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D       Mid dle East, and es pe cially in Iran,
have of ten pro duced mon sters along the pas sage of the past cen tury. 
But now, with the new so cial aware ness achieved by com mu ni ca -
tions tech nol ogy and the in for ma tion rev o lu tion, it is pos si ble that

these dreams may fi nally ma te ri al ize.
Ste phen Kinzer, in his new pen e trat ing

new book, Re set: Iran, Tur key, and Amer -
ica’s Fu ture, is try ing to ex plain why and
how this could hap pen and US may re set
its po si tion — with a new ap proach to the
re gion and the pro jec tion of a new pol icy
in the Mid dle East — and shape the des -
tiny of the re gion, with spe cial re la tion -
ships with Iran and Tur key. 

Kinzer of fers good anal y sis of pol i tics
and gov ern ments of the Mid dle East, es -
pe cially Iran and Tur key and their peo -
ple’s strug gle for free dom and de moc racy.
The book proves the au thor’s knowl edge
and un der stand ing of the re gion’s his tory
and cul tures, and of Tur key and Iran as
the two im por tant play ers in the greater
Mid dle East. He de scribes in de tail the
two coun tries’ peripatetic re la tions with
the United States and the re peated mis -
takes of US strat egy and pol icy in the re -
gion. He ex plains in de tail the com ing to
power of Mustafa Kamal Atatürk in Tur -
key and Reza Shah in Iran; their re forms;
and how Atatürk ab di cated the Is lamic
Ca liph ate and Reza Shah put an end to
cler i cal in flu ence in Iran and, with re form
and te nac ity, pre served the unity of Iran
which had been prac ti cally in a state of
chaos and col lapse. 

The au thor ex am ines dis pute be tween
the Shah and Prime Min is ter (1951-53)
Mohammad Mossadegh, and the US rôle
in in Ira nian pol i tics in the early 1950s. He 
re views and an a lyzes the débâcle of the
col lapse of the Ira nian Gov ern ment in
1979 and sub se quent con trol of the Gov -
ern ment by the cler ics for the first time in
mod ern Ira nian his tory. And he also of -
fers rea sons why, af ter 1980, Turks and
Ira ni ans strug gled for de moc racy and
why Turks found a ver sion of it while Ira -
ni ans did not. This, de spite the fact that,
his tor i cally, Per sian cul ture is in its fun da -
men tals dem o cratic and strongly ad vo -
cates tol er ance and re spect for all peo ple
ir re spec tive of their po lit i cal and re li gious 
ide ol o gies. 

The au thor cor rectly be lieves that be -

cause of Per sian cul ture there is far more
fer tile ground for de moc racy in Iran than
in Turkey. Iran, or Per sia, was the first
known power to pro mote tol er ance. 

Mr Kinzer ar gues that Iran and Tur key
are the two im por tant forces in the Mid -
dle East which could work to gether and
re build their strong re la tion ship with US
and shape the des tiny of the Mid dle East.
He be lieves that res to ra tion of re la tions
be tween Iran and US could tre men dously
con trib ute to the sta bil ity of greater Mid -
dle East. He be lieves that en gage ment
with Iran would be good for Iran and the
US and that the right ap proach with Iran
could fi nally cause US rec on cil i a tion and
part ner ship with Iran, but his pre scrip -
tion is rather vague. 

Ac cord be tween Iran and the US would 
dra mat i cally en hance se cu rity of the re -
gion — it did so un til the US Carter Ad -
min is tra tion de stroyed this ac cord in
1978 — but Mr Kinzer does not prop erly
ex plain how it could now be achieved.
This reviewer also rather dis agrees with
the au thor’s anal y sis of de moc racy in Tur -
key. The au thor be lieves that Tur key,
which he por trays as the most dem o cratic
Mus lim coun try (more so than In do ne sia
or Ma lay sia, for ex am ple?) of fers vivid
proof that Is lam and free dom can thrive
side by side. I have doubts about this,
based on an his tor i cal view of Islam. 

Pres ently, Tur key is run by the avow -
edly Islamist Adalet ve Kalkinma Partisi
(Jus tice and De vel op ment Party: AK or
AKP). It has a rel a tively strong econ omy,
has im proved its re la tions with some of its 
neigh bors (no ta bly not Greece), and has
be come an im por tant re gional player.
And yet its po lit i cal di rec tion and pur pose 
is not clear. It is vac il lat ing be tween Is lam
and the Atatürk no tion of sec u lar ism, and 
re cently has tilted to ward Is lam and keep -
ing a dis tance from Kemalist sec u lar ism.
It must be said that Tur key can not be at
the same time Is lamic and a de moc racy.
In phys ics as well as pol i tics, two things
can not oc cupy a sin gle space at the same

time. Ba si cally, Is lam means sub mis sion
with out ques tion. Is lam does not be lieve
in equal ity be tween man and woman. The 
idea of de moc racy is quite alien to the
mind-set of Is lam in the Is lamic the ory of
in ter na tional re la tions. Wher ever the
Mus lim ummah is, there is the pol ity of Is -
lam and there can be no ques tion of
checks and bal ances, of di vi sion of power,
of pop u lar sov er eignty and there would
be no real and fair elec tion un less the
mosque stay away from pol i tics, as it does
in, for ex am ple, Ni ge ria, Ma lay sia, and In -
do ne sia, or in the for mer khanates of
Cen tral Asia.

It seems that US still does not have a
clear pol icy and grand strat egy for the
North ern Tier re gion and es pe cially for
Iran. The US Obama Ad min is tra tion did
make sev eral gen u ine ef forts to en gage
Iran but the Teh ran lead er ship re fused.
Not only did the US Administration of
Pres. George W. Bush miss an op por tu -
nity to en thu si as ti cally sup port a pop u lar
will for de moc racy in Iran, but the
Obama Ad min is tra tion also missed it.

Kinzer is right that geo-stra te gic re al ity 
ne ces si tates that the US and Iran work to -
gether if the US is to re tain in flu ence in
the Black Sea, Cau ca sus, and North ern
Tier. [The move by the Rus sian Fed er a -
tion to cap i tal ize on the col lapse of US in -
flu ence in the re gion high lights Mos cow’s
gains and Wash ing ton’s loss.] Kinzer
seek s to ex plain the past and pro poses a
way to re set US pol icy in the re gion, as
well as specifically in Iran. But Ac com mo -
da tion with Iran as long as Is lamic cler ics
are in power will not be pos si ble. The cler -
ics are anti-US in na ture and their rule is
apoc a lyp tic and an ab er ra tion in the his -
tory of Iran. The clerical ad min is tra tion
from its in cep tion has been try ing to fight
and de stroy the Per sian past and its cul -
ture which has al ways been the most im -
por tant stra te gic re serve and the true sav -
ior of Iran in the past three mil len nia of
his tory. Kinzer’s rec om men da tions to the
US should be to sup port the peo ple who
are op posed to the cler ics and are friendly
to the US. Af ter the 2009 fraud u lent elec -
tion, more than three-mil lion peo ple
went to the streets of Teh ran in op po si -
tion against the clerics. It was the right
time for the US to seize the op por tu nity to 
re set its ap proach, and to sup port the
peo ple to re place cler i cal rule with sec u lar
de moc racy. Noth ing will be re-set un til
that happens.

In all of this, Ste phen Kinzer’s Re set is
good work and an im por tant con tri bu -
tion to the un der stand ing of his tory and
pol i tics in the en tire re gion in which Iran
and Tur key are so dom i nant. But it may
best be read for that exposé of his tory,
rather than for its rec om men da tions. H
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