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The failure of the United States to impose order in Iraq after the fall of Saddam Hussein 
and the European attempts at dialogue with Iran on termination of its nuclear project ex-
posed the limited understanding on the part of the West of “the other side of the Middle 
East tracks” and the wide gaps between them. Substantial disagreement between foreign 
policymakers in the US and Israel regarding the objectives of Arab leaders, and diverging 
interpretations1 by various intelligence agencies in the US and Israel with respect to the in-
tentions of the Arab adversary give the impression that the knowledge of the people making 
these evaluations is too narrow to provide them with the proper tools necessary for well-
based and reliable assessments.
 In its dealings with the Arab world, the West appears unable to summon the same 
capabilities that it demonstrated formerly in dealing with the Communist bloc countries 
and currently shows in dealing with the Far East. As a result, both Western leaders and their 
intelligence services at times conduct a policy based on a faulty concept of the adversary’s 
intentions and a lack of familiarity with its cultural and conceptual environment.
One of the well-known phenomena in this context is excessive use of a “mirror image” 
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and intentions of the Islamic adversary according to what is familiar to the analyst, namely, 
what is known and logical within the Western culture that the analyst represents. In this 
fashion, the opponent is evaluated according to the analyst’s subjective feeling, without 
regard to its (the opponent’s) innate culture and philosophy. If the analyst is exhausted, then 
the other side must also be tired; if he is interested in the quality of life, then the other side 
must be interested in it as well. If the analyst or policymaker desires a peace agreement, the 
other side must surely share this desire. This imaginary symmetry is a function of a limited 
acquaintance with the opposing side.
 The aftermath of the American invasion of Iraq illustrates the gap between the West-
ern view and the reality on the ground. According to American thinking, at least Saddam 
Hussein’s opponents should have regarded his fall as a positive development to be credited 
to the United States. The reality is that resistance to the US and the moderate Arab regimes 
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critics. What has caused all this? Is it possible that the decision making process in Washing-
ton was based on liberal Western values, without a thorough evaluation of the conservative 
local culture in Iraq?
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pears that the most important of them result from a limited acquaintance with all levels of 
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���2 facing a decision maker or intelligence analyst3 in 
predicting the future acts of a decision maker on the other side coming from a different cul-
ture and tradition are augmented by the geographical and cultural isolation of the Islamic 
fundamentalist world.
 This article presents several cultural features of the Arab-Islamic world in order to 
emphasize the risks and obstacles that confront those who would interpret the Islamic op-
ponent exclusively through Western spectacles. This is true even though as in any other 
society, Arab society features principles and characteristics shared by other societies and 
those that are unique to its own sector. Moreover, the dividing line within the characteris-
tics lies in the quantitative ratio between them: a public characteristic becomes a cultural 
trademark when it is shared by most of the people in that culture. The characteristics pre-
sented in this article are true for most of the public in Islamic countries, despite the obvious 
existence of exceptions.
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tions used in this article are designed to emphasize the full power of cultural attributes, 
notwithstanding that this type of approach imposes some analytical limitations.
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