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Iran hasn’t changed

by Eric Terzuolo

When I learned that we had reached a nuclear deal with Iran, my first thoughts were of my late
colleague Bill Buckley. A veteran officer and Middle East hand, Buckley volunteered to take
over as CIA station chief in Beirut after the April 1983 embassy bombing wiped out the CIA’s
operation there. | was a very junior State Department officer just trying to make sense of
Lebanon’s complicated political scene. But with our embassy having been destroyed, all of us
who worked with classified materials were crammed onto a single floor of the British embassy.
We came to know each other well, regardless of seniority or agency affiliation.

On March 16, 1984, a group calling itself Islamic Jihad abducted Buckley outside his residence.
(Islamic Jihad was a precursor of the Iranian-backed Shiite political movement Hezbollah.)
Despite intensive and courageous efforts to locate Buckley and secure his release, we never saw
him alive again, except in videos provided by his captors. These showed the toll that torture had
taken on him. He is thought to have died in June 1985, although it was October before his
abductors announced his death. He was symbolically laid to rest at Arlington National Cemetery
in 1988, and it was only in December 1991 that his remains were recovered, near a Beirut airport
road, following a call by someone identifying himself as an Islamic Jihad spokesman.

I cannot help but blame the Iranian regime for Buckley’s death. Iran’s hand in the genesis of
Islamic Jihad and Hezbollah is indisputable. Iranian representatives are credibly considered to
have participated in Buckley’s torture and interrogation. And one should not forget that Iranian-
backed Islamic Jihad claimed responsibility for both the 1983 and 1984 U.S. Embassy bombings
in Beirut, as well as the October 1983 Marine barracks bombing.

One can argue that Iran has changed in the past 30 years. The West has awarded Iranian
President Hassan Rouhani the coveted label “moderate,” and perhaps the Obama
administration’s hopes of supporting moderate elements by dealing constructively, not
antagonistically, with Iran are well founded. I struggle to still my emotions and assume a
detached, analytical perspective. But it is hard for me to see an Iranian regime fundamentally and
definitively different from the one I hold responsible for Bill Buckley’s death.

We should not delude ourselves into thinking that Iran’s efforts to counter the Islamic State
reflect anything except distinctly Iranian geopolitical interests. Iran’s proxy Hezbollah is thriving
as the arbiter of Lebanese politics, and Iran and Hezbollah have collaborated in supporting the
residues of the heinous Assad regime in Syria. Iran reportedly has rekindled ties with Hamas.


https://www.cia.gov/news-information/press-releases-statements/2014-press-releases-statements/cia-remembers-agency-hero-william-buckley.html
https://www.cia.gov/news-information/featured-story-archive/2014-featured-story-archive/flashback-april-18-1983-u-s-embassy-bombed-in-beirut.html
http://www.jpost.com/Features/Front-Lines/This-Week-in-History-CIA-agent-kidnapped-in-Lebanon
http://articles.latimes.com/1986-11-25/news/mn-13168_1_hostage-crisis
http://articles.latimes.com/1991-12-28/news/mn-913_1_senior-cia-official
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/why-the-cia-killed-imad-mughniyeh
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/mar/14/iran-hezbollah-force-syrian-regime
http://www.wsj.com/articles/iran-rekindles-relations-with-hamas-1429658562

Post reporter Jason Rezaian is only the latest in a series of U.S. citizens to suffer arbitrary
treatment at the hands of Iranian authorities.

I am reminded of how, in 2011, another colleague from my Beirut embassy days, Philo Dibble,
the deputy assistant secretary of state responsible for relations with Iran, died of a heart attack at
age 60. He had devoted himself tirelessly, sparing absolutely no energies, to negotiations that
ultimately led to the release of two American hikers held for two years in Iran’s notorious Evin
prison. Like the nuclear deal, this was a case of a huge expenditure of effort to get the Iranians to
undo something they never should have done in the first place. I am convinced we soon will see
Tehran violating the nuclear commitments it appears to have made. I can’t help it.
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