
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Iran

			“Walid Phares has long been warning of Iran’s dangers, and those dangers have now arrived. His Iran offers the reality of the threat and opportunity we have before us.”

			 —Chris Ruddy, CEO, Newsmax

			“An incredibly timely read emerges at a remarkably volatile point in global geopolitics. Phares’ reach begins with my first memories of 1975 Iran at the threshold of the Revolution. Traveling the region for over fifty years, I have mourned the disappearance of the once liberal Iran since the arrival of the Ayatollahs and throughout my career. Phares derives extraordinary insights from his panoramic and far-reaching experience, engagement with the region and access to authentic voices. Wherever I go—Saudi Arabia, Iraq, Oman, Israel, and elsewhere—the question is always centered on Iran. This volume written by the leading, authoritative voice on Iran and its extraordinarily bellicose expansionist mission is an absolutely vital, incisive, and revealing treatise that exposes not only the Islamist regime but also one of the most concerning ambiguities of American foreign policy today. Phares answers the extremely concerning question which multiple  administrations have persistently evaded: ‘On whose side are we on?’ A potent, enigmatic, and essential read written with tremendous courage.” 

			—Dr. Qanta A. Ahmed; Author, In the Land of Invisible Women, Sourcebooks, 2008; Life Member, Council on Foreign Relations; Senior Fellow, Independent Women’s Forum

			“For years, Dr. Walid Phares has enriched Independent Arabia with his articles that dived deep in the Iranian files and the U.S policy in the Middle East and drew the attention of the studies and research centers in the region. We in Independent Arabia had the honor to have Dr. Phares as a writer who added value for all of us.” 

			—Adhwan Alahmari, Director of Independent Arabia, London

			“In the last forty-three years, Americans and people in the West have faced a phenomenon called the ‘Islamic Republic,’ and have not found any solution to handle it or change its behavior and nature. Public diplomacy and international relations do not work on Ayatollahs’ regime. In Iran: An Imperialist Republic and U.S. Policy, drawing on his experience of living in the Middle East, years of research and teaching in academia, and attending political forums in the U.S., Dr. Walid Phares illustrates what’s going on in Iran. He knows Iran and its domestic and foreign policy well. He has talked to all main Iranian opposition groups in exile. He has asked U.S. officials why they are negotiating with terrorist Ayatollahs who violate human rights. He is also well aware of risks threatening the countries in the region. In this book, Dr. Phares answers the important question of how this radical Islamic regime has survived, despite the widespread opposition of Iranians, the concerns about its nuclear program, and the terrorist threats it poses to the world and the region. To me, as an Iranian journalist, this book is one of the most important and best political references for studying contemporary Iran, and I recommend it to all those interested in Iran and its current situation.” 

			—Camelia Entekhabifard, Iranian Journalist, Editor in Chief of Independent Farsi, and Author of Save Yourself by Telling the Truth

			“How can a terror group grow to carry out attacks across the world from Beirut to Buenos Aires? More importantly, how can it do so without repercussion? As the Iranian regime teeters on the edge of internal collapse, its defenders inside and out of the country are mounting an all-out campaign for the regime’s survival. Walid Phares dives into the wiles and ways of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the world’s leading state sponsor of terrorism, with clarity and precision.” 

			—Gabriel Noronha, Former Special Advisor for the Iran Action Group at the U.S. Department of State 2019–2021
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			Introduction
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			Rarely in history has an enemy so stealthily controlled a superpower’s foreign policy, its narrative, nor meddled so deeply in a great democracy’s own domestic politics while waging terror and wars against that country and its closest allies, as has the Islamic Republic of Iran done with the United States of America for two decades. This book’s genesis is birthed from the desire to unveil, uncover, and explain this troubling dark chapter in the history of American foreign policy and U.S.–Iran relations.

			This is the fall of 2022. Revolts are spreading across Iran, and the regime is suppressing them with violence. The free world and the United States, to this point, have not yet sided with the popular uprising, but several scenarios are still possible. Iranian-controlled militias are engaged in warfare and targeting their opposition throughout the Middle East. Tehran, while still negotiating the “Iran deal” of 2015 with Washington and Brussels, is building its strategic forces and firing missiles against its foes, from Yemen to Kurdistan. Iranian drones are targeting civilians in Ukraine. Washington has yet to formulate any clear, long-term policies regarding Iran as powerful lobbies are pressing for collaboration with the Ayatollahs while a growing opposition to the deal is pushing the administration to quit the talks and side with the women, youth, and minorities living under the Islamic Republic. The United States had its midterm elections, and the Iran dossier has now split the political establishment in two. That is where we will find ourselves in early 2023. U.S.–Iran relations are bracing for historic changes in the months and years ahead, which will come from our shores as much as from inside the country of Iran.

			But why this book on Iran, and why now?

			The American and Western public have been witnessing these dramatic events inside Iran and bellicose actions by the Iranian regime worldwide—crushing protests, repressing dissidents, waging terrorism, starting wars, and blocking peace and stability for decades—without fully understanding how such a regime became unstoppable by the United States, the West, and the international community. The public, and many officials, including lawmakers and commentators, are now wondering about American and European unwillingness to assist the Iranian people (and other civil societies in the Middle East) toward attaining freedom, especially when they fought alone, often barehanded, against one of the most powerful war machines in the region. The public has also had a hard time understanding why two U.S. administrations (between 2009 and 2023) have insisted on partnering with the Ayatollahs, releasing funds to their regime while abandoning ordinary people seeking freedom. Why the Iran deal?

			Too many questions have gone unanswered for too long a time. I have had almost a lifetime during which I was able to study the regime and how it was able to navigate across and through global trends. While studying the strategies of Iran rulers, I was unmistakably also studying U.S. policy toward the regime, for one was umbilically linked to the other.

			The chapters you are about to read have an embedded story to tell, which by itself could be a book in the making, or found within my own future memoirs. It all began in winter 1979, when as a law student in Beirut I witnessed the reactions by the radical forces in the region to the announcement of the establishment of the “Islamic Republic.” It was “victory day” for those who would become Hezbollah, Hamas, the Houthis, Hashd, and others over the years. Starting then, I closely followed the Iranian dossier, from the shores of the Mediterranean to the banks of the Potomac. I lived through it for thirty-four years, researching, writing, publishing, and meeting leaders and dissidents in the Middle East, Europe, and North America. My journey toward explaining the Islamic Republic began while I was still on campus in 1980 as I wrote articles about the meaning of the “Islamic Revolution” and projected its future decades ahead. In 1987, I published my first book on the Khomeinist phenomenon in Arabic,1 where I defined it as a colonialist republic whose intended future frontiers were beyond its national borders and whose outlook was totalitarian. After I emigrated to the United States in 1990, I resumed my work on understanding the regime’s ambitions and on informing the public about it. From a scholarly article in the Journal of Geopolitics, projecting an Iran-Assad axis in 1992,2 to dozens of academic lectures in the 1990s, to several post-9/11 briefings and testimonies to Congress for another twenty years, and eventually participating in building the Iran policy dossiers for two presidential campaigns in 2012 and 2016, as well as participating in several U.S. congressional panels and European parliamentary groups. But among the most enriching experiences were my interactions with free Iranians around the world, from exiles to ordinary men and women who decided to leave their homeland to seek liberty and then work on exporting it back to their original country. Among the main components of the Iranian opposition and resistance I’ve exchanged with and significantly learned from, were, in chronological order, first, exiled Iranian students whom I met with after 9/11 and who had fled their country, after the 1999 campus uprisings across their mother country. Second, Prince Reza Pahlavi, son of the Shah of Iran in Washington, D.C., with whom I had exchanges, along with several of the leaders of his monarchist and patriotic democratic movement in exile in other countries. Third was the “National Council of the Iranian Resistance” (NCIR), launched by the Mujahidin-e-Khalq, which included multiple direct interactions and my participation in their conferences and rallies, from Washington, D.C. to Paris, including my meeting with their president Maryam Rajavi. Fourth, I had many meetings, conversations and correspondence with secular nationalists, liberals, progressives, and representatives of Iran’s ethnic groups from Persian, Kurdish, Azeri, Baluch, and Arab cultures before and after the Green Revolution of 2009 and the October 2019 uprising and, more importantly, the briefings and testimonies I received from activists and human rights workers who took part in the 2022 protests. An ongoing intellectual and moral journey of dialogue with real actors representing the Iranian people. Iran is not my motherland, but it has been an important nation in both my academic and professional life for more than four decades.

			Even after forty years, the “Iran question” remains at the heart of Middle East geopolitics and transatlantic policies toward the region. The general understanding I’ve developed is that peace will never be achieved among the peoples and countries of the Middle East as long as the regime of the “Wilayat e Faqih,” the ideological root of the Khomeinist system, remains in power. I’ve also concluded that democracy in Iran is not compatible with what the Ayatollahs have imposed on Iranians since 1979. So, in a sum, I wrote this book with the goal of informing the public about the existence of an Imperialist Republic that seized an important oil-rich country in the Middle East hailing from an ancient civilization, oppressed its own population, spread jihadi terror across the region, and has outmaneuvered U.S. and Western policies nonstop since its inception. My ultimate goal in writing this book is to help readers understand how Tehran elites were able to succeed for so long, especially since 9/11, and to reveal what highly effective weapon was used.

			Why now? I tried to publish a book on Iran immediately after the signing of the Iran deal in 2015, but my circumstances didn’t let me finish. At the end of that year, I was asked to advise a number of presidential candidates on foreign policy, mostly on the Middle East, and Iran was at the center of my work. In early 2016, I was named as the first foreign policy advisor for Donald Trump and had to postpone this book. The year after the election, I discovered I had been targeted for marginalization by the Iran lobby for my opposition to the Iran deal. Thus, I had to further explore this matter and add everything I learned to my research and analysis—for the fate of the book has since rested on uncovering the influence of that force embedded in U.S. politics. Without such analysis, my work would not have achieved symphonic harmony. In addition, while President Obama signed the deal in 2015 and set the United States in one direction, the Trump administration pulled out from the deal and took a stronger stance on containing Iran. Thus, the book had to include a comparison between the two policies. During the fall of 2019, protests spread across Iran against the regime, as well as in Iraq and Lebanon against Tehran’s militias, signaling a new era, which must be included as well. The structure of the book continued to mutate as the situation evolved geopolitically. During the year 2020, COVID and the summer urban disturbances delayed the publishing date, and I chose instead to write and quickly publish an essay on the choices Americans had in foreign policy for the future before November’s elections,3 titled The Choice, committing to get the Iran book out by the end of 2022. The return by the Biden administration to Obama-era policy and to the table of negotiations with the regime necessarily added a segment to my manuscript, delaying publication yet again. A decision was finally made to have the book available to the public in early 2023, but with the explosion of the autumn revolution, I was forced to stop my ongoing research and agree with the publisher to have this volume out in December. History is being written quickly, the ongoing revolution seems deeper than ever, and it became imperative to inform the public about the realities of that conflict.

			Even as publication looms, popular anger is exploding in the country, U.S. policy is divided, and its commitment to the deal is shaking. Questions are fomenting among decision-makers from Washington to Brussels as to the final goals regarding the Islamic Republic: Should the deal be re-signed or not, especially in light of a vertiginous escalation between NATO and Russia and uncertainties regarding China since the inception of the Ukraine war? The American public, exposed to worrisome and unprecedented divisions in national politics, and wakened by tireless cries from Iranian Americans calling upon their adopted country to help their mother country, is asking an ever-increasing number of questions about Iran and U.S. policy toward its Islamist regime. The prevailing sentiment seems to be bafflement: Whose side are we on?

			This book was written to provide the best answers possible with all data obtained over the years, and it will express truth as much as I’ve learned it. Yet I am fully cognizant that, in the context of the ongoing war of ideas waged by the Iranian regime and its vassals, allies, and partners within the West, this book will be attacked by the Iran lobby, the radical Islamist voices and to the furthest extent of their reach—as was my first post-9/11 book Future Jihad which put the jihadist strategies against America and the West on full display.

			A galaxy of questions will be addressed, including:

			How did the Iran regime survive the Cold War? Why did the Carter administration fail to respond strategically to the rise of a terror regime, even in the short time the president had remaining? Why weren’t the two administrations of Reagan and George Bush (41) able to respond to the Khomeinist military challenge during the 1980s, even as the Soviet Union was gradually ailing?

			Why wasn’t Washington capable of stopping the aggressive anti-American regime in Tehran during the 1990s? George Bush (41) was emerging from a decisive victory against one of the most powerful military machines in the Arab world after the Gulf War, the Islamic Republic of Iran had been weakened by Saddam for seven years, and it could have been stopped then.

			The same historical question has been asked regarding the 1990s after the collapse of the Soviet Union. As Eastern Europe emerged from totalitarianism, that decade would have been the ideal time to support an Iranian opposition, but instead, the Clinton administration ignored the penetration by the Iranian regime into Syria and its domination of Lebanon. Why?

			After the 9/11 attacks, at last, the Bush (43) administration coined Tehran’s regime as “a member of the axis of evil,” and dedicated some resources to support the opposition. However, in 2002, it was led to adopt an “Iraqi opposition” to Saddam that was initially based in Iran, sinking its own takeover of Iraq by opening the doors to Iran’s militias to move in. Why?

			President Obama, unlike all his predecessors since 1979, performed a full U-turn from traditional U.S. foreign policy as Democrats and Republicans alike engaged the Iran regime for partnership, which forged the path to the Iran deal, offering the Tehran regime dizzying financial help. Again, why? And against what? Tehran never befriended the United States, rather its regime still chanted “Death to America.”

			President Trump attempted to change U.S. foreign policy and modify the Middle East agenda, particularly regarding Iran’s regime. His administration withdrew from the deal and designated the main Iranian militia, the IRGC, as terrorist. He was fiercely resisted on all fronts domestically. Could the policy shift on Iran be connected to all the political assassination attempts? Troubling question.

			Last but not least, President Biden returned to the Obama-era pro-Iran deal policy. His administration clearly saw that Tehran aligned with Russia against Ukraine and that the regime has been crushing the protests with sheer violence, so why does his White House cling to the policy of collaboration with the Islamic Republic?

			This book responds to all these questions, along with more enigmatic matters, and raises even more difficult questions about America’s role in the region and worldwide. On whose side are we at the end? If we are currently on the wrong side, we can still change, for Iran is changing and will reemerge from its darkest age. It is just a matter of time.

			I leave my readers to take this journey offered by Iran: An Imperialist Republic and U.S. Policy, hoping these pages will enlighten lawmakers, academics, journalists, students, human rights activists, and ordinary people in order to better understand the facts and eventually help historians investigating the past as a path to a better future.

			Walid Phares 
Virginia, November 19, 2022
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			The Roots of the Iranian Terror Threat

			The mere description of the Iranian regime’s aggressive policies in the Middle East over the past few years, its growing and undeterred nuclear ambitions, and its backing of several terror networks across the Levant and Arabia, compels us to reexamine the historical and philosophical roots of this terror, visible since the inception of the Iranian Islamic Republic in 1979. The twenty-first century saw a catastrophic expansion of the Iranian Khomeinist power across the Middle East and the Red Sea and an unleashing of its destructive forces across the region, but these realities have their genesis in the twentieth century, a previous era which directed their path and rise over the last four decades. It is thus important for the public—and for researchers—to reexamine the stages through which the so-called “Islamic Republic,” a sister of Daesh’s “Islamic State” and of the “Taliban Islamic Emirate,” came to exist, how it evolved and survived the passage from the Cold War into the post 9/11 era, and how it was able to aggrandize itself despite internal revolts and rebellions, peaking with the Green Revolution of June 2009—and then the revolution of fall 2019 with subsequent outbursts since. How the Ayatollah’s power came to exist and eliminate its opponents is only the original question. How it was able to terrorize the international community from Beirut to Buenos Aires with impunity is another, greater question.

			Much academic research, many books, and numerous articles have been published on Iran’s revolution and its Islamist ideology over the last (more than) forty years. Aside from the literature produced by the Iranian opposition, most of the narrative on Iran’s regime has been somewhat affected by apologists for that regime. Though a significant number of publications in Europe, the United States, and the rest of the world have been able to escape that influence and offer readers a comprehensive history of the Iranian regime and its mutation into a regional threat, one should notice that until the last few years, the core of academic research, particularly in higher education institutions and prominent think tanks on both sides of the Atlantic, have been sympathetic to the Tehran elite and its narrative. The central arguments made by the apologist academic circles are as follows:

			1.The revolution was led by the Islamist clergy, the most legitimate social and spiritual force in the eyes of a majority of Iranians;

			2.Once the Shah was toppled, the Ayatollahs “protected” their revolution by eliminating all other secular revolutionary forces;

			3.The new regime, “legitimized” by a popular referendum on an Islamist constitution, has been representing the people of Iran—or at least the overwhelming majority—while inspiring other peoples in the region to struggle for their identity and against “colonialism.”

			4.This regime is solidly in power and there is no viable opposition, thus realpolitik dictates reaching some compromise with the current regime.

			These premises were advanced as a creed to understand Iranian policies domestically and internationally. The center of this creed—despite all terror acts and activities over the decades—insisted on the original legitimacy of this regime, on its popular acceptance, and thus on the need to eventually settle any and all problems with the ruling regime, not with an alternative opposition.

			The ratio between apologist literature defending the regime and publications exposing it is almost equal. But one should note the difference in the publishing environment. While the critics have mostly relied on opposition voices—NGOs and human rights organizations—to broadcast the oppressive realities of the regime, the apologists have had comfortable platforms, mostly in academia and (for many years) within a large segment of the mainstream press. The explanation for this easy availability of apologist material in these two crucial realms, academia and the media, resides in the fact that the Tehran regime had the lobbying capabilities, both financial and political, necessary to sustain this intellectual legitimization process for decades. The desire of the Western governments to pursue a policy of appeasement (either for short-term economic interest or due to a failure to understand the true nature of the regime and the extent of the Iranian people’s resentment of the current regime) has been vital in laying the ground for the Iranian regime’s lobby in Western countries. Put simply, from the time the Ayatollahs were able to seize power in Tehran, first with the help of “progressive and liberal allies” and then with the latter’s elimination, the regime shrewdly invested its petrodollars in the nerve center of the Western intellectual elite to defend the regime and push back against its critics. The Iranian regime and its parallel in the Sunni world—the Muslim Brotherhood—were the two Middle East-based forces most successful in impacting the West with their arguments and narrative in a such a sustained manner as to produce a defensive shield that has allowed the political and moral survival of radical forces.

			An understanding of the main benchmarks signifying the rise of the Islamic Republic and its path toward the buildup of the largest terror force in the region and, probably, along with al Qaeda and ISIS, the largest in the world is again necessary. While many historical accounts have already been published about the details of the early stage of the Iranian popular revolt against the Shah government, of the Ayatollah Khomeini’s coup against his allies in the first revolution, and the long and painful repression that took place inside Iran for decades, these stages of the Iranian evolution must be revisited to place today’s realities in historical context. This is imperative as many in the international community, particularly within the classrooms, have been unable to capture and articulate the reality of the Iranian regime. For example, propaganda efforts by the regime itself and its allies have spent significant effort to link the final product of the 1979 revolution to the botched revolution of Mosaddegh in the 1950s. But the historical reality is otherwise: The change that struck Iran in 1979 was double, almost identical to the first two layers of the Arab Spring in 2011. There was a deep wave of discontent coming from all depths of society, which was the actual force that toppled the Shah. However, the civil society uprising was immediately followed by a radical Islamist force that toppled the first wave, eliminated its secular and liberal leadership, and instead installed a fascist-like regime. Without understanding the two-wave equation of the late 1970s, it would be difficult to understand the relationship between the regime and the Iranian people over the following decades and—more importantly—the present state of affairs in Iran, particularly since the Green Revolution in 2009 and the fall revolt of 2019.

			The “Genesis of Modern Terror” Starts in Tehran

			In June of 1976, during the second year of the conflict in Lebanon, Syria’s president, dictator Hafez al-Assad, ordered his troops to invade his neighboring country, starting with the Bekaa. One year after the invasion, which was supposed to end the war, clashes erupted with the local resistance movement. Another generalized conflict exploded in 1978 between the occupying army led by the “Alawite regime” in Damascus, their local Lebanese allies, and pro-Baathist Palestinian factions against a coalition of militias called the Lebanese Forces and some brigades of the Lebanese regular army who refused to follow orders from Damascus. The Syrians lost some areas they had occupied in 1976 to the Lebanese resistance but continued to retain most of the country. Assad had secured many areas in Lebanon and had subdued the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), but he was still very much isolated in the mostly Sunni Arab world. He was surrounded by a Sunni-dominated Iraq, a NATO member Turkey, a pro-Western Jordan, and a U.S. allied Israel. His control of large swaths of territories in Lebanon was his only expansion outside Syria. The Alawi-dominated Baathist regime in Damascus had no future in the region—but for a major change that took place in Iran that year.

			The Shah abdicated and left the country. There were “celebrations.” Some celebrants were hoping a more democratic, even progressive, government would take over. And there were those, like the Assad regime, his supporters in Lebanon, and the radical Da’wa party in Iraq, who were elated that a larger, much more powerful “brother” was born to assist them in their design.

			The 1979 Revolution

			Initially, the Iranian “Islamic revolution” was a popular uprising against the Shah and for freedom and democracy. The monarchy in Iran under the Pahlavi dynasty was certainly pro-Western and assisted the United States in its containment of the Soviet Union and communism. It also played a role in the balance of power between Israel and the Arab countries during the several wars, as Iraq and the Gulf states were locked in tensions with Tehran. But the Shah’s policies in the realm of domestic affairs pitted the regime against large segments of society, particularly the left wing, labor, students, and liberal factions. Despite many reforming measures, a political movement was building against the regime aided by Soviet operatives. But the opposition was much wider than the progressive circles.

			On the other side of the spectrum, a majority of the Shia clergy was traditionally siding with the Shah’s power and profiting from his protection. The upper class of clerics was also one of the largest landowners in the country, possessing quite a bit of land. So, when the education of women and agrarian reforms were considered and pushed by the government, the clergy felt threatened in their own backyard. For if poor people were to obtain lands, that implied a high likelihood that the clerics would lose some. The empowerment of Iranian women was also a menacing factor to the religious circles, particularly those fundamentalists. Gradually, many religious leaders, but not all, shifted to the side of the opposition. Leading the hardliners among the clerics was Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who had been exiled from the country for his radicalization of clerics. Exiled Khomeini went to Iraq, where he agitated the Shia against the secular Baath regime. He was then banned from Iraq in 1978 and went to France where he spent the last few months before the takeover of Tehran.

			However, the core of the popular opposition and the movement to overthrow the Shah was wider than clerics or the fundamentalists, but rather a grand coalition with some liberal forces at the forefront. Also part of the opposition, the MEK, or Mujahidin-e-Khalq, was a “progressive-Islamic” movement that aimed at overthrowing the monarchy and establishing a nationalist quasi-Marxist government. Decades later, the organization opted for a more liberal, secular agenda.

			Khomeini was backed by a core of radical mullahs inside Iran’s clerical institutions that managed to remain essentially intact during the Shah’s rule. Khomeini belonged to the extremist brand of “Shia Jihadism” opposite to the more mainstream brand of “Shia quietists.” The division between moderate quietists and the jihadists among Shia was as historic as the divide between Salafi jihadists and moderate Sufis among Sunnis. Khomeini stirred the jihadi Shia movement to become the core of his force and harangued most clerics to back his demand for a removal of the Shah, but he rarely explained the system he wanted to establish. He thus appeared as a “spiritual father” to the vast opposition to the Shah. Khomeini skillfully placed himself as a “patriarch of the people,” uninterested in power. The reality, however, was that he was preparing for the power grab of the century, including the launching of an Islamic fundamentalist regime, which would inspire jihadists of all backgrounds, Shia and Sunni alike.

			Claiming he was leading the opposition to the systematic suppression, execution, and imprisonment of leaders and members of democratic forces by the Shah’s secret police, and due to the lack of democratic institutions in Iran, Khomeini used its network of mullahs, which had not been dismantled during the Shah years, to gradually grab the leadership of the revolution. The forces of the opposition ranged from conservatives to religious, from centrists and youth activists to the traditional left wing and the far left. The initial revolution was not Islamist, let alone jihadist. It started as a popular uprising seeking massive reforms and free elections. But in the center of the growing and expanding movement, Khomeini was carefully pushing for an Islamic regime while working on eliminating his associates in the revolution. In short, he hijacked the leadership of the revolution as it was progressing.

			The process was complex, but its end product was simple. The Khomeinists, like the Bolsheviks in 1917 Russia and the Muslim Brotherhood in 2011 Egypt, were the radicals who seized power, not just from the Shah, but mainly from their own allies, and installed a fascist republic, setting the clock back from a pro-Western but authoritarian monarchy seeking to liberalize, to an Islamist-jihadist-fundamentalist regime—widening the oppression from political suppression to that of a totalitarian iron fist.

			As soon as the Shah abdicated, the Khomeinist elite insured rapid control of the armed forces, which were counted among the best and most powerful of the region. Western-educated and trained high-ranking officers of the army and police were exiled, tortured, jailed, or executed—not only those who were accused of atrocities against civilians and political activists, but all those who opposed the Islamist ideology imposed by Khomeini.

			After gutting the Army, the Islamists turned against the liberals and the progressives who had helped them in the revolution against the previous regime. Socialists and democrats, who were at the forefront of the struggle for a political change and without whom the Ayatollahs would not have been able to obtain Western sympathies, were the first to be destroyed. Unions, foundations, NGOs, and other civil society groups were dismantled and replaced with loyal Khomeinist entities.

			Shortly after the revolution, a powerful national militia called the Revolutionary Guards, or Sepah Pasdaran, was established to “defend the regime against its enemies.” This was the equivalent of the Hitlerian SS or the Soviet Red Guard and KGB, an agency of oppression whose aim was to eliminate any opposition to the clerical regime. The Pasdaran were backed by the Basij, a sub-militia of neighborhood forces tasked with close spying and suppression against dissidents in urban areas. Soon enough, the Ayatollah’s regime would turn against his most powerful and organized partner force in the revolution, the Mujahidin-e-Khalq, the backbone of the grassroots militant revolt. The first president of the Islamic Republic of Iran was carefully selected to reduce opposition, domestic and external, against the radical Islamist regime. Abolhassan Banisadr’s presidency was designed to play an interim role and mitigate counter-revolutionary moves. It lasted from February 4, 1980, to June 22, 1981, after which he was exiled to France. He was replaced by Ayatollah Ali Khamenei who radicalized the regime under the guidance of Ayatollah Khomeini, oversaw the war with Iraq, and ruled as number two from October 9,1981, till August 6 1989, when he was declared as the second supreme leader after the death of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.

			Iraq–Iran war

			In September of 1980, Iraq invaded the southwestern region of Iran. Saddam Hussein’s armies, well equipped by the Soviets but also with sophisticated French and British weapons, thrust through the borders with Iran and headed toward its ethnic Arab area known as Khurasan or Ahwaz. The area stretches from east of Basra, south along the Persian Gulf. Iraq’s Baathist regime seemed to have conducted a unilateral offensive to gain territory and power. While it may have been part of the grand design of Pan Arabism to reunify all Arabs into one Pan-Arab state, this may have not been the primary reason for the military expedition into Iran. Iraq and Iran, despite long standing enmity and clashes across the borders, had signed an agreement in 1975, known as Shatt al-Arab accord, moderated by the Arab League. Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and the Iraqi government agreed to freeze their disagreements and demarcated the borders, particularly in the south. Both sides, though authoritarian inside their countries, knew that a direct invasion of the other side would generate a useless and endless war. Why did Saddam Hussein, whose real competitor was Hafez al-Assad in Syria and with whom he had been engaged in a Mukhabarat war for few years, turn his attention east and unleash a suicidal blitzkrieg into Iran?

			What triggered Iraq’s dictator’s campaign into his eastern neighbor was the new Iranian campaign to extend the Ayatollah’s regime into Iraq’s central and southern provinces. Khomeini called for an “Islamic revolution” in Iraq and an overthrow of Baghdad’s government. The new Islamist regime in Iran began—from its inception—to mobilize for an uprising in Iraq. A Khomeinist Jihad was underway against the mostly Sunni regime of Baghdad, parallel to the Sunni Jihad underway in Afghanistan against the Soviets. Khomeini declared his religious war against the istikbar, or the imperialist designs of both Russia and the United States. In Iraq, Khomeini was fighting a pro-Soviet Istikbar. Beyond Iraq, had he taken it over, he would have headed for a pro-America Istikbar, that is, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf. Saddam happened to be the shield of the Sunnis in a conflict Khomeini was transforming into a Shia–Sunni clash. Another reason for Iraq’s campaign into Iran was Saddam’s perception that Iraq was now sandwiched between two bellicose powers, Iran and Syria. Tehran was calling for an Islamist uprising against Iraq’s government, and Assad was calling for a Baathist coup against his competitor. It was one dictator against two, and Saddam hit first. Saddam projected that all Arab Sunnis would come to his aid against the radical Shia regime in Tehran. He imagined that both the Soviets and the United States, though locked in a Cold War, had an interest in containing Iran’s new regime. And beyond these international considerations, Saddam hoped that Iran’s ethnic Arabs would acclaim him and join his forces. At first, Iraqi forces marched deeper inside Iranian territory, giving the impression he was winning the war. But as most of Saddam’s calculations failed, he had to gradually retreat back to Iraqi borders. He should have realized that for a variety of reasons, including—among others—the size of the population, Iraq could not occupy or dominate Iran.

			Using the War to Crush the Internal Opposition

			Once engaged in the full-fledged war with the Iraqi armed forces, Iran’s regime used the military confrontation with this outside foe as a screen to crush its internal opposition. In the months following the toppling of the Shah regime, many forces within the ranks of the revolution, particularly the Mujahidin-e-Khalq, opposed the transformation of the country into a fundamentalist religious regime. Khomeini could not easily destroy his “progressive” opposition without mobilizing Iranian masses to support him in a war against an outside enemy with domestic allies. When hostilities began, the MEK and most Iranian political forces were clearly siding with the Iranian state against the invasion. But skillfully, the regime’s networks, penetrating defense and security apparatuses, and after having eliminated the core of the commanding officers of the state’s military and police, directed their ire at the MEK and other components of what was the first revolution. Khomeini’s suppression of the MEK’s political activists was simply part of seizing the regime in its entirety in order to launch his ideological project of an Islamic Republic, a first step toward the creation of a regional, then world, Imamate, a Shia version of the Sunni Caliphate.

			To pursue these goals, the Khomeinist jihadists worked with a majority of Iranian political forces, including many seculars and liberals, to bring down the monarch. Once the Shah was out of the way, Khomeini’s Islamists directed their pressure on the armed forces, even though the latter had abandoned the Shah at the end and transferred power to an interim cabinet. Once the military was marginalized and a parallel force was established as militias of the regime (the Pasdaran and Basij), the remaining political forces that marched against the Shah became targets. Repeating the Bolshevik model of the early 1920s, the jihadi Ayatollahs of Iran eliminated their comrades in the revolution slice by slice.

			The clerics close to Khomeini marginalized any religious figures in Qom and Tehran who did not see eye to eye with them on state policies and ideologies. But the most organized obstruction against the radical Islamists seizing the entire state was the MEK. Tilting to the progressive left but attached to the “Muslim identity” of the Iranian people, that movement appeared as a force at the time that could resist Khomeini’s building of his jihadi republic. Now that the Shah’s influence was winding down and the armed forces were subordinated to the Pasdaran, just as the German Army was subdued by the SS during World War II, and as the fervor of a patriotic war exploded against Iraq’s invasion, Khomeini struck against his last rival: the Mujahidin-e-Khalq, who helped him to bring the Shah power down.

			The anti-Khomeinist resistance had been organizing rallies across the country to oppose the erection of a pure religious state. On June 20, 1981, a turning point occurred: a 500,000-participant demonstration in Tehran was attacked by the Pasdaran. Khomeini had ordered the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and other militias to open fire on the demonstrators. Tehran’s radio, repeatedly, announced Khomeini’s order on air. On that day, dozens were killed and hundreds were arrested. Mass executions started that night. Many were executed without even being identified. The following day their photographs were published in newspaper asking their families to go identify those executed. This was a benchmark in Iran revolutionary history

			With the elimination of the opposition, Khomeini tightened its control of media, radio and television, and suppressed political life and pluralism. As the dust of war was blurring the vision of the international community and most Iranians were drawn to back up their government against the Iraqis, the Ayatollahs systematically destroyed the fabric of pluralism in Iran. The educational system was transformed into a propaganda machine endorsing the regime’s doctrines; women’s rights were dramatically reduced; political freedoms were eliminated; and ethnic minorities were further oppressed—particularly the Kurds, Arabs, and Baluchs.

			The violence committed by the Ayatollah’s regime in the 1980s was equal to or exceeded the crimes committed by ISIS after their rise in 2014. Pasdaran were ordered to execute opponents on the spot in the street and even finish off the wounded opposition members. More horrific crimes were also committed in prisons. A new feature unprecedented in the world was the number of Iranian women engaged in the resistance. Tens of thousands were arrested and suffered the most barbaric torture. Many women were kept in cages for long periods of time in the Ghezel Hesar prison in the City of Karaj, forty kilometers west of Tehran. According to a religious fatwa, girls were raped before their execution. While women and children have been the prime victims of many conflicts and atrocities, rarely in the history of mankind have such a high number of women been arrested, tortured, and then executed. The very same people who committed these crimes are still in the government and hold key positions or form the so-called “reformist” faction within the regime. Unlike today, there was no Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, or even the internet; thus, the world never had the opportunity to learn of the extent of the crimes committed by the Ayatollahs in Iran.

			As Khomeini was sending tens of thousands of civilian recruits, including children, to be massacred in a war against the Iraqi army while keeping his best forces of the Pasdaran to defend the regime on the inside, the Ayatollahs managed to suppress their opposition, establish a dictatorship, and prepare their new regime to expand beyond the borders once their war with Saddam was over.

			It was during that same war, from 1980 to 1987, that Tehran’s Islamist regime crushed a Kurdish autonomy movement centered in Mahabad, suppressed an Arab movement in Ahwaz, and pushed back against the Baluchis east of the country. The war with Iraq, though the latter was first to invade, was intentionally stretched by Khomeini to the longest possible conflict to ensure a systematic elimination of any opposition to his designs. Any criticism to Khomeini and his Islamic republic resulted in an accusation of collaboration with the enemy during a time of war. The punishment was jailing, torture, and eventually, execution. Thousands of Iranians fled the country into exile. A real Republic of Fear was installed, and Iranian oil revenues were seized by the cartel of religious leaders, allowing them to fund their platform at will.

			The U.S. Embassy’s Hostage Crisis

			To create immediate cementing around the regime, Khomeinist partisans unleashed what became known as the U.S. hostage crisis starting in 1979. Hundreds of militant supporters of the new Islamic regime stormed the U.S. embassy in Tehran, captured dozens of diplomats and employees, and kept them detained for many weeks and months. The hostages were only released in 1980, after some conditions were met by the United States. Many wondered why the Islamic regime would engage from day one in a confrontation with the United States via terror methods. A thorough historical analysis reconstructing the events of the early days of the revolution concludes that Khomeini needed a primary enemy to gather the people against, and that was the United States. Ideologically, Khomeini branded both the Soviet Union and the United States as “Istikbar” powers, or imperialists to be brought down. Practically, the regime demanded the release of Iranian funds deposited in the U.S. back to the Ayatollahs and the remit of the Shah back to Tehran’s authorities. Washington asked the Shah to leave and to instead live in Egypt where he later died. But the Iranian funds were not released, and this remained a significant area of contention between the two countries for decades.

			The hostage crisis was resolved as President Ronald Reagan took the White House, yet the confrontation between the two countries was maintained for decades. All ties were cut between Washington and Tehran and the faces of the confrontation moved to several other countries, including Syria, Lebanon, and eventually Iraq after the U.S. invasion of 2003.

			Hostage Taking in Lebanon: 1981 to 1988

			After the U.S. embassy hostage crisis in Tehran in 1979, the Iranian regime engaged in Western hostage taking in Lebanon as well as major terrorist attacks there as part of its overall policy. The debut of Iranian direct military action in Lebanon was marked by twin suicide attacks in Lebanon against the French and American barracks, killing hundreds of soldiers and Marines. The massacre of peace units who had been dispatched to ensure the protection of Palestinian refugees and secure the capital after the Israeli withdrawal of 1982 showed the extent of the Khomeinist determination to obtain domination via extreme violence.

			The October 23, 1983 terror attacks had no military logic for Iran, located hundreds of miles east of Lebanon. But the goals of that terror were to signify to the U.S. and the West that Lebanon was falling under Iran’s zone of control. The Ayatollahs wanted the country to fall under Hezbollah’s rule, but the latter was still in its infancy and incapable of extending its arms. However, Tehran was concerned that a Lebanese Army under secular and moderate leadership and a Lebanese government eventually signing a peace treaty with Israel would shatter the Islamic Republic’s dreams of reaching the Mediterranean. It was in this context of geopolitics that Tehran ordered the attacks against Western allies in Beirut.

			Iranian officials publicly acknowledged that the ideology and the “TNT” that killed hundreds were exported from Iran. The suicide attacks against the U.S. and French militaries were followed with car bombs against the U.S. embassy and other targets. The use of car and truck bombs opened a new era in global jihadi tactics. These methods were called amaliyat istishadiya (“suicide operations”) by Hezbollah. They would become models to copy, not just by other cells of Hezbollah, but also for Salafi jihadists. In some of his statements, the leader of al Qaeda said after 9/11 that he “had observed Hezbollah in Lebanon in 1983, with one man, one truck killing hundreds of U.S. Marines.” He concluded, “We’ve learned from them.” Since then, suicide bombing became the principal tool for jihadists worldwide.

			The Iranian regime also ordered Hezbollah to kidnap American, French, and British hostages to force Western governments to make concessions to the regime in both Lebanon and Iran. The sophistication with which the Iranian services operated was second only to the KGB. The hostages seized in Lebanon served as pawns in a secret chess match that included Western abandonment of the Iranian opposition. A three-part equation included kidnapping Western hostages in Lebanon, obtaining Western commitments to abandoning leaders and cadres from the Iranian opposition inside the country or overseas. One of the major results of this policy was the famous Iran–Contra Affair, a scandal where the U.S. attempted to discreetly ship weapons from the Contras in Latin America to Iran to secure the release of the hostages. Over the years, and gradually, Washington and European governments started to distance themselves from the Iranian opposition, monarchist and secular nationalists, as a result of the hostage-taking strategy. Iranian-sponsored terror attacks on the streets of Paris also impacted the French government, which was engaged in talks about the MEK’s presence on French soil. In 1986, President Jacques Chirac agreed to and followed through on forcing MEK leaders to leave France.

			Regime Ends the Iraq War in 1988

			During the years 1985 and 1986, observers predicted that Iran would win the war as reports indicated that the Iranian forces were on the offensive and the Iraqis on the retreat. This may have been true on the battlefield—until the Iraqis consolidated their lines around Basra and stood firmly toward the end of the war. Iran was advancing on Iraq, but inside the country, the socioeconomic situation was crumbling.

			Regular people were fed up with the war and with the high number of casualties. The bombardments, air strikes, and Iraqi missiles had had an impact on the population’s morale. Never before in history had Iranian cities been bombarded from land or air. Supplies were becoming rare, and regime militias were becoming aggressive against the population, drafting young children to the battlefield. In addition, the minorities regions inside Iran were close to uprising, particularly in Kurdistan, Baluchistan, and Ahwaz. In addition, a peace initiative put forth by opposition groups was about to destabilize the warmongering of the regime. Iranians were about to tilt firmly toward the regime’s opposition and choose a peace process with Iraq that would allow them to pursue a normal life.

			The problem with such a partnership was two dimensional. One, a major Iranian resistance base was inside Iraq, which made it difficult for the West to support without dealing with the Saddam regime. Two, the United States and its allies were observing the massive changes occurring inside the Soviet Union and were not sure about their policies toward Iran, Iraq, and the rest of the region. It took two more years for the Soviet Union to collapse. Meanwhile, Iran’s regime conducted a major cleansing against the opposition inside the country and pursued their leaders worldwide. And in August 1990, Saddam invaded Kuwait, making it almost impossible for the West to back any Iraqi-based opposition to take action against the jihadist regime. This opportunity would not appear before 2003.

			Regime Massacre of Political Prisoners, 1988

			Immediately after the ceasefire with Iraq, Khomeini issued a fatwa to execute all political and opposition activists. The largest massacre of political prisoners in contemporary world history took place as about 30,000 prisoners were executed in a matter of few months. Khomeini’s fatwa was short and clearly stated: “Have no mercy for them.” Each prisoner was called and asked if he/she was still loyal to the MEK. If they did not agree to renounce, they were executed. Through this massacre, Khomeini wanted to prevent any popular uprising in opposition to his continuation of war for several years.

			The international community kept quiet about these crimes against humanity. Across the country, a wide campaign suppressed what was left of opposition activities and networks, from Tehran to the provinces, including a backlash against the major ethnic minorities, Kurds, Arabs, and Baluch. This Dark Age spread, reaching women, students, youth, workers, and intellectuals. Back in the early 1980s, particularly since the inception of the Islamic revolution, Iran’s educational institutions, schools, colleges, and universities were shut down for three years. When the doors to educational institutions were reopened, students were shocked to see that the entire Iranian-Persian educational system, culture, and civic courses were erased. Instead, a new, medieval curriculum was established to insure the brainwashing of the new generation. Most teachers were removed, some jailed, and a new class of instructors, qualified per the regime, took over. The indoctrination machine aimed at producing docile supporters of the regime and radical minds to follow the guidelines of the Ayatollahs was put in place. The cultural opposition had to go underground or into exile.

			The entire political opposition against the regime had to exile itself or mutate inside the institutions to back the more moderate among the politicians of the Islamic Republic. Some groups moved their operations to Camp Ashraf in Iraq, and their members scattered around the world to disseminate awareness about the regime’s mass breaches of human rights. The regime, after having destroyed the bulk of the internal opposition, was able to concentrate on the outside conquests, starting with Lebanon, Syria, and eventually coming back to Iraq.

			Global Terror Explodes

			Following Khomeini’s death in 1989, Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani was selected to become the president by the entourage of the founding father of the Republic and the Ayatollahs. Ali Khamenei was, thanks to machination, elevated overnight to Supreme Leader. The legacy of Khomeini did not falter, and the program of state radical Islamism remained in place. Though Ruhollah Khomeini had inspired the radicalized masses to take action, his successors took the regime’s actions to a higher level, to an institutionalized ideological level. While the West believed that Khomeinism was just individual populism by a religious leader comparable to the Latin American secular populism of Peron of Argentina or Spain’s Franco, the post-Khomeini era was marked by evidence to the contrary. There was the desperate expectation in the West that President Rafsanjani was a pragmatist politician, leading to a total ignoring of the crimes committed by the regime. The international community noted an increase in the number of terrorist attacks sponsored by the regime in Europe and around the world, including against the Jewish center in Argentina (AMIA). The Europe terror attacks included, among others, targeting Iranian resistance leaders, including Shapour Bakhtiar (former prime minister during the last years of the Shah regime), two representatives in Turkey, four Kurdish activists in the Mykonos restaurant in Germany, and more. But Western governments, still under the illusion that Iran was changing to become more pragmatic, kept silent about these terror crimes.

			The Quds Force, a core branch inside the Pasdaran in charge of international terror activities, was established in 1990. Throughout the early 1990s and beyond, the notorious Quds Force became the central network used by the Iranian regime to reach around the world and connect with radicals in the Arab world, Africa, and Latin America. Backed by significant petrodollar funding, the Quds/Pasdaran became the largest state agency engaged in terror building and executing in the world since the KGB days.

			Assad Links Up with Khomeini, Forge Axis

			In 1980, Iran’s new regime received the visit of Hafez al-Assad, the Alawi dictator of Syria, who signed a mutual defense and cooperation treaty. At the root of this new axis was the sectarian identity of both Assad, representing the Alawis in power in Syria, and the Khomeinists, representing jihadi Shiism in Iran. The alliance was forged to provide Assad a strategic depth so he could break his isolation from the surrounding Arab Sunni regimes and give Iran’s regime an entry point into the Arab world. The Khomeini–Assad axis is the oldest alliance in the Middle East. The vision of Khomeini and his successor Ali Khamenei and their apparatchik was to expand the Islamic Republic’s influence, then dominance, east through Iraq’s extremist Shias, Syria’s Alawites, and Lebanon’s radicalized Shia, who would be led by Hezbollah. The Iran–Syria axis established the foundation for expanding influence across the region. Cooperation began between the two intelligence services, and increasingly the IRGC (Pasdaran) were sent to Syria and from there to neighboring Lebanon to establish a nucleus of a Khomeinist-like military force, which would be called Hezbollah.

			Forming Hezbollah in Lebanon

			As soon as Assad and Khomeini sealed the alliance between their two regimes, the Pasdaran were allowed by the Syrians to cross the border into Lebanon, which was partially occupied by the Baathist forces. The goal of the Iranian penetration was to move under Syria’s occupation shield in the small country and recruit from the radical factions within the Shia Lebanese community, otherwise known for its moderation before and during the war. Iran’s operatives succeeded in drafting several militants from the Shia militia Amal and from cleric groups. In its first stage, Iran’s influence was able to create an offshoot of Amal, called Islamic Amal. A fusion between the latter group, based in the Bekaa, and a radical union of Shia clerics, funded by Tehran, was the founding bloc for Hezbollah. The radical Shia organization based in Lebanon was directly linked to the Supreme Leader’s office in Iran. Hezbollah’s secretaries-general became an integral part of the regime leadership in the Islamic Republic. Hezbollah spread in the northern Bekaa from 1981 to 1983 before they launched their first deadly attacks on the U.S. and French Marines in Lebanon that year.

			Iran’s Regime Double Wins in the Post-Cold War Era

			As the Soviet Union was crumbling, the Islamic Republic was rising further. Two dramatic geopolitical events elevated Tehran’s regime to a higher and more powerful position in the balance of power in the region, and later worldwide. First, Iran profited immensely from Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait in August of 1990, and even more from the international coalition that defeated Iraqi forces inside Kuwait and pushed them back into Iraqi territories. Saddam’s decision to invade Kuwait has generated much speculation as to the reasons and root causes. Some argued he was led to believe he would be successful and was simply fooled. Others blame Saddam’s traditional vision of recklessness. But the rapidly changing equilibrium between the ailing Soviet Union and the rising mono-polar world led by the United States could have been a decisive factor in the strategic error of analysis committed by Iraq’s leadership. The U.S., leading the largest coalition since the Korean conflict, defeated the Iraqi army and shattered its strategic capacities for good, freeing Kuwait and imposing two no-fly zones over Iraq. But the consequences of this war profited the Iranian regime immensely. Iran’s threat was perceived as a lesser one compared to an openly devastating invasion of Kuwait by Iraq; Tehran received many jets flown by Iraqis to hide from Western strikes; Shia inside Iraq felt empowered and rose against Saddam, only to be crushed militarily. But the suppression of Iraqi Shia in the south sent waves of their cadres across the borders into Iran, where the regime hosted them and transformed them into the spearhead for its future penetration of Iraq years later after the U.S. invasion of 2003.

			Last but not least, an ally of Iran, Hafez al-Assad, received the highest dividend he could dream of since 1976: a green light by the U.S. administration in the person of Secretary of State James Baker to resolve the Lebanese crisis as a price for Syria’s participation in the Kuwait campaign. Assad, who had already occupied two-thirds of Lebanon and backed Hezbollah in its advance toward the south of the country, seized this magic moment in 1990 and—with that green light from Washington—“solved” the crisis in Lebanon by invading the last resisting enclave known as East Beirut in October 1990. This military invasion was never criticized by the United States, which unambiguously indicated that Iran would be the major winner of Lebanon’s fifteen-year long conflict. Indeed, a new pro-Syrian government was established, Hezbollah received full support from the Vichy-style Lebanese government, and Iran was indirectly co-ruling most of Lebanon, and certainly its constitutional and military institutions. The new Assad-dominated Lebanon opened its grounds officially to Hezbollah and the Pasdaran, who used the vast Lebanese diaspora around the world to further expand in several countries. The control of that small country also provided Iran’s regime with solid ground from which to “confront Israel directly,” a highly important slogan to the regime.

			Hezbollah Hamas Nexus

			The Iraq war and the Lebanon debacle produced another cascade of victories for Tehran. During the 1990s, Hezbollah hosted more pro-Iranian groups on Lebanese soil, including radical Shia militants from Yemen, Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and North Africa. It also coordinated moves to penetrate Egypt, Morocco, and West Africa. But more importantly, Hezbollah produced its greatest achievement regarding the Arab–Israeli confrontation. In 1994, Hezbollah hosted hundreds of Hamas militants in south Lebanon, trained them, equipped them, and created a strategic alliance between the two organizations. Though Hamas is Sunni Salafist and a product of the Muslim Brotherhood, it was escorted to Tehran by Hezbollah to create the first bridge between the Iranian regime and Sunni radicals in the world. By connecting with Hamas, the Iranian regime was in a position to impact the Arab–Israeli conflict and, by ripple effect, its peace process. It was not a coincidence that as soon as the Madrid Conference ended in 1992 and peace treaties were signed between the PLO, Jordan, and Israel, Hamas exploded car bombs inside Israel to destroy the peace process, creating a setback of two decades. In short, Iran halted and shot down the peace process via Hamas, which was guided by Hezbollah, itself a product of Iranian–Syrian victory in Lebanon.

			Pre-9/11 Iranian Strategies

			After the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the Kuwait War, the Iranian regime positioned itself as the leading force in the region, taking advantage of rapidly changing international relations. On the one hand, Tehran’s elite realized the ascending mono-polar power of the United States worldwide along with the difficulty of maneuvering that came with the disappearance of the bipolar world. Thus, the post–Cold War strategies of Iran centered on two parameters.

			One was to avoid a direct confrontation with the United States and thus avoid a Kuwait–Iraq warlike military action against the regime. Back in the 1980s, during a military incident in the Gulf, U.S. Navy assets demonstrated the devastating effects of its power against Pasdaran naval units, all destroyed by American strikes after an aggression by the Iranian forces. The long goal of the Iranian regime, in order to deny the U.S. the capacity of ultimately removing the regime by force, was to acquire the nuclear bomb. Even as India and Pakistan were working on acquiring the doomsday device for their own balance of power in the same decade and unveiled it dramatically in 1999, Iran’s strategic thinking was already evolving toward obtaining this weapon—though it would take a decade or two to make it reality. The 1990s would be wisely described as the calm before the storm (read: hurricane) as the regime would demonstrate after 9/11.

			The second parameter was to accelerate geopolitical advances and the spread of intelligence, security, and terror networks in the region and worldwide. By joining forces with Assad’s regime, backing Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza, and using Lebanon and Syria’s diaspora worldwide to set up cells, the Iranian Islamist regime was building a vast web of deterrence against the United States and the West. The idea was to play “moderate and reformer” to Western public opinion while setting up a lethal system of retaliation on all possible levels. The long-range goal was to build a force capable of deterring the West from striking at Iran’s nuclear weapons system—before it was even built or unveiled. In other words, deterring the West from deterring Iran was a very sophisticated strategic construct never before seen.

			The Illusion of Moderation: Strategic Deception

			In 1997, Mohammad Khatami was elected president by the system under the illusion of moderation. While he was indeed elected to this top office, all presidential contests in the Islamic Republic are controlled by the regime under the Guide of the Revolution. Similar to playing good cop/bad cop, Iran’s presidential elections either produce a radical leader or allow a more moderate one to take the office of the president while most of the real power institutions remain in the hands of the Supreme Leader. Khatami’s rise to power intensified the illusion around his so-called moderation. He was called the “Mikhail Gorbachev of Iran.” Many Western and regional concessions were made to him. One of the most dangerous concessions was about the core organized opposition. After Khatami insisted the U.S. designate the MEK as a terrorist organization, the Clinton administration gave in and included on its terror list the only group capable of effectively opposing Tehran’s policies. Europe followed suit. The West was fooled by Khatami, “the good cop,” while Khamenei, “the bad cop,” was pushing full steam ahead with domestic repression and regional and international terror buildup.

			All the more, the West didn’t even support any other Iranian opposition group, including Shah supporters and other Iranian patriots, unlike its stance during the Cold War when it backed Soviet and East European dissidents. The U.S. and the West wasted one full decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union by granting the jihadi regime more time, more space, and more trust. The worst of all Western policies was to strike at the organized opposition while ignoring the rest of the Iranian opposition.

			Expansion of Quds Force and the Regime’s Audacity

			In the 1990s, while the West was hoping for a change following the death of Khomeini, to the contrary, the regime expanded its operation of exporting terrorism and fundamentalism. Hardly anyone in the West understood what was happening. In short, having lost their “fuehrer” Ayatollah Khomeini, the regime was weaker and more vulnerable. A major debate within the regime during 1990 and 1991 was formulated by Khatami (before he was elected president) as follows: There are two options for the Islamic Republic’s strategy. One option is to look inward (meaning to focus on domestic issues, improve the economy, and heal the losses incurred during the long Iraq war) or to look outward (meaning expansion of the regime’s views into other countries). The conclusion within the ruling circles was to choose to look outward. The idea was that the survival of the regime cannot be secured except by racing toward expansion. Identical to national socialism, fascism, and Bolshevism, their doctrine was that the survival of the Islamic republic could only happen with a permanent revolution. In short, for Khomeinism to survive, it must always expand. Therefore, it is important to realize the regime’s meddling in other countries is not only inspired by its strength, but also by fear for its survival. This fear was due to its natural incompetence to meet the demands of its people on social, political, economic, and individual spheres. Therefore, until 1988, the war with Iraq and the slogan of “liberating Jerusalem” was a survival pillar for the regime. After the war, a new crisis had to be produced.
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