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To Iranians, their abundant love for their homeland and their unshakable faith in its destiny. May they find lasting peace and prosperity, and Iran finds its rightful place in the world.




You may not be interested in war, but war is interested in you.

—MICHAEL WALZER, JUST AND UNJUST WARS: A MORAL ARGUMENT WITH HISTORICAL ILLUSTRATIONS

Getting history wrong is part of being a nation.

—ERNEST RENAN, QU’EST CE QU’UNE NATION (WHAT IS A NATION)
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A NOTE ABOUT THE BOOK


This book is not a comprehensive political history of the Islamic Republic of Iran, nor does it contend that exploring the role of national security in statecraft and the evolution of its grand strategy should come at the expense of other salient social and political factors that have shaped Iran since 1979. Rather, this book focuses on the origins and development of that strategy over the past four and half decades, shaping Iran’s international outlook and foreign policy, and organizing state, society, and economy to realize its national aims.

The use of the terms “national security” or “strategy” in this book do not imply that there has always been a clearly argued set of documents that have meticulously laid out plans of action. That said, there are debates among the ruling class, scholars, and opinion makers, and then sustained decision-making, that have coalesced into discernible plans of action.

This book draws on excellent scholarship in English and Persian on Iran’s foreign relations and domestic developments, which have influenced or reflect its national security concerns as defined and debated by Iranians themselves. More so, the narrative relies heavily on conversations with contemporary decision-makers, activists, and opinion leaders as well as published oral histories, memoirs, and interviews—especially political and war memoirs that have been published in Iran—and public debates over foreign affairs in various academic and public forums and mass media in Iran. The aim is to capture the logic, assumptions, and evolution of Iran’s strategic thinking as argued by Iranians themselves. The book inevitably renders judgment on the sagacity of that thinking, but I have tried to make sure that does not overshadow the main aim of the book.

For the reader’s sake, throughout the text I have transliterated Persian names, place-names, and technical terms in a simplified form reflecting their common pronunciation in Persian in lieu of an academic system that would capture how they are spelled in Persian. When applicable, I have used the common transliteration of names or terms that have gained universal currency in English. The only exception to these rules is Persian names and terms that appear in direct quotations or titles of published works in English. Finally, the titles of primary and secondary Persian sources appear in only their English translation in the notes. Full Persian citations are provided in the bibliography.

August 30, 2024
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Introduction


On October 7, 2023, the Palestinian group Hamas launched an audacious attack on Israeli towns and kibbutzim north of the Gaza Strip, killing some twelve hundred Israelis and taking over two hundred hostages. Israel was shocked by the depravity and scale of the attack, and embarrassed by how easily Hamas outwitted its intelligence and breached its defensive wall to force the Palestinian issue back onto center stage. Israel reacted with a ferocious assault on the Gaza Strip. The ravages of the ensuing war and the humanitarian catastrophe that it unleashed, coupled with prospects of, first, war between Israel and Hezbollah, and then Israel and Iran, was a watershed moment for the Middle East. The United States’ hope for a lasting Arab-Israeli peace as the foundation for regional economic integration and a trade corridor stretching from the Arabian Sea to the Mediterranean was replaced by worries over imminent regional conflagration.

This was the latest chapter in the decades-long Israeli-Palestinian conflict, but also the bold manifestation of the ascendance of the Axis of Resistance, a regionwide revisionist political and military alliance of like-minded militias stretching from Lebanon through Syria, Palestinian territories, Iraq, and Yemen, formed and backed by Iran, and anchored in the same goal of defying America and defeating Israel.1 The axis was demonstrating its power and reach along with its ability to upend America’s plans for the region. This manifested a strategy that Iran has honed and doggedly pursued for decades to confront the United States and assert its influence in the region.

Hamas was part of the Axis of Resistance and shared Iran’s strategic objectives. Iran and its close ally, Lebanon’s Hezbollah, had trained and funded Hamas’s military wing—and its sister organization, the Palestinian Islamic Jihad—boosting its intelligence and operational capabilities. Once Israel embarked on its war in Gaza, Iran and other axis members came to Hamas’s aid. They mobilized their military, political, and communications networks across the region, launching drone and missile attacks on Israel from Lebanon as well as US forces in Iraq and Syria, and immobilizing maritime trade in the Red Sea from their perch in Yemen. They displayed an uncanny ability to translate their shared strategic objective of combating Israel and the United States into a coordinated but flexible region-wide response. Israel retaliated against Hezbollah, and then in a show of force Israel attacked Iran’s consulate in Syria in April 2024. Iran responded with a brazen attack on Israel with hundreds of drones and missiles, which led in turn to an Israeli attack on a military base in Iran. Then in July Israel assassinated the head of Hamas in Tehran and two months later killed Hezbollah’s chief in Beirut. Iran again reacted with a barrage of missiles aimed at Israel. These exchanges brought the region to the verge of an all-out war. The axis had thus announced itself as a formidable regional force. That only increased the specter of direct confrontation between Iran and Israel, which would inevitably entangle the United States in broader conflict. Not long after, in October 2024, Israel invaded Lebanon to destroy Hezbollah and thus Iran’s footprint in the Levant. Awaiting a conflagration, the Middle East’s security once again sat on a knife’s edge.

The West was surprised by the capabilities of the axis, and was clearly unaware of its intent and plan of action. Its understanding of Iran’s strategic calculations is hopelessly inadequate and dangerously outdated. The West still looks at Iran through the prism of the 1979 Revolution, and the central role that religion and the clergy played in it. It is true that revolutionary ideology defined the character of the Islamic Republic during its formative years, and the values and memory of the revolution remain embedded in Iran’s statecraft, but as this book will make apparent, the revolution no longer explains Iran’s actions on the world stage. In fact, Iran’s policies during the Gaza war should convince us that the time that Iran’s actions could be neatly explained by Islamic ideology or intent to export its revolution is in the past. Rather than confirm the caricature image of an archaic theocracy begrudging modernity and seething at the West, the war in Gaza made it clear that Iran today sees itself as the inspiration for a global movement of resistance to the United States—a reinvocation of the familiar anti-imperialism and anticolonialism ideals of the latter part of the twentieth century—and seeks to organize the Middle East around it. To achieve this aim, Iran is acting on assumptions and calculations that reflect historical experiences, security imperatives, and great power ambitions.

The Islamic Republic has long moved past its revolutionary beginnings and evolved into a prototypical nation-state. Islam remains the language of Iran’s politics, and an instrument in the hands of its political class and military leaders to realize political and economic interests at home and define national interest abroad, but those aims are now secular in nature. Over the past four and a half decades, Iran has embraced a particular vision of national security that was defined in broad brush by the Islamic Republic’s two supreme leaders who have led the country since the revolution, Ayatollahs Ruhollah Khomeini and Ali Khamenei. That vision is inimical to the United States, and seeks Iran’s security and greatness in keeping US influence at bay. In practice, this vision has found manifestation in the evolution of the grand strategy that has been guiding Iran’s statecraft. This book will tell the story of this grand strategy. It will show that the authoritarian nature of the Islamic Republic notwithstanding, it is strategic considerations rather than managing dissent and domestic stability that is front of mind for Iran’s rulers.

Consider that the October 7 attack and the Gaza war came barely a year after popular unrest swept across Iran, seriously challenging the Islamic Republic’s hold over the country. In September 2022, thousands of Iranians had taken to the streets to protest the death of a young woman, Mahsa Amini, at the hands of the morality police who enforce observation of the hijab—head covering for women. Almost immediately, the protests evolved into a direct challenge to the core ideological foundations of the Islamic Republic as women across Iran shed their scarves, burned them in public, and symbolically cut their hair to decry the imposition of religious strictures on individuals, society, and politics by law and brute force. The protests soon attracted a broader cross section of political dissent in urban areas, and most intensely in ethnic minority regions of Baluchistan and Kurdistan. These protests were an undeniable revolt against the domination of religious strictures over society and politics, the theocratic underpinnings of the Islamic Republic, and its harsh authoritarianism and mismanagement of the economy. For many Iranians and more so observers in the West, this was, at last, a secular and liberal backlash against Islamic rule in Iran, and the authoritarian imposition of its writ on society.

In the West these two events, spanning 2022 to 2023, were two sides of the same coin. Iran’s incessant confrontation with the West and aggressive regional actions were the reason why the Islamic Republic was facing anger at home. Iran’s policies, its critics surmised, had isolated it in the region and the world, and subjected its economy to severe sanctions, impoverishing its population, which was no longer willing to assume the cost of the grand strategic schemes that its leaders were pursuing. Was this not obvious to the guardians of the Islamic Republic that their strategy of defiance and confrontation was exacting an exorbitant cost on their population, loosening their hold over power? If the October 7 attack and its aftermath was evidence, that was not the conclusion that Iran’s rulers drew from the popular revolt of September 2022.

The country’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Khamenei, saw that revolt not as a sign of the failure of Iran’s foreign policy but rather its success. The protests were a plot hatched by Iran’s enemies exactly because Iran was winning, getting closer to its goals.2 In dozens of interviews and speeches after the protests started as well as after calm returned, the state’s leader chose not to focus on the inviolability of the religious strictures that the protesters had challenged or talk about the country’s dire economic situation. In fact, references to Islam and its laws were conspicuously scant in his remarks. Instead, he warned of a concerted attack on Iran’s national security. Observers in the West are quick to dismiss such references to foreign intrigue, which are also echoed by leaders such as Russia’s Vladimir Putin or Turkey’s Recep Erdogan, as cynical ploys to delegitimize dissent. But these turns to protecting the nation against foreign intrigue, especially during crises, reflect the Iranian leadership’s deeply held views, and the prism through which they see and react to events.

In his comments, Khamenei carefully analyzed the protests as a conspiracy, meticulously planned and instigated by the United States and its allies to weaken Iran, engineer regime change, and even break up the country. In a tweet in September 2023, on the eve of the first anniversary of the uprising, he accused the United States of forming a “Crisis Group” dedicated to destabilizing other countries, “including Iran.” The United States, he tweeted, “wished to create crises in Iran by aggravating ethnic [and] religious differences and using the issue of gender and women. That is [the] US’s plan.”3 Looking back at the protests in a 2024 speech, he asserted that resistance to the religious and legally mandated observation of the hijab is a “foreign project” and “imposed crisis.”4 These were clarion calls to the country’s security forces, making it clear to them that what they faced on the streets was not a battle between religion and secularism, and dictatorship and democracy, but instead a struggle between Iran and the United States. Stability and order demanded foiling foreign intrigue.

The defense of the hijab, therefore, has become a matter of shoring up state authority, and the harsh measures used to suppress the protests and punish those who participated in them have been justified not to protect Islamic rules but rather to defend the homeland. In fact, the protests achieved a notable victory in that observance of the hijab grew lax after the 2022 protests as throngs of women have since routinely appeared in public without head coverings. But the authorities do not display the same resigned attitude when it came to vigilance against a perceived foreign hand in destabilizing Iran.

Khamenei tells rapt audiences of security officials, politicians, and clerics that Iran is close to achieving its strategic goals, asserting, “It has climbed the foothills and is nearing the mountain peak.”5 It must remain steadfast and not tire of the journey. The closer it gets to the summit, the more America will strive to block its way. He sees the October 7 attacks and the war in Gaza through this lens; the crisis before America and Israel are evidence that Iran is getting closer to the peak. The imbroglio has taken away Israel’s aura of invincibility and put America on its heels in the region and more broadly the Global South. It has also cast Iran and its Axis of Resistance as veritable regional power brokers.

But what lies at the peak that Khamenei speaks of? What is the goal that Iran seeks? In 2005, Khamenei charged the National Expediency Council (Majles-e Tashkhis-e Maslahat-e Nezam), consisting of senior state leaders, with producing a strategic vision for the Islamic Republic. The result, “The Vision for Islamic Republic of Iran in the Horizon of 2025” (“Cheshmandaz-e Jomhouri Eslami Iran Dar Ofoq-e 1404”), was an Iranian version of similar multidecade “visions” that have proliferated across the developing South. Iran’s Vision 2025 likewise called for industrialization and economic growth, cultural, educational, and technological advancement, and building a modern Islamic state.6 The goal this vision set before Iran was to become the premier political, economic, scientific, and technological power in West Asia.

Four years later, in March 2009, in a speech to mark the start of the fourth decade of the revolution, Khamenei confirmed the commitment to this vision, stating that the coming decade would be one of “progress, development, and justice.” In that speech, he also identified the United States as the main obstacle to realizing those goals.7

The vision embedded regional ambitions in national ones, but as Khamenei admitted, it also revealed the fundamental contradiction in pursuing a vision of development in tandem with insisting on confrontation with the West. Faced with this dilemma, Iran’s rulers have argued that it is the United States that is at war with Iran, intent on blocking its path to the realization of its goal with economic sanctions and domestic unrest, and by containing its regional influence. Iran must overcome that challenge through resistance—economic, political, and military. Iran has not progressed on the goals of its Vision 2025 as planned, but it has invested considerably more in resisting America. That resistance, it expects, will protect it against US pressure, but also give it leverage, time, and space to continue to pursue its national objectives.

Twenty years on, the goals that Vision 2025 had in mind are moving further from Iran’s grasp. Although Iran’s rulers do not openly acknowledge the costs inherent in resisting the West, the price that the country is paying for pursuing it is undeniable. So why stay on this course, especially if it is true that behind the veneer of revolutionary legacy and Islamic ideology, today’s Islamic Republic functions as a modern legal-rational nation-state?

States have interests, but it is state leaders who interpret them and act on them.8 It is a country’s leadership that defines what is essential to national security, where it begins and ends, and how to pursue it.9 That conception then informs their grand visions, guides their quotidian actions, and explains their patterns of behavior.10 Iran’s conception of national security has evolved since 1979 around a distinct and deeply held view of national interest and national security, rooted in both recent and not-so-recent history—legacies of colonialism and national humiliation, loss of territory and foreign intrigue, and then war with Iraq and confrontation with the United States. That conception of national security is now ensconced in the worldview of Iran’s leaders, guiding their defiant actions on the world stage. Those actions are not ideological expressions or random acts of violence devoid of direction; rather, they reflect a strategy and plan of action to execute it. It is appropriate to question the wisdom of that strategy, and that has become ubiquitous in public debates within Iran. That does not, however, obviate the fact that there are assumptions, a line of reasoning, and a particular reading of history that account for Iran’s worldview and actions.



In 2015, the senior Iranian statesman Ari Larijani, on a visit to the United Nations in New York City, met with former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger. Reflecting on his own firsthand experiences with political transitions in the Soviet Union and China at the end of the Cold War, Kissinger probed his Iranian guest on when it might be that Iran would similarly abandon its revolutionary ideology and embrace pragmatism, as Kissinger had once summed up in an article: when would Iran cease being a cause and act as a nation-state—and when would Iran bury the hatchet with the United States.11

That pointed the conversation to philosopher Immanuel Kant and his theory of “perpetual peace,” which stipulates that conflict between states ends when the protagonists have exhausted themselves with conflict, and are no longer willing to spend blood and treasure for even an iota more of gain in influence or territory. It is only then, Kant had argued, that states will see greater value in peace than in war. Had Iran reached that point of exhaustion, Kissinger wondered? Could it see Kant’s reasoning through the fog of its ideology?

Yet Kissinger was surprised that his Iranian interlocutor had already mastered Kant. (In fact, he had translated the German philosopher into Persian.) When would the United States exhaust itself, wondered his Iranian interlocutor? When would it see reason and change course in the Middle East? Iran, he emphasized, was not pursuing a religious vision but rather a grand strategy that sought security by exhausting America so that it would quit the Middle East and leave Iran alone. For Iran, greatness would come despite the United States, not by hitching its wagon to its regional agenda. The United States will not accept the Islamic Republic and the revolution that produced it. Rather than either surrender to American demands or abandon its ambitions, Iran has opted to resist the United States as a necessary step to achieving its goals, expecting that its path will be meandering and fraught with conflicts as well as setbacks, but moving forward nevertheless.

On that day in 2015, it was not Islamic ideology but rather Kant that sat between American and Iranian statesmen as they pondered what comes next. According to Larijani, Iran was not a cause, and Iran’s actions on the world stage were not a matter of ideology. Instead, Iran’s foreign policy was calculated and pragmatic, a matter of national security: working to compel the United States to abandon its own cause against Iran and its containment of the country.

That exchange reveals the mindset at play in Tehran, along with its logic, aims, and expectations—as flawed as they may be. It reflects a strategic calculus—one that assumes that by applying sustained pressure, American plans for the Middle East will come to naught, and Washington will tire of containing Iran and shift course.

Fast-forward a decade, and it has been the United States—and not Iran—that is showing signs of exhaustion. After all, three consecutive American presidents starting with President Barack Obama have made clear America’s wish to reduce its commitment to the Middle East, whether to pivot to Asia or focus on Russia—although that may well change in the face of recurring crises in the region. Iran has played its part, and its leaders believe a big part, in bringing about the exhaustion that has led America to shift its gaze away from the region. Iran’s grand strategy, then—and not its ideological fervor—has yielded this unexpected success.

Why and when did the Islamic Republic come to this grand strategy? How and why has it changed over the course of the past four decades? If the West is to contend with Iran, then it must move past its shibboleths about the country in order to understand what Iran is after and why. Only then can it ponder about how it influences how Iran will evolve in the future.

The following chapters will trace the origins and development of Iran’s grand strategy, its core assumptions and allure, and how it has evolved over the past four decades to shape Iran and its relations with the West. Most of all, this book reveals how Iran’s strategy—no matter how we may judge it—is an overlooked influence in shaping Iran’s own society and politics—the failure of reform, recrudescence of hard-line conservative forces, growing imbalance in civil-military relations, and country’s peculiar political economy.

Every state’s grand vision could reflect hubris. That is true of Iran also, but to understand its actions abroad as well as its policies at home, we must understand that there is reasoning and calculation behind Iran’s choices even when its behavior appears irrational and self-defeating.12 Its drive to amass power and its strategy to assert its position is directed at securing its homeland against internal chaos and foreign intrigue. It is that concern, be it real or illusory, that shapes the assumptions, logic, and intent of Iran’s strategy, and how and why the country has latched onto certain conceptions of national interest and national security.13

The Islamic Republic is the product of a revolution inspired by Islamic ideology. Key events since the 1979 Revolution have left a deep impression on the country’s leaders, and as such, also account for how state and society have been organized. Between 1979 and 1989, Iran was transformed by the tumultuous upheaval of a great revolution, hostage crisis with the United States, brutal eight-year war with Iraq, and further confrontation with the United States in Lebanon. All of these early experiences combined to shape how the revolution’s leadership saw external threats and devised strategies to confront them. It is in interpreting the lessons of those events and addressing the strategic vulnerabilities that they exposed that Iran conceived the strategic objectives of its statecraft. It was in that context that Iran embraced the ideas of “sacred defense” and “resistance,” describing the goals of defense and deterrence.

Iran’s rulers concluded then that they failed to win their war with Iraq because Western powers, their Arab allies, and international organizations had all sided with Iraq. Still, Iran had pulled itself up by its own bootstraps to survive the war. Undaunted by the outcome, those who led and fought in the war emerged from it with confidence and a belief in their own efficacy. They did not want another costly war and thus, going forward, Iran must stand on its own two feet to win security and grandeur by resisting and defying the Western-led international order. It must organize state and society around this goal, and build its economy and defense by going around international economic sanctions. This became the bedrock of Iran’s grand strategy.

That national security conception also builds on Iran’s historical experiences, and how the country’s collective memory has internalized them into its anxieties and ambitions—fear of foreign interference, loss of sovereignty, chaos, and disintegration, but also great power status deserving of an ancient civilization—yet its distinct characteristics reflect the imprint of what has come to pass after the 1979 Revolution.

The goal of resistance would in the decades that followed the revolution became the country’s grand strategy as Iran focused on the United States as the singular threat to its national security. This became especially true after 9/11, the US invasion of Iraq in 2003, onset of a nuclear standoff between Iran and the West, and regional impact of the Arab Spring. It was during that long decade between 2001 and 2011 that the national security conception formed in the first decade of the revolution was expanded into a grand strategy of resistance. Iran’s nuclear program or its regional strategy of “forward defense”—to confront America’s superior military power through asymmetrical means and extend Iran’s defense parameter inside the Arab world—are all expressions of this broader grand strategy.

These ideas are more than reactions to specific threats and not just military doctrines. They are grand strategic visions, and organizing principles for state and society, that are foundational to the Islamic Republic’s conception of itself and its place in the world. They have effectively shaped the Islamic Republic, its politics, economy, and social institutions. This book will trace the evolution of this grand strategy along with its roots, assumptions, and evolution.

Iran’s security vulnerabilities as well as experiences with war, occupation, and imperialism are by no means unique. But how every nation reacts to those challenges is unique to it. Geography, culture, and most important, history loom large on those reactions. This is not to suggest that there is a teleology at play or that the past is a prologue to the future but instead that the trajectory that Iran has embarked on has to be understood against the background of the country’s historical memory.

Writer Mark Twain famously said, “History does not repeat itself, but it often rhymes.” Just as the foreign policy of the young Soviet Union could not help but remember the invasions of Napoleon and the might of Peter the Great, so too has the Islamic Republic’s strategic outlook been informed by, and fed on, the collective memory of invasions, near disintegration, and humiliating imperialist interventions throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Those experiences have formed a broad consensus on the causes and implications of such critical turning points as the Constitutional Revolution of 1905–6 or military coup of 1953. The founder of the Islamic Republic experienced firsthand the First and Second World Wars, occupation of Iran by the Allies, and coup of 1953.

The monarchy that the revolution toppled had sought to strengthen and empower Iran through economic development and social modernization, and by harnessing the benefits of a close alliance with the West. The Islamic Republic that the revolution wrought has looked for strength and grandeur in resistance to the West even at great economic cost to the country. Yet as the following chapters will show, there are similarities and in some areas continuities between these two visions, and unsurprisingly, they are juxtaposed in public debates in Iran today. The history that preceded the Islamic Republic has become the context and foil for how it wants to shape the future.







CHAPTER 1
Loom of History



In his popular book Iran and Its Loneliness, first published in 1997, eminent Iranian historian Mohammad Ali Eslami Nodoushan argued that a feeling of singularity (uniqueness) is foundational to Iranian national consciousness. Being distinct by virtue of civilizational qualities, history, religion, language, and culture has also meant that Iran is alone: the sole Persian Shia country in a region dominated by Arab and Turkic Sunni Muslims. Loneliness has been the other side of the coin to uniqueness; grandeur and grand ambitions are thus matched by deep anxieties.1 That loneliness has cast a continuous shadow on Iran, accounting for both its perception of vulnerability in its region and determination to make its greatness known to the world.2

That strategic loneliness goes back to the beginnings of the Iranian state under the Safavids, the monarchy that ruled over Iran between 1501 and 1722. The geographic, cultural, and religious reality of Iran today was in large measure set in place during that era. It was the Safavid shahs (kings) who carved Iranian territory from the ruins of the Abbasid Empire against the backdrop of the rise of the Ottoman Empire to their west and Mughal Empire to their east to create—in the center of the Islamic world—a domain for Persian people and Shia sect. Not all Persian speakers lived in Iran or would embrace Shiism, but enough would for the country to become Shia and forge Iran’s identity so as to coalesce around Persian and Shia. Although the boundaries of Persian and Shiism are not coterminous with that of modern Iran, the two are inseparable from the country’s identity.3

Fearing being overrun by the bourgeoning Ottoman domain to the west led the first Safavid king, Esma‘il I, to distinguish Iran’s religious identity from its neighbor as a matter of strategic choice.4 He embraced Shiism as a national faith, and then he and his successors imposed it on their subjects by fiat. At the time of Esma‘il’s embrace of Shiism, two-thirds of the population of his capital Tabriz were Sunnis, and the Shia centers of learning all resided in Arab lands. That audacious act of religious conversion was not a reflection of the king’s personal piety—for he adhered to a heterodox mix of Shia millenarianism and mysticism, and some of his followers in that creed viewed him as God, and others as the promised messiah—but rather a strategic calculation that changed the course of Iran and marked one of the most important turning points in the history of Islam.5

Iran’s turn to Shiism anchored state authority in an alliance between the monarchy and the Shia clergy to protect Iran as the home of the “true faith.” In this condominium, the kings posed as “guardians” of the Shia domain—a function that legitimated monarchy until the 1979 Revolution replaced the kings with the clergy in performing that function.6

The Safavids ruled Iran for over two centuries, during which Iran reached the apogee of its power as an empire and civilizational force. Their denouement in 1722 ushered in a prolonged period of instability, civil wars, invasions, and occupations punctuated by fleeting periods of stability. Iran thus entered the age of imperialism in the nineteenth century weakened and vulnerable. It survived that long century, but was not able to turn its fortunes. The ruling Qajar monarchy (1789–1925) defined Iran, the homeland of Shiism, as the “protected domains” (mamalek-e mahrouseh)—protected from threats, internal and external. But its attempts at protection remained stillborn. Efforts to consolidate power as well as restore order and security were undermined by colonial intrigue, urgent threats to its territorial integrity, steady decay, and ubiquitous chaos.7 Iranians and their rulers continue to grapple with this history in contemporary discussions on foreign policy challenges.



A Weak State in the Age of Imperialism

Early in the nineteenth century, facing an expansionist Russia and avaricious Great Britain, the Qajar kings ceded ever more rights and territory to the imperial powers.8 Following defeat in two catastrophic wars with Russia between 1804 and 1828, Iran lost around 10 percent of the country’s territory, which was home to around 10 percent of its population, and submitted to humiliating concessions.9 The two treaties that ended those wars, Golestan and Turkmanchay, stand as singular symbols of national humiliation for Iranians to this day.

What saved Iran from disintegration and colonialism was that in the century between the Congress of Vienna and World War I, Britain eyed Russia with suspicion. London and Moscow could not agree on how to divide Iran, and Britain did not want a border with Russia and to bring it closer to India. That negative balance between rival colonial powers gave Iran the de facto ability to play one against the other to at least remain sovereign. Iran ambled through the nineteenth century unable to shore up national power either by asserting monarchical autocracy or instituting fundamental reforms—as were advocated by the fabled stateman of mid-nineteenth century, Mirza Taqi Khan Amir Kabir, celebrated to this day as Iran’s first champion of development. As the century progressed, the state atrophied, the country fell into the grip of chaos and insecurity, and its territorial integrity and sovereignty came into question.

By the turn of the century, the depth of that crisis brought together an unorthodox alliance of merchants, secular intellectuals, and clerics to demand a constitution in the hope that curbing the absolutist powers of the monarchy and instituting the rule of law would shore up security and independence.10 They demanded political representation, individual freedoms, and political accountability. They won themselves a constitution in 1906—the first of its kind in the Middle East—but not respite from chaos.

The shadow of the Constitutional Revolution looms large over Iran’s politics as a watershed moment when the people combated autocracy and demanded the rule of law along with individual and political freedoms in the hope of securing and modernizing the country. Echoes of that call continue to resonate in Iranian politics, including as recently as during the 2022 protests. The Constitutional Revolution cannot, however, be reduced to a democracy movement. Its call for political reform was prompted and ultimately judged by the fundamental desire to protect Iran from chaos, subjugation, and disintegration.

The hard-won constitution protected democratic rights, but the country still found itself in a quagmire. Freedom did not produce a strong state. Without that strong state democracy was neither a solution nor tenable. In the words of Daryush Shayegan, an eminent contemporary intellectual, “The constitution was very good, but it was akin to buying furniture without having a house.”11

The advent of World War I drastically changed the international context in which Iran had found itself for almost a century. With Russia and Great Britain on the same side, there was no obstacle to dividing Iran among them. The 1907 Anglo-Russian agreement drew a line across Iran, giving the north to Russia and south to Great Britain.12 The two imperial powers then occupied Iran, plunging the country into greater chaos and famine.13 Iran was saved from that calamity by the October Revolution of 1917. Russia’s attention turned inward, and the Red Scare in the West changed Britain’s calculus. London’s solution was now to turn Iran into a veritable buffer state, a semisovereign protectorate, under the 1919 Anglo-Persian Agreement.14



A Grand Strategy of Survival

Pleasing to London, the colonialist intent of the 1919 agreement was a fiasco for Iranians and death blow to its nascent democracy.15 Iranians understood that winning a constitution by itself was not a guarantor of sovereignty and security. Iran first needed a strong state to secure its borders, impose order, develop the country, and transform its society. Echoing the mindset of France’s Third Republic, captured by sociologist Eugene Weber as “turning peasants into Frenchmen”—a leading intellectual and statesman of the time, Ali Akbar Davar, said of similar radical change in Iran, “Iranians would not become human beings voluntarily. Salvation must be forced on Iran.”16

This laid the foundations for many of those who had championed the Constitutional Revolution—merchants, secular intellectuals, and clergy—to rally behind the cause of a strong state. That opportunity presented itself in 1921 when a little-known military officer, Reza Khan, marched his troops on Tehran and staged a coup. Once firmly in the saddle, Reza Khan abrogated the Qajar monarchy and built a new state in its stead. Reza Khan would rule Iran during the interwar period.17 He was a capable state builder, a self-made man hailing from humble origins, shrewd, hardworking, ruthless, and fiercely nationalistic; “a simple soldier who within the span of 25 years, through competence and effort, rose to be king and put the imperial crown of Iran on his head.”18 He quickly created a national military to force Soviet troops from northern Iran, foiled British plans for carving out spheres of influence in southern Iran, subdued insurgencies, separatist movements, and tribal militias in the country’s south and north, and waged a relentless campaign against brigands and local power brokers to concentrate power at the center.19

He looked to the secular republic that Kemal Ataturk was standing up in next-door Turkey as a model. The Shia clergy, however, saw a Kemalist republic not as defender of the faith but instead as a detriment to it. They prevailed on Reza Khan to continue the tradition of Shia monarchy and become king: Reza Shah Pahlavi.20 What he achieved in Iran was nothing short of miraculous, especially in how he mobilized the country’s meager resources to realize its strategic aims.21 He restored Iran’s territorial integrity, ended the chaos and decay, and built fundamental institutions for a modern state to propel commerce and industrialization. He pursued state building as the sine qua non for national security in defiance of malign Western influence; his was a grand strategy of national survival. His success in realizing its goals is why there is an Iran today.

Reza Shah addressed the fundamental failure of the Constitutional Revolution—namely, building a strong state, and ending chaos and disintegration. There was, though, a paradox inherent in the forging of a strong and centralizing state. It was what Iran needed to survive, but such a state also set the country on a trajectory to authoritarianism. Economist Daron Acemoglu and political scientist James Robinson write that a strong state is necessary for economic prosperity and progress, but if it is not shackled by sufficiently strong social institutions capable of checking its exercise of power, the country will easily slide into authoritarianism.22 Such a shackle was not extant, then, and thus the state Reza Shah was building quickly became brutish and autocratic, overshadowing the security and progress that it was engendering, thereby alienating many of his original supporters. The clergy grew alarmed at his secularization policies, change of dress, and abolition of hijab. None other than the future leader of the Islamic Revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini, then a young cleric, rose to the challenge to strongly condemn the assault on religion.23

It was not, however, domestic opposition that would undo Reza Shah but rather the calamity of another great war in Europe. World War II made Iran a significant prize for both Nazi Germany and the Allies. As German forces pushed east, Britain saw firm control over Iran as vital to protecting its oil interests in the Persian Gulf and creating “a major supply route to Russia through the Persian Gulf.” Shoring up Soviet resistance to the German offensive, explained British statesman Winston Churchill, “became our prime objective.”24

On August 25, 1941, 150,000 British and Soviet troops attacked Iran.25 The British captured the oil province of Khuzestan in the southwest and then pushed north into central Iran as Soviet armies moved into the northwest province of Azarbaijan and pushed southeast toward Tehran.26 Reza Shah was dethroned and sent into exile—replaced by his young son, Mohammad Reza Shah, who would come to be known in the West simply as the Shah. Allied soldiers occupied cities and took control of the country’s infrastructure, and commandeered its food to feed themselves and sustain the Soviet Army. The country’s economy was pulverized, and its people, denied their neutrality and sovereignty, fell into hunger and destitution. The occupation likely saved the Red Army from defeat. But for Iran, it was a calamity. What Iran had built under Reza Shah had not been sufficient to ensure its sovereignty and security.



Allied Occupation and Specter of Dismemberment

The years of occupation were devastating for Iran. Red Army soldiers and British Indian troops marched in the streets of cities and towns, reminding Iranians daily of humiliation and defeat, but provided little in the form of security. Highway robbery and banditry once again reared its head, the economy faltered, the national currency plummeted, and development projects ground to a halt.27 Shortages caused both high inflation and unemployment, poverty, and hunger.

With Red Army soldiers in control of large swath of the country, communist activism grew prominent, especially in the form of the Tudeh (Masses) Party of Iran, which quickly became the most significant force on the streets.28

Despite its sacrifices and contributions, Iran’s fate at the end of the war remained far from certain. The three global powers had agreed in 1942 to restore Iran’s full sovereignty at the conclusion of the war. Once the war ended, American and British forces left in accordance with that agreement, but the Soviet Union dragged its feet.29 Instead, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin demanded economic concessions while throwing his support behind communist parties in Iran’s northwest Azarbaijan and Kurdistan Provinces, which were demanding secession. Those provinces became de facto Soviet republics in 1946, and then in March 1947, the Red Army poured armored brigades into those regions to deploy along the Turkish and Iraqi borders.30 Three days later, Churchill delivered his famous “Iron Curtain” speech in Fulton, Missouri, promising to respond to Soviet expansionist aims. A week later, on March 12, 1947, US president Harry S. Truman issued his terse warning to Stalin that would become the Truman Doctrine. On March 24, Moscow announced that its troops would leave within six weeks. The troops were gone within a month.

Iranian prime minister Ahmad Qavam’s dexterous diplomatic maneuvering was credited for buying Iran time and giving Moscow cover for the withdrawal, but in reality it was because of American pressure that Stalin decided to abandon his economic and territorial claims and leave Iran.31 The young Mohammad Reza Shah along with his ruling elite and military commanders all knew Iran would need the West if it was to survive its menacing neighbor to the north. The Cold War was not just a reality Iran had to live with but instead the reason why Iran had survived and would continue to do so. Iran could not be neutral; it had to align itself with the West and make sure that the West saw Iran’s value.

This imperative for close alignment with the West would become an article of faith for Mohammad Reza Shah. His singular focus on “the grand design of Soviet expansionism” and the imperative of the West’s willingness to stand up to it was captured years later in a book, where he wrote, “I had lived as neighbor to the masters of the Kremlin my whole adult life. In forty years, I had never seen any wavering of Russia’s political objectives: relentless striving towards world domination.”32 In one of his last television interviews before the 1979 Revolution sent him into exile, he said that his principal goal had been for Iran not to become “Iran-istan”—that is, another Muslim Soviet republic.33

It is impossible to understand the Shah’s outlook and Iranian politics during the remainder of his monarchy without considering the deep influence of 1946, the Cold War, and his fear of the Soviet Union. Many observers have seen him as a modernizing autocrat, whose heavy-handedness and grandiose ambitions alienated his people. Yet both his autocracy and determined drive to modernize Iran were part of a strategy to ensure Iran’s security and territorial integrity. It built on his father’s grand strategy of survival.



Oil, Nationalism, and the 1953 Coup

It would not be long before fear of the Soviet Union and the memory of 1946 would have to compete with another worry over Iran’s sovereignty and security: battling imperialism over the rights to national resources.34 At issue was the oil concession Iran gave to the British Anglo-Iranian Oil Company at the end of the nineteenth century. Reza Shah had quarreled with Britain over its one-sided terms. Failing a satisfactory resolution, by the 1950s, the concession had turned into a point of contention between Iran and Great Britain three decades in the making. Iran was unhappy with the oil company’s practices, and furthermore, demanded a larger share of the oil revenue—especially after the Allied occupation, engineered by Great Britain, devastated the Iranian economy without any compensation.35 Iranian anger grew with British obduracy, especially since Iranians knew that Mexico and Saudi Arabia had secured better deals from American companies.36

The oil concession was symbolic of Britain’s rapacious imperialism as well as repeated violations of Iranian rights and sovereignty. Many Iranian politicians were old enough to remember firsthand Britain’s agreement with Russia to divide Iran into spheres of influence, promoting separatism in southern Iran, and leading the charge to occupy Iran and change its ruler. Even if many had come to dislike Reza Shah, they nevertheless saw the ease with which Britain toyed with Iran’s politics and sovereignty with resentment and worry.

By 1951, demand for change to the oil concession dominated Iranian politics. Many merely hoped for a fairer share of the oil revenue. But veteran politician Mohammad Mossadegh wanted to go further, to nationalize Iranian oil altogether. This would put Iran on a collision course with Great Britain. That worried the Shah, the military, and a segment of the political elite, which continued to see the Soviet Union as the principal threat to Iran and favored a more tempered approach that would protect Iran’s ties with the West.

With Britain in no mood for compromise and Iranian nationalist feelings running high, the Shah had no choice but to appoint Mossadegh prime minister. Mossadegh lost no time in nationalizing the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Thus began a two-year, convoluted impasse: Iran insisted on its right to its own oil against British intransigence. Mossadegh tried to manage a high-wire act of international diplomacy to maneuver an increasingly anxious Washington as he hoped to compel an obdurate London to accommodate his demands, all the while riding the tiger in a steadily more chaotic political scene at home.

It has become accepted wisdom that the oil crisis pivoted on the question of Iran’s sovereign rights to its national resources as well as Mossadegh’s right as prime minister to end colonial control of Iranian oil and reject the Shah dismissing him from that perch—in other words, anti-imperialist nationalism and democracy. Yet it was not those issues that separated Mossadegh and the Shah. It was rather the disagreement over what constituted the principal security threat to Iran, Soviet Communism or British imperialism, and whether Iran could confront one without compromising with the other, that set Mossadegh, the Shah, and his like-minded military and political leaders on a collision course.

In this, the key issue was not Mossadegh’s nationalistic goal but rather his game plan. Having identified ending British hold over Iran’s oil as a national objective, how was he going to achieve that goal and still protect national security? Mossadegh’s principled stance is unassailable; where he failed was in conceiving a viable grand strategy and credible plan of action to realize it. Those failures doomed his premiership as it invited British aggression, lost American sympathy, and increased the communist threat to Iran. That mix put Iran’s national security at risk and thus lost the support of a growing number of Iranians.

Mossadegh had come of age during the turbulent end years of the Qajar period, an era of intense foreign interference that almost culminated in Iran’s division. He had lived through Britain’s removal of Reza Shah from power—and although Mossadegh was no fan of the king, the manner that Britain decided to change Iranian rulers could not have sat well with his nationalist sensibilities—occupation of the country, famine, and the near loss of the Azarbaijan and Kurdistan Provinces to the Soviet Union. Mossadegh’s single-mindedness was forged in that crucible.

The Truman administration was initially sympathetic to Iran’s grievances and sought to help defuse the crisis.37 Mossadegh, however, refused to yield to American entreaties for a compromise, rejecting every avenue to a negotiated settlement that the Truman administration put forth—hoping instead that his steadfastness would compel Washington, worried about Communism, to force London into surrender. In March 1953, he told American ambassador Loy Henderson that if Washington really wanted to prevent Iran from falling to Communism, then it should back Iran’s position and pressure Britain to end its blockade of Iranian oil. Henderson was unmoved by the threat and told Mossadegh that the United States would not support Iran’s unilateral abrogation of its international agreement with the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, and that Iran had to agree to a negotiated settlement.38

Mossadegh’s obduracy played into Britain’s hand. Washington came to see him as the problem and lost trust in a compromise solution. In June 1953, Henderson wrote to the White House, “It is my opinion that there is no hope of settling the oil problem so long as Mossadegh is in power.”39 Impervious to the consequences of his misguided strategy, Mossadegh was courting economic ruin—Britain had put a blockade on Iran’s oil exports—a British invasion of Iran’s oil fields, and steady rise in communist agitation and radicalization of Iranian politics.40

Mossadegh had left himself little room to maneuver. His political position would not hold if he were to back away from his maximalist demands. He therefore doubled down on railing against British injustice and insisting that Iran get in full its rights without compromise. Winning the moral debate did not resolve Iran’s quandary. In this fight, Iran would be alone. It could and would not rely on the Soviet Union, and the nationalization had placed Iran on a collision course with the West. Mossadegh hoped that he could maintain a “negative balance” (movazeneh-e manfi)—a concept that would decades later echo in the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy mantra of “neither East, nor West.”41 Iran would stand between the two poles and use one against the other to achieve Iran’s goal.42

That was exactly what worried the Cold War–conscious Eisenhower administration as it watched the growing chaos in Iran as its economy neared collapse.43 The rising specter of communist agitation, growing economic crisis and sense of despair, and increasing chaos in the Parliament and on the streets also worried the Shah, the military, and the segment of Iranian political leadership that had all along warned of the danger that nationalization posed to Iran’s national security.44 They were not alone. Soon senior clerics in Qom, Tehran, and Najaf—worried by the communist threat too—and erstwhile supporters of the National Front in the Parliament joined them. The influential senior-most Shia cleric of the time, Ayatollah Mohammad Hossein Boroujerdi, actively lobbied against Mossadegh and in favor of the Shah.45



The Coup of 1953

The crisis came to an end after the military staged a coup on August 19, 1953, to remove Mossadegh from power. It has become accepted wisdom that the coup, the so-called Operation Ajax, was the handiwork of the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)—staging street demonstrations, renting a mob, and then directing the Iranian military to step in and remove Mossadegh.46

There is little doubt that both the American and British governments wanted Mossadegh gone, and that they hatched a plan to remove him. They did spend money—a paltry sum of $60,000—to precipitate a crisis in Tehran. There is, however, sufficient evidence to cast doubt on the idea that Washington and London acted as puppet masters deftly manipulating the street and maneuvering the military to carry out the perfect coup.47 The coup plan that the CIA and Britain’s MI6 had hatched in fact failed, and it was a second attempt at a coup a few days later, planned and led by General Fazlollah Zahedi and his network in the Iranian military, that won the day, while the US embassy and CIA station in Tehran appeared to be largely in the dark.48

By summer 1953, Britain and the United States were not alone in turning on Mossadegh. Many Iranians too had developed ample skepticism about where Mossadegh was leading the country, and plenty of influential actors were convinced he had to be removed from office. To many Iranians, the specter of Communism was real, and the country’s deteriorating economic situation and possibility of direct confrontation with Britain was only making it worse.

The oil nationalization saga was a duel between competing nationalisms and how to protect Iran’s national interest. The dominant discourse of the time was about sovereignty: sovereignty vis-à-vis colonial powers and remaining sovereign in the face of the Soviet threat. Democracy and authoritarianism were important because the Parliament and monarchy, prime minister’s office and military, were stations from where the two nationalist camps waged their respective campaigns. In the fullness of time and what diplomatic correspondences of that period show, it was not so much American and British perfidy or betrayal of his compatriots that undid Mossadegh but rather his own lack of strategic imagination.

The lore about the 1953 coup, though, turned out differently. Iranians came to view the coup in the rearview mirror of history as a trampling on their national rights and crushing of their democracy by Great Britain and the United States. The coup was a traumatic event for the country—a second regime change in as much as a decade. If for the Shah along with the political and military elites in his corner, it was 1946 that had shaped their views on national security, it was 1953 that shaped the outlook of many Iranians in later decades, especially the revolutionary elite that rose to the helm after 1979. Whereas the Shah’s grand strategy was to protect Iran from Communism and the Soviet Union, for the revolutionaries who succeeded him, taking their cue from Mossadegh, a grand strategy had to protect Iran from the West and its interference in Iran’s politics.

It should not have come as a surprise that the 1953 coup would also become an important historical backdrop to the Islamic Republic’s confrontation with the United States over its nuclear program. In later years, ardent anti-American voices among Iran’s leadership drew parallels between Iran’s right to a nuclear program and Mossadegh’s assertion of Iran’s rights to its oil. They have built on that reading of 1953 to preach resistance to the West at all costs, courting severe economic sanctions as had Mossadegh in the 1951–53 period. The Islamic Republic’s anti-imperialist resistance before the United States and resisting pressure on its nuclear program sought legitimacy in Mossadegh’s legacy. Echoes of Mossadegh can be heard loud and clear in Khomeini’s anti-Americanism and Khamenei’s vision of resistance.

As the logic of today’s hard-liners would come under scrutiny, it would also put to question Mossadegh’s position decades earlier, especially since the heirs to Mossadegh’s legacy in defining Iran’s national interests are not democracy-minded reformers but instead the dyed-in-the-wool guardians of the Islamic Republic. Similar echoes of the Shah and Mossadegh’s critics can be heard in the arguments of the likes of former Presidents Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani and Hasan Rouhani in encouraging the Islamic Republic to engage with the West, contending in effect that a tree that does not bend to the wind will break, and Iran’s security interests are best served with compromise and relations with the West. After the 2022 protests it became a common refrain, particularly among the dissentient youths, to blame the coup on Mossadegh’s own missteps and fault his version of resistance.



The Shah and Forging Great Iran

Like Mossadegh, Mohammad Reza Shah’s reign casts a long shadow on Iran’s politics today. The travails of his modernizing autocracy ending in revolution has been amply debated.49 What is less known but more important to the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy is the Shah’s grand strategy. How did he assess threats and opportunities before Iran, and what was his vision for tackling them?

The Shah came of age as a statesman during the Allied occupation of Iran and turbulent years that followed it. The events of 1946 and 1953 left an indelible mark on him. He was deeply concerned with Iran’s vulnerabilities as well as the dangers that its communist neighbor to the north posed to its sovereignty and territorial integrity. Like his father, he sought security in a strong modernizing state. He saw democracy as chaotic and inherently inimical to effective government. It produced paralysis that benefited foreign enemies. That was the lesson that he took away from the rise and fall of Mossadegh.

When he stepped into the breach in the aftermath of the 1953 coup he had three goals in mind: to concentrate power in a strong centralized state, develop the economy and modernize Iran, and keep the United States on Iran’s side in the face of the Soviet threat.50 During the ensuing decade, he eliminated political rivals and power centers while anchoring power in the monarchy.51 He proved adroit at cultivating close ties with successive American administrations. As Iran’s oil and Persian Gulf security grew in importance to US interests in the years that followed, Washington too became keen to invest in Iran’s stability—providing economic aid, and shoring up its military and intelligence agency, popularly known by its acronym as SAVAK—and strengthen the Shah’s regime.52 Those burgeoning ties worried Moscow, and the Kremlin’s hostility to the Shah only fueled his determination to remain close to Washington.53

Economic development, however, proved more difficult.54 So much so that for a time, London and Washington started to doubt that the Shah was the right leader to keep Iran out of the clutches of Communism. Ann Lambton, an influential British scholar of Iran, wrote in a 1956 cable to White Hall, “Persia is drifting … ‘the Shah cannot govern and will not let anyone else do it’ either.”55 The Eisenhower administration even considered backing a coup in 1958, and then the Kennedy administration followed suit by pressuring the Shah to clean house and diffuse tensions by opening the political process.56

The Shah responded by undertaking an ambitious program of social and economic reforms in 1963, known as the White Revolution—which among other measures, promulgated land reform and gave women the right to vote.57 It was in opposition to those reforms that the future leader of the Islamic Revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini, first challenged the Shah.58

The White Revolution was followed by a period of significant industrialization and economic growth.59 Between 1963 and 1977, Iran experienced the largest growth in GDP in its history.60 Its economy grew at the pace of 10.5 percent per year, making Iran one of the fastest-growing economies in the world at that time. The rise in oil prices in 1974 boosted those numbers, but the economic growth was real and predated that windfall. There was, however, a dangerous paradox at play: the good news on the economic front masked the growing popular resentment against authoritarianism, and radicalization of the opposition—the same trap that Reza Shah’s modernization fell into—which would bring together the clergy, the middle classes, and the Left into a broad oppositional alliance, set Iran on the road to revolution.

None of this was apparent to the Shah at the time. By the late 1960s, he saw the future as bright. His country was rising, more secure, and prosperous. He set his sight on Iran becoming a leading industrial nation and “great civilization” (tamaddon-e bozorg).61 His goal now was for Iran to become the premier power in the Middle East and a great power on the world stage. His critics saw this as hubris, but to the Shah this was a realizable grand strategy.



Iran’s Moment in the Middle East

The changing geopolitical context provided him with an opening. By the late 1960s, Britain was planning to leave the Persian Gulf. Exhausted by the war in Vietnam, the United States was loathe to step into Britain’s shoes to protect the Persian Gulf.62 American thinking was shifting toward what would be dubbed the Nixon Doctrine. Historian John Lewis Gaddis explains the doctrine as an asymmetrical approach whereby the United States would “apply strengths against weaknesses while leaving allies forms of military activity uncongenial to the United States.”63 In thinking of using “strengths against weaknesses” in the Persian Gulf, the United States had to look to Iran as the ally that with the right military support, could defend the interests of the West.64

In 1970, Iran signed a deal with Great Britain to accept sovereignty of its colonial holdings in the Persian Gulf, and significantly, recognize the sovereignty of former Iranian territory of Bahrain.65 This set the stage for a broader deal with the United States in 1972. During a visit to Tehran in that year, Richard Milhous Nixon arrived at an agreement with the Shah for Iran to play the role of the “gendarme” of the Persian Gulf.66 The Shah told his guest, “The White House should push the regional powers that had the ability to uphold stability to take on a greater role in security matters. It is better for [the] U.S. to have Iran able to defend [it]self than to have … another Vietnam.”67 It had always been Iran that had needed the United States to realize its security goals, but now it was America that was in effect saying “protect me.”

The Shah then used this agreement with the United States to play a forward role in broader Middle East security. The catastrophic Arab defeat in the 1967 war with Israel had diminished Arab nationalism and opened the region to a greater role for Iran. The first target was the troublesome Baathist government in Baghdad, which backed by the Soviet military had become a menace to Iran.68 Iran secured Washington’s backing to provide arms to Kurdish insurgents in northern Iraq. With Iran’s support, the Kurds stepped up their rebellion between 1972 and 1975.69 Saddam Hussein was compelled to sue for peace with Iran.70 The Algiers Accords of 1975 settled border disputes between the two countries and normalized relations between them. It would end when Iraq invaded Iran in 1980.

At the same time, Iran invoked the Nixon Doctrine in the newly independent state of Oman, which was facing a formidable Marxist insurgency in its southern Dhofar region. In late 1973, an Iranian expeditionary force landed in southern Oman to push back the rebels.71 In a 1975 interview, the Shah explained his decision to intervene in Oman, saying, “Just imagine that these savages should seize the other bank of the Ormuz [Hormuz] Straits, at the mouth of the Persian Gulf. Our life depends on that. And those people at war with the Sultan are savages. They may even be worse than communists.”72 In another interview in the same year, he said, “The Strait of Hormuz is Iran’s means of access to the Indian Ocean and the world. It is also the passageway for all Iranian oil.… Can we allow a hostile force to take over?”73

The Iranian intervention would drag on for another two years, during which up to thirty-five hundred Iranian troops at any one time, joined by several hundred Jordanians, Pakistani Baloch tribespeople, and Omani soldiers—alongside British commanders and Israeli advisers—would wage bloody battles.74 In the end, the insurgency was defeated.75

The campaigns in Iraq and Oman would lay the foundation for a more expansive Iranian foray into Arab politics. Iran normalized relations with Syria and built ties with Shia factions in Lebanon.76 Most important, was the opening to Egypt.77 After Anwar Sadat signaled his intention to set Egypt on a new course in 1971, the Shah extended a hand of friendship to him. The Shah wanted Sadat’s new brand of moderate Arab politics to succeed. The two leaders also shared a strategic outlook and soon developed a personal friendship. The Shah left Iran for the last time for Egypt in February 1979 and died there soon after. Sadat gave the Shah a state funeral, and he was buried in Cairo’s al-Rifaie Mosque.

The Shah was a tireless advocate for Sadat in Washington between 1971 and 1973, appealing directly to Nixon and Kissinger to recognize the significance of the opportunity Sadat presented.78 During the 1973 war between Egypt and Israel, to Washington’s shock and annoyance, Iran allowed the Soviet Union to use its airspace to resupply the Egyptian military.79 When the war ended, the Shah urged Washington to press Israel to forge an agreement with Egypt. In a sign of how much Iran’s position had shifted, the Shah openly threatened Washington that failing a deal between Egypt and Israel, war would resume, and “it will be our war this time, and none of us will have any choice.… The Shah of Iran was quoted today as saying his heavily armed country would join a war against Israel if the Middle East crisis was not resolved in accord with UN resolutions.”80

The Shah was keen for Iran to play a “constructive role” in the broader Middle East.81 This would make Iran more important to the United States as a stabilizing force.82 It was with that aim in mind that during Kissinger’s shuttle diplomacy between Egypt, Syria, and Israel, the Shah repeatedly offered to help with the talks, getting Iran a seat at the table of the most significant diplomatic negotiations of the time over the future of the region.83

Iran’s fierce support for Egypt in the 1970s also signaled the growing independence of Iranian policy. Iran was acting at the behest of the Nixon Doctrine, but was increasingly seeing itself as more than an agent. It would be Iran that would define when the Nixon Doctrine was necessary and how it would be implemented; the United States need only supply the necessary military hardware. American diplomatic dispatches of the time are replete with reports of the Shah’s tutorials on Soviet strategic threats to the Persian Gulf, or to Pakistan and India, and what America must do in the Middle East to manage Arabs and Israelis.84 The Shah was worried about everyone’s stability—Pakistan, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia—except for Iran’s own stability.85

Looking back through the prism of today’s nuclear imbroglio, the development of a nuclear program was perhaps one of the Shah’s most consequential initiatives in the 1970s. Although he did not rule out nuclear weapons, telling an interviewer in 1975 that “if 20 or 30 ridiculous little countries are going to develop nuclear weapons, then I may have to revise my policies,” at the time the initiative represented his grand ambitions for Iran as a great power and industrial powerhouse.86

This was, however, a major strategic initiative. The Shah was determined to mark Iran’s arrival as a major power with nuclear capability. It also marked the apogee of Iran’s foreign policy confidence and the Shah’s deft strategic maneuverings to gain advantage for Iran amid the volatile complexities of the Middle East. Still, despite Iran’s moment of greatness, the Shah’s strategic victories masked a brewing insecurity of a different kind: the growing alienation of Iranians from the monarchy and gathering winds of the revolution.



If Mossadegh’s failing had been that of strategic vision, the Shah’s was to have his people walk with him, so to speak, in pursuit of his. They abandoned him not because of the wisdom of his grand strategy but rather because of the autocracy the Shah insisted on as necessary to get to his strategic goals. On one occasion when he was asked by a reporter when he would reign as a constitutional monarch, he is reported to have said, “When the Iranians learn to behave like the Swedes, I will behave like the King of Sweden.”87

Iran’s experiences under Mossadegh and Mohammad Reza Shah loom large over Iranian historical memory today. Not only was their era the prelude to the 1979 Revolution, but the contemporary reading of that period, along with the goals, achievements, and failures that shaped it, is embedded in intellectual and political debates, and informs the Islamic Republic’s grand strategy of resistance to this day.

In the past, when reigning strategies of state building proved too costly, too ineffective, too authoritarian, and too unpopular, there were revolts and then experimentation with alternative ideas. In this vein, the Constitutional Revolution of 1905–6, nationalist interregnum of the 1950s, and 1979 Revolution each put forth their own formulas.

In the case of the first two, the thought experiments fell short in the political arena to set the country on a new course because they failed the fundamental test of securing the country. Today, the path chosen by the Islamic Republic too is facing a popular reckoning. It is a result of the throes of profound debates over how to balance its quest for security with the fundamental needs of the society and economy, individual freedoms, and a desire for greater engagement with the world. Interestingly, contemporary dissentient voices hark back the 1905–6 era in demanding individual rights, and calling for economic growth and better living standards, and to the strategies that informed the authoritarian developmentalism that the Pahlavi monarchy pursued for most of the twentieth century.








PART I
The Crucible of Revolution and War









CHAPTER 2
Seeking Revolutionary Independence



In October 1978, two leaders of the Iranian opposition met in Paris to plan for the final stages of the revolution that would erupt in Tehran a few months later. One was Karim Sanjabi, the leader of the National Front that was led by Mossadegh before the 1953 coup. The other was Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who had led an uprising against the monarchy in 1963–64. The two had been prominent opponents of the monarchy since the 1960s, but were unlikely allies given that each represented very different parts of the opposition: Sanjabi represented the secular democracy-seeking liberals, while Khomeini’s followers were primarily drawn from the ranks of the religious social strata. But the gravity of the moment, a revolution to end the monarchy, compelled them into an alliance. Sanjabi had arrived in Paris with a draft declaration of the goals of the forthcoming revolution. The document stated that the future national government of Iran would be anchored in only two principles: that it be democratic and Islamic. Yet Sanjabi recollects that in their meeting in Paris, Khomeini, in his own handwriting, added a third principle to the declaration: “independence” (esteqlal).1

Iran’s politics and society were forever changed by the Islamic Revolution of 1979: it ended a monarchy, erected a theocracy, enshrined Islamic ideology in state and society, and set Iran on a collision course with the West. But within all of these monumental transformations, there was one putative change that was most evident to the participants themselves: geopolitical independence. Before the revolution itself, before the hostage crisis or US sanctions, before the Iran-Iraq War or efforts to export the revolution as well as the sordid legacy of Iran’s confrontations with the West, the future supreme religious guide and leader of Iran valued independence from foreign influence as equal to the enshrining principles of Islam in the state.

After the revolution won, asked by Pakistani journalist Mushahid Hussain, “What had been the benefit of the Revolution?” Khomeini answered simply, “Now all decisions are made in Tehran.”2 Indeed, what is most often missed in understanding Iran’s revolution and its Islamic Republic is this fundamental commitment to protecting national sovereignty and displaying independence on the world stage. Even as the lofty ideals of the revolution have been eroded, and even as observance of Islamic dictums has been diluted or ignored, that third principle of esteqlal has endured and even hardened into a steely national determination—and ethos of resistance.

By 1979, Iranians from competing ends of the political spectrum complained that their politics and culture were shaped by foreign influence. It didn’t matter that their monarch Mohammad Reza Shah as well as his father and predecessor, Reza Shah, had fought enemies to protect Iranian sovereignty, unified and developed the country, and strived to better its standing in the world. Myths about a foreign hand in bringing both father and son to power, and festering suspicions about nefarious foreign intrigue set on exploiting and dividing the country, had even deeper roots in the nineteenth century. In the revolution’s rendering, it was the British that installed Reza Shah on the throne in 1925.3 Then, in the 1950s, Iranians asserted independence under a democratic government, led by Mossadegh’s National Front. But then, in 1953, the Shah returned to power in a military coup that the revolutionaries believed was masterminded by Great Britain and the United States. In this rendering, Iran’s brief window of parliamentary democracy, and more important, geopolitical independence, was over.

Twenty-five years later, however, the pressure against this outside imposition had come to a furious boil. The result was competing swathes of Iranian society sharing the goal of revolution above all. In fact, the 1979 Revolution culminated dissent that gained momentum throughout the 1960s and 1970s, bringing together religious and secular, Right and Left, opposition into a successful alliance against the Shah. The claim that Iran’s monarchy was an illegitimate lackey of the West played a central role in shaping this alliance and fueling its rage.

Yet the alliance’s successes concealed deep differences. The Left, for example, was composed of competing voices that were alternatively secular, liberal, or prodemocratic. Still, these broadly defined their revolutionary goals with the slogan of “freedom” (azadi). Freedom, for the Left, meant liberation from the clutches of imperialism, Europe, and the United States, but it also meant a broader struggle for economic justice. Despite their temporary alliance with the freedom-seeking Left, though, the religious revolutionaries were motivated by a different slogan: the desire for independence.4

By the 1970s, the master narrative in the mind of the Shah’s opposition was that Iran had lost its independence after the 1953 coup. In fact, even leftist opposition to the Shah shared with the clergy—who were alienated from the monarchy since their support for the Shah in 1953—a commitment to this anti-imperialism. Anti-imperialism and foreign interference were themes frequently discussed by Khomeini. In an interview with the French daily Le Monde, he dismissed the Shah’s White Revolution of 1963 as merely an effort to open Iran’s domestic market to American exploitation. “It is fifteen years that in my declarations and speeches to my people I have asked for economic and social development,” explained Khomeini on the eve of the revolution, “but the Shah is only implementing what imperialists want, to keep Iran backward.”5

Khomeini’s earliest political experience had come when as a young seminarian in Najaf Iraq, he witnessed up close the 1920 Shia revolt against the British occupation that followed World War I. Swept into the emotions of that moment, he was deeply impressed by the audacity and bravery of Shia clerics in rejecting imperialism in the face of overwhelming British military power.6 As such, Khomeini did not see either liberal democracy or Marxist utopia as the alternative to the monarchy—after all, they too were inspired by Western ideas; instead, he wanted an Islamic state, and cultural as well as political independence. His Islamic state would not only liberate Iranians from despotism but also give them true security and strength. Iran’s state secure in Islam would be strong at home and in the world. In the words of Ali Bagheri Kani, Iran’s deputy foreign minister in 2023, it was by combining the “national, revolutionary and Islamic identities of Iranian people that [Khomeini] ensured Iran’s national security, territorial integrity and national unity.”7 Although the revolution redistributed wealth to the poor and Khomeini posed as a populist, he did not view the revolution as limited to class warfare and economic justice.8 He dismissed bickering over economic issues with statements such as “economics is for donkeys”—meaning, idiots—or “we did not rise up to get cheaper watermelons.”9 But what, then, was Khomeini’s goal?

The promise of the revolution to him was rather that the clergy would deliver what the shahs had failed to: true security and power. In a series of books and treatises published between 1965 and 1978 when he was in exile in Najaf, Khomeini laid out his views on regional and international issues that would become foundational to the Islamic Republic’s outlook on the world. The struggle against United States and Western imperialism formed the backbone of every argument, as did his animus toward Israel. He also identified Western cultural aggression as an ongoing threat, and prescribed an authentic Islamic development to protect Muslim societies in a long and vigilant struggle to mitigate the Western threat.10 In Khomeini’s eyes, the Islamic state was necessary to protect Iranians and Muslims from Western aggression. Islam was thus the source of power needed to protect Iran and wage a war of liberation for Muslims everywhere. This was an outcome, Khomeini argued, that only Islam and its guardians could deliver. This new Islamic state would not only ensure security from external threats but also project power abroad. As much as Khomeini’s directives shaped the attitude of the Islamic Republic toward the United States, the early experience of the revolution with the hostage crisis would prove consequential in entrenching anti-Americanism, not for ideological reasons, but national security ones.

With the revolution, Iran’s posture toward Israel took a radical turn too. Until the late 1970s, the Shah’s Iran had viewed Israel as a strategic partner in confronting their common foe: radical Arab nationalism. The revolution, however, saw Israel through the lens of the Palestinian struggle. In his signature book Islamic Government (Hukumat-e Islami), Khomeini wrote that Israel uniquely challenged Iran and the Islamic world, characterizing it as a colonial threat, and one that demanded of Muslims an anticolonial response.11 Khomeini’s anti-Israeli posture also reflected the views of the young firebrands in his camp who had been active in Lebanon since the late 1960s and trained in Palestinian camps, and who would form the backbone of religious militias after the revolution.12

Khomeini’s aggressive denunciation of Israel captured the mood of the Arab street and broader Muslim world, and as such, was important to cultivating the kind of influence for the revolution—and later Iran’s regional influence—that he coveted, ensconcing it in the Islamic Republic’s worldview. As later chapters will elucidate, animus toward Israel would quickly go beyond mere rhetoric to culminate in Iran’s active support for the Palestinian forces, Shia militias fighting Israeli occupation in Lebanon, and attacks on Israeli targets in the region and around the world. It did not take long for Israel to see Iran as its principle regional adversary.



The aim of this chapter is not to probe into the full causes of the revolution and trace all of its twists and turns. Instead, it is to understand how the revolution reflected—and then changed—Iran’s concerns with national security and national interest. To understand Iran today, one first needs to understand how deeply independence is woven into the state’s understanding of the world and its strategy for meeting it. Beyond Iran’s original ideological assumptions and insistence on independence, it was the hostage crisis and confrontation with as well as purge of the Left, grappling with balancing revolution at home or promoting it abroad, and onset of the Iran-Iraq War, all within the first years of the revolution, that combined to shape and then entrench the worldview that has dominated the Islamic Republic’s understanding of national interest, and shaped its security priorities and attitude toward the United States.



The United States as a Shared Threat

Independence meant many different things to different people. Yet one adversary that was shared across the political spectrum then was the United States. “The Shah had made Iran subservient to the West to such an extent that it would take years to repair the damage,” declared Khomeini soon after his triumph in February 1979, “and if we want true independence then we have to end all manifestations of American influence, be they economic, military, political or cultural.”13

In the lead-up to the revolution, the opposition to the Shah rallied around the idea that America’s original sin in Iran was to “carry out” the 1953 coup, overthrowing Mossadegh for standing for Iran’s rights and imposing on the country a “puppet” regime responsible for despotism. Although that view did not faithfully reflect the historical record, it did provide a narrative that thoroughly delegitimated the Shah and cast the United States as the culprit in oppressing Iranians. As such, the revolution had defied America’s will and undone its plans for Iran, and the revolution’s triumph had to be followed by not only holding America accountable but also vigilantly guarding against a repeat of its “evil designs.” Thus the revolution identified the United States as the greatest threat to Iran’s national security and the main stumbling block to the realization of its interests. Subsequently, anti-Americanism (Emirika-setizi) became early on integral to the identity of the revolution—a form of anti-Western Islamic nationalism—and central to its conception of itself and Iran’s security.14 It has been displayed since 1979 in murals, public demonstration, and symbolic acts like walking on the American flag. The depth of its ferocity, however, captured world attention in the form of the 1979 hostage crisis.15

Anti-Americanism was also embedded in the Third Worldist ideologies of the secular revolutionaries. These leftists saw the United States as the quintessential imperialist power, and viewed international affairs and Iran’s role in them through the lens of anti-imperialism. The anti-imperialist discourse of the Left had even seeped into the Islamic ideology that Khomeini was foisting on Iran. What was different was that Khomeini used Islamic terminology—such as “Great Satan” (sheitan-e bozorg) or “oppression” (estekbar)—in lieu of Marxist terminologies (similarly, he appropriated populist and Marxist rhetoric, such as by using mostazafan [downtrodden] in place of “the proletariat”). In fact, Khomeini’s signature moniker for the United States, the “Great Satan,” was lifted from communist propaganda literature of the 1950s.16

Such international defiance seemingly became a genuine aspect of Khomeini’s thinking, but it was just as important for him to deny a monopoly to the secular Left over anti-imperialism. Consequently, the revolution embraced Mossadegh’s 1950s’ vision of resistance and anti-imperialism, now identifying America rather than Britain as the main enemy, even as the religious wing disparaged the former prime minister as a secular political icon. Where Mossadegh had failed, Khomeini’s faction argued, the Islamic Revolution had succeeded. This view justified the clerics’ claim to sole ownership of the revolution and the purge of secular nationalists, leftists, and liberal democrats in short order. After the taking of American diplomats as hostages, mobs—organized by militant clerics—attacked the offices of liberal political forces and shut down their newspapers. Several liberal politicians were arrested. The same would soon happen to leftist forces.

Religious revolutionaries were also set against America for its promotion of secularism and antagonism to Islam. Anti-Americanism was not Khomeini’s creation but rather a bedrock of Islamism and extant in its ideological corpus.17 Indeed, Khomeini had expected that the United States would object to the religious character of the revolution and the Islamic awakening that it would set off in the Muslim world. This too made the United States the principal enemy of Iran.

If the Islamic Revolution along with the Islamic state it produced would give Iran power and security, then opposing Islam meant wanting Iran weak and subservient. Thus America opposed the Islamic Revolution, in Khomeini’s mind, because it wanted Iran to be weak. America had valued the Shah for his secularism, after all, and so would not reconcile to an Islamic Iran.




The Hostage Crisis

If the revolution viewed the United States as the singular threat to Iran, then the logical end of this enmity was to extricate its influence from Iran altogether—not as revenge for its support of the Shah, but as necessary for protecting the revolution. The revolution had cast the 1953 coup as a calamity and blown out of proportion America’s “nefarious” but “omnipotent” role in masterminding it. Therefore early on, the revolutionaries lived in real fear of an imminent repeat of 1953.18

In fact, although the revolutionaries did not know it then, Washington was too worried about Iran’s fragility and the potential gains for the Soviet Union to contemplate interfering with the revolution.19 That would change with the hostage crisis. That crisis made it clear that revolutionary Iran was determined to challenge America head-on and in unconventional ways, and pose as an aggressive and active threat to its interests. Washington decided that it had to react in kind. Pursuant to taking American diplomats hostage, the United States froze Iranian assets abroad and introduced the first wave of economic sanctions on Iran—the start of a policy that has continued unabated since then, locking the two countries in an escalatory cycle.20 Then in December 1979, President Jimmy Carter would sign a so-called Presidential Finding, authorizing covert measures to undo the revolution.21

The first attack on the US embassy—as an expression of objection to the American presence in Iran—came in February 1979, right after the revolution toppled the Pahlavi monarchy. This attack, unlike the later one that would captivate the world, was the work of communist activists. After briefly occupying the embassy grounds and holding US ambassador William Sullivan at knifepoint, revolutionary authorities ordered the attackers to leave.22 The provisional government then was led by Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan, who represented the moderate prodemocracy wing of the revolution. His government favored adhering to international legal and diplomatic norms, and his decision to quickly end the attack on the embassy was putatively supported by Khomeini.23 Put another way, in those early days, Khomeini had perhaps not yet sufficiently consolidated power to risk alienating Bazargan and his faction nor would he support communist action. Nevertheless, the idea of attacking the US embassy was now on the table.

It is also likely that Khomeini and the religious faction of the revolution were not then as focused on making a show of anti-Americanism as was the Left.
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