

Arabic in Naipaul’s view, 51, 54

driving US out, 180

Arab nations

independence of, 123, 170, 175

Israel, 153, 168, 228, 246–247

US ties with, 63

Arab news networks, 77, 150

Arab terrorist groups, threat to Arab

governments, 179

Arabic, and divine transmission, 161

Arab-Israeli conflict: 7, 227–229

economies of Arab nations, 168

ideology vs. pragmatism, 224–225

Palestinians in Jordan, 181

Syria, 116

Western view of, 222

See also 1967 Arab-Israeli War

Arab-Israeli War of 1948, and creation 

of state of Israel, 176

Arabs

defined, 95

democracy and political Islam, 168–169,

186

Islam, 177

legacy of Prophet Muhammad,

124

Arafat, viewed as a terrorist, 152

architecture

European style in Iran, 91

Islamic, 53

Lebanon, 121, 126

Persian, 37, 49, 101

Syria, 101, 121

Umayyad Mosque, 101, 111

armed police

Damascus, 94

Iran, 24

Armenians, Lebanon, 124

arms sales, Iran, 58

Armstrong, Karen (author, Muhammad ),

44–45

assimilation, emigrant communities, 8

Aston Villa, fan in Tehran, 20

Ataturk, Kemal, 175

Ayatollah Khomeini. See Khomeini,

Ayatollah

ayatollahs

message of, 27–28

ruling and intellectual freedom, 76

Western culture, 53

al-Azhar, and modernity, 113, 158

Baathist party, Iraq, 56, 62

Bahira, Christian monk and Prophet

Muhammad, 259n12 to ch 13

Balfour Declaration, 170, 244

Balfour, Mr (character in Epilogue), 240,

244, 245, 247

Bali, suicide bombings, 10–11

Barabar Hills, 3

Barthes, Ronald, 128

Beirut, 125. See also Lebanon

‘Big J’ (character in Epilogue), 238, 252

Bin Laden, Osama: 3, 13, 45, 102, 251

analysis of speeches, 194

created by West, 179, 188

images of, 181

motives for 9/11 attacks, 180

al-Qa’ida press releases pre-9/11 

and post-9/11, 192–193

view of US, 190

black gold, 4, 241, 242

blacks, UK, 131, 235–236. See also racism

Blair,Tony, 43, 77, 151

IN THE LAND OF THE AYATOLLAHS

270

Ayatollahs_Index.qxd  04/08/2007  9:56 AM  Page 270



Boland Amendment, in US Congress, 62

Bollywood movie star, and Rushdie’s

novel, 143

bombs, in London and Madrid, 237, 252.

See also suicide bombings

Booker of Bookers, 129–130

Booker Prize, 129, 131

border crossing

King Hussein Bridge, 197, 199

Syria-Jordan, 171

‘boum’ and ‘ou-boum’, 1–4, 10, 237, 252

brain drain, to the West, 75

brands

America, 24

consumer goods, 31–32, 35–36

United Kingdom, 31

Brians, Paul, 131, 135–136, 138, 143

Britain, Mr (character in Epilogue), 240, 244

Britain. See Great Britain.

British cars, and branding of country of

origin, 31

British Embassy

Amman, 182–183, 201

Tehran, 25

British media, 77

British Muslim community

Palestinians, 83

voice of, 7–11, 150–151

British police force, and

stereotypes/minorities, 131, 235–236

British rule, Northern Ireland, 208–210, 212

British system, racist rule, 3

British-Asian and Anglo-Indian writers,

50–51

Brummie, 98–99, 112, 173, 257n1 to ch 10

Bukhari, Muhammad ibn Ismail, 159–160

Bullock, Katherine (author, Rethinking

Muslim Women and the Veil), 104

burkah (veil), 102–103, 160–161

Bush, George W.: 43, 151, 231, 251–252

understanding of 9/11 attacks, 190–191

War on Terror post-9/11, 77, 187–188,

194–195

capitalism

Jews buying Old City of Jerusalem, 220

role of female sexual form, 95

Syria, 94

third world countries, 99–100

censorship

intellectual and Rushdie, 146

state interference in Jordan, 181

chemical weapons

Kurds, 61

Saddam Hussein and Iran-Iraq War, 55,

57, 60–61, 65, 249–250

China, arms sales and Iran-Iraq War, 58

Chomsky, Noam, 123

Christian communities, Lebanon, 124

Christian fundamentalism, 12

Christian quarter, Old City of Jerusalem,

214–215, 219

Christianity

Crusades, 101–102

Europeans, 54

Islam, 43–44

Jerusalem, 120, 215

sacred sources of, 153–155

Christians, and Iranians, 40

CIA, and Shah’s overthrow of 

Mossadeq, 62

civilian casualties, in Iraq. See under

Iraq, US war in

civilians, Israelis and Palestinians, 83–85

civilisations, clash of and within, 230–231

civilised West, 130, 187, 231

class

divisions in Lebanon, 167

factor in cultural gap, 215

side effect of capitalism, 99

classical schools, of Islamic thought. See

Islamic thought, classical schools

Coca-Cola, and soft drink industry in

Iran, 24, 52–53

Cold War, 179, 189

colonial experience, Europe, 130

colonial Great Britain

appeal of/association with, 31–32

India, 122–123

colonial heritage, Lebanon, 126

colonial superpowers, British and French,

175

colonialism,American cultural, 149

colonialist novel, Salman Rushdie, 140

INDEX

271

Ayatollahs_Index.qxd  04/08/2007  9:56 AM  Page 271



colonised nations/people/races, effects on,

91, 123–124, 136

colonised societies, Orientalist thought,

136

communist anti-revolutionary movements,

in Iran, 15–16

communist eastern Europe, comparison to

Tehran, 24

communist regimes, collapse of, 9, 12, 28,

169–170

communists, Afghanistan, 179

conspiracy theories, about Jews, 5, 117,

178

contraception, availability, 106

corruption

Iranian government, 15, 37, 41, 89–90

Jordan, 186

Syria, 99

Cowley, Jason, 50

crusade, Bush against evil, 151, 187

crusader armies, reference of Bin Laden,

192

Crusades: 101–102

image of Prophet Muhammad, 133

cultural colonialism

American, 149

influences of, 53, 149, 162

cultural discourses, of West, 26, 105

cultural identity, of Muslim communities,

13, 54

cultural imperialism, 135, 138

cultural landmarks, destruction of, 225,

236

cultural meaning, of branding countries,

31

culture industry, idealises female body, 36

culture, popular Western and damaging

effects, 150

cultures, homogenized, 53

Damascus: 93–95

armed police/military presence, 94

Old City, 93–95, 101–102

Persian architecture, Sayyida Ruqayya

Mosque, 101

veil, 95, 102

Western tourists, 96

al-Dawah organisation, Iranian 

supported, 56

democracy

Arab/Persian aims, 41, 154, 185–187,

230

India, 186

Iran under Shah, 62

Islamic parties, 154, 169

Israel, 216

al-Qa’ida, 190–191

Saudia Arabia, 242

US in Middle East, 4, 188, 233

Desai,Anita, 129–130

Descartes, 113, 155

diaspora

Indo-Pakistani, 129

Persian, 16

Diaspora, Jewish, 224, 226

discourse of power

authors, 51

cultural imperialism, 135

minority community, 73

novel as, 143

Western scholarship on Islam as, 137

discrimination

Jordan, 189

UK, 235–237

under Shah, 76, 257n2 to ch 7

Western women, 107

Dome of the Rock, 203–206

driving, standards in Iran, 25, 30

East

‘irrational’ and ‘rational’West, 51,

130, 136

meeting between West and, 1, 3

east Jerusalem, 203, 207, 213

economic and trade sanctions, Iran, Libya,

Iraq, 17

economic corruption, Syria, 99

economic independence,Western women,

106

economic interests, US in region, 193

economic productivity/prosperity, Iran,

27–28, 75

economic reasons, emigration, 26

economic strength, of West, 100

IN THE LAND OF THE AYATOLLAHS

272

Ayatollahs_Index.qxd  04/08/2007  9:56 AM  Page 272



economies, of Arab nations and presence

of Israel, 168

economy

Israeli control of Palestinian, 229

tourism in Lebanon, 168

education

facilities for Palestinians, 214, 221

Iran, 33, 68, 76

West, 100

women in Muslim societies, 104

Eisenhower, Dwight, 55

employment

Iran, 15, 68–69

Jerusalem hotel worker/student, 214

Jordan, 186

Lebanon, 167

Syria, 115–116

England. See Great Britain

Enlightenment, and Muslim social 

scientists/Arab scholars, 113–114,

159–160, 185

Eram Park (Shiraz, Iran), 73–74

Esfahan, Iran, 48–49

ethical rules, and moral framework, 211,

226–227

ethnic conflict, Lebanon, 124

ethnic identity

Iranians, 53

symbols of, 12–13

Syrians, 95

ethnic tensions, Jews and Palestinians,

215–216

European colonialism, effects of, 91

European Enlightenment

Islam, 135

modernity, 113–114

exile, Iranians after the Revolution, 15

exploitation, of sexuality, by West,

105–106

extremism, among Muslims, 10, 12, 252

fatwa

Salman Rushdie, 128, 131, 139, 142

Bin Laden, 192–193

female undergraduates, Shiraz 

University, 75

Fertile Crescent, Sykes-Picot mandate, 175

financial institutions, underdeveloped in

Middle East, 100

First World War. See World War, First

foreign investment, Lebanon, 168

Forster, E. M. (author, A Passage 

to India), 1

Foucault, Michel, 108

France

arms sales to Iraq, 58

debate on hijab, 103

free speech. See freedom of speech

freedom fighter/terrorist, 211–213

freedom of expression, and civil liberties,

balance of, 173–174

freedom of speech

hypocrisy of West, 11, 63, 187, 191

Rushdie, 127–128, 138, 142–146

West and Iran, 26

freedom, and democracy, US in Middle

East, 4, 191, 233

French, in Lebanon and Syria, 175–176

Friday prayers,Tehran University, 34

fundamentalism, 12, 157

fundamentalist Islamic groups, 156, 230,

264n6 to ch 21

Gandhi, Rajeev, 78, 231

gangsta rap, 32–33, 35, 81

Gaza, and West Bank, 216, 225, 247

gender segregation, 6, 108

ghettoes

idealised, 36

UK, 235

Giggsy, association of Iranians with, 71

globalisation, 7, 10, 170, 237

Golan Heights, 85, 116

Golestan-e Shohada (cemetery), 65

Great Britain

establishment of the novel as literary

form, 129

colonial/imperial rule, 121–122

historic role in Middle East region, 170,

175–176, 194, 229

Iranian associations of, 71

Guantanamo Bay, 252

Gulf War, first, 9, 11, 61–62, 191

Gulf War, second, 12, 59, 61–62, 77

INDEX

273

Ayatollahs_Index.qxd  04/08/2007  9:56 AM  Page 273




