Meeting With “the Enemy”, by Allie Garcia in Metroland October 2-8, 2008
Local peace activists share their experience with the president of Iran
Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad is not a popular figure in the United States. Last September, when he spoke at Columbia University, the university’s president, Lee Bollinger, introduced him as a cruel, petty, and uneducated dictator. He has been dismissed by the Bush administration several times, and continues to be viewed with mistrust and hostility by the American government. 
“So much of the news we hear is dangerously superficial,” said peace activist Priscilla Fairbank of Poestenkill. “It creates an image that is not accurate and that is very dangerous.” The self-described “active citizen” was one of more than 150 American peace activists who were given an audience with Ahmadinejad while he was visiting New York City on Sept. 24, in an event coordinated by the Fellowship of Reconciliation. Representatives from more than 100 peace groups attended, including Women Against War (the group that Fairbank represented), Muslim Solidarity Committee, and the Syracuse Peace Council. 
“There will be no Earth-changing decision as a result of [these talks],” Fairbank said, “but the very fact that he was willing to spend two hours with 150 peace activists from around the country. . . . I can’t even conceive of our president [doing that]!”
Fairbank said she aimed to show Ahmadinejad the way peaceful protest is done in America, and the ways Iran could benefit from similar “openness and dialogue.”
Representing Bethlehem Neighbors for Peace, Joe Lombardo noted the difference between President Bush and the Iranian president. “Ahmadinejad really wanted to engage us,” he said. “He looked people in the eye, he had a softer face, he had expressions on his face. And I looked at Bush—it just struck me—his face was like a mask. There was no emotion.”
The meeting was very formal. Ten questions were preselected for the president, and heavily armed guards stood at the ready, prepared to take action against anyone who so much as stood up. While Ahmadinejad did not read from notes and had no prior knowledge of the questions, Lombardo did note that certain issues, including Israel and Ahmadinejad’s controversial comments about the Jewish state, were conveniently left out of discussion. 
However, the activists were not trying to get into a political squabble. They were more interested in making a point: that most Americans no longer support the conflicts the United States wages around the world. 
The two seasoned advocates got a new, completely different image and feel for Ahmadinejad than the one generally put forth by the media. Both said it was made clear that he had no intention or interest in starting a war. He also said he could not, for religious reasons, ever use a nuclear weapon, because it is capable of much more destruction than humans should have control over.
Fairbank said that she felt welcomed by the dignitary, and had the opportunity to see him as a regular person. The meeting was important to her because it focused on a particularly inflammatory person and a nation that has a spotty history with the United States. 
“If people can talk to other people, it opens up endless opportunities and understanding,” Fairbank said. “When you demonize the other, you aren’t thinking of them as human beings. I’ve spent a great deal of time trying to put a human face on Iran for the people here.” 

