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Introduction


The Riddle of Iran’s Rise


When General Qasem Soleimani arrived at Baghdad International Airport in the early hours of 3 January 2020, nothing was amiss. On the tarmac, a convoy of two vehicles awaited the general’s arrival, ready to escort him to his scheduled meeting with Iraq’s prime minister. But the convoy never left the airport. Fifteen minutes after the plane landed, an MQ-9 Reaper drone armed with Hellfire missiles launched several rounds – engulfing the vehicles in flames and killing all ten passengers. Soleimani was dead – his charred body in pieces. He was identified by the red carnelian ring he always wore – a gift from Ayatollah Seyyed Ali Khamenei, Iran’s Supreme Leader.1


Speaking from Mar-a-Lago in Florida, President Donald Trump claimed responsibility for the strike. He denounced the general as the world’s ‘number-one terrorist’ whose hands were stained with American blood.2


Hailing from the obscure village of Qanat-e Malek (b. 1957) in Iran’s south-central province of Kerman, Soleimani enlisted in the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) following the 1979 Islamic Revolution and steadily climbed the ranks to become the country’s most powerful and celebrated military leader.3 In 1999, Khamenei appointed him to command the elite Quds Force of IRGC and oversee Iran’s overseas military and security operations. Ten years later, in 2019, Soleimani became the first commander since the 1979 Islamic Revolution to receive the Order of Zulfaqar, Iran’s highest medal of honour.


The assassination on foreign soil of an active-duty Iranian general, revered by some Iranians as a national hero, sent shockwaves through Iran. As millions of mourners flooded the streets, Khamenei vowed to exact ‘hard revenge’ against the US and ‘expel’ US forces from the Middle East. In response, Trump threatened to decimate fifty-two historical Iranian sites if Tehran retaliated. The IRGC paid no heed to this warning and audaciously launched a dozen ballistic missiles at the Ayn al-Assad base in western Iraq, where American troops were stationed. Despite extensive property damage, there were no fatalities. The US did not follow through on Trump’s threat. But it was on a knife-edge. General Kenneth McKenzie Jr, then Commander of the United States Central Command, told me that ‘the US would have used overwhelming force against Iran had there been huge American casualties’.4


Amid the haze and fog of this heightened period of tension, mere hours after the missile attacks in Iraq, the IRGC tragically shot down a civilian Ukrainian aeroplane departing from Tehran, resulting in the deaths of all 176 innocent passengers, the majority of whom were Iranian. That January, Iran and the US stood on the precipice of a hot war but chose to de-escalate the situation.


In this era marked by their lingering conflicts, it is easy to overlook the fact that Iran and the US were once fast friends. In December 1977, President Jimmy Carter met with Iran’s reigning king, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, in the grand Niavaran Palace in Tehran. Making a New Year’s Eve toast, he praised the monarch for creating an ‘island of stability’ in the troubled Middle East. Just over twelve months later, an epochal revolution with universalist pretensions toppled his seemingly invincible regime, propelling this once powerful leader into exile, as he wandered from one country to another in search of political sanctuary. And amid revolutionary chaos in November 1979, misguided militants stormed the US embassy in Tehran, holding all its personnel hostage. The egregious assault marked the end of Pax Americana in Iran, spanning from 1953 to 1979, and heralded the beginning of a cold war between the erstwhile allies. Meanwhile, Iran has gradually and ironically emerged as a formidable anti-American power in three strategic regions: the Persian Gulf, the Levant, and the Arabian Peninsula.


In his 2018 congressional testimony, former US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger characterised Iran as ‘the key’ challenge in the Middle East and ‘the most consistently cohesive power of the region’. He also expressed alarm about Iran’s potential to resurrect the Persian empire and build ‘a belt of Iranian influence stretching from Tehran through Baghdad and Damascus all the way to Beirut’.5 While Kissinger may have exaggerated the prospect of a Persian empire revival, he accurately highlighted the dramatic rise in revolutionary Iran’s power.


Iran’s ascendancy in the Middle East has been most conspicuously displayed in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and to a much lesser extent, most recently, in the Gaza Strip. How has Iran managed to successfully navigate the minefields and expand its power as the champion of anti-Americanism, despite enduring US containment efforts, sanctions, constant threats of regime change in Tehran, potential military attacks, and US-sponsored regional alliances against it? The question becomes even more perplexing when we consider that Iran’s rise has occurred in a strategically important region that has cost the US more in blood and expenditure than anywhere else since the conclusion of the Vietnam War in 1975.


It is hardly surprising that Iran’s ambition to expand its regional power has placed it on a collision trajectory with the US. Before the dawn of the last century, Samuel Huntington, one of the most celebrated political scientists of his generation, presciently recognised Iran as a rising regional power that would likely challenge what he called ‘American superpowerdom’.6 Building upon Huntington’s formulation, I hypothesise that the lingering cold war between the US and Iran, fiercely waged across Middle Eastern battlegrounds, is primarily driven by a clash of geopolitical interests rather than ideological disputes or Washington’s concerns over the Islamic Republic’s human rights violations. More precisely, it is a cold war between an aspiring country, seeking a new regional balance of power through reliance on Islam, and the US, the world’s pre-eminent superpower and guarantor of the status quo.7


Iran’s ambition to expand its regional power is not new, nor is the pursuit of power an anomaly in international relations. Indeed, power, broadly defined as the capacity to impose one’s will upon others, through coercion, persuasion or other means, serves as the ‘mother’s milk’ of international relations. Power is, as Machiavelli put it, ‘the pivot on which everything hinges’. Picking up where Machiavelli left off in the sixteenth century, scholars from realist and neorealist schools of thought in international relations, from Hans Morgenthau to Kenneth Waltz to John Mearsheimer, have maintained that all states relentlessly strive to expand power, ensure their survival, and safeguard their security. The result, as Waltz observed, is that in the international system, characterised by many competing sovereign states and lacking a system of law enforcement, where each state pursues its own interests, conflict and wars become inevitable.8 Over four decades of conflict between Iran and the United States, coupled with persistent demonisation campaigns, validate Waltz’s sobering observation.


This book tells the intriguing story of revolutionary Iran’s gradual rise in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and the Gaza Strip, against the backdrop of its cold war with the US, its ‘shadow war’ with Israel, and its intense regional rivalry with Saudi Arabia. I will answer four critical questions: First, why and how did Iran adopt anti-Americanism and anti-Israeli policies as the central tenets of its regional policy? Second, what is the strategic logic behind Iran’s regional policies, as expressed by Tehran, and what methods has it employed to expand its power? Third, what are the consequences of Iran’s geostrategic rivalry with the US in each of these four countries and in Gaza, and how has Tehran developed asymmetric deterrence capabilities against the US and its regional allies? Finally, has the Islamic Republic’s deterrence mechanism against the United States proven effective, and is its rise sustainable, serving Iran’s national interests?


The Islamic Republic’s regional strategy is closely tied to its perception of the US as an existential threat. Since the Iranian revolutionaries rose to power and decided to challenge the United States in the Middle East, they have been keenly aware of the significant military disparities between Iran and the US. Iran’s ‘forward defence’ strategy, a cornerstone of its regional policies, aims to level the playing field and mitigate disparities, expand Iranian influence, and build deterrence by extending the theatre of conflict with the US beyond its borders, potentially targeting vital US interests. In pursuit of this strategy, the Islamic Republic employs asymmetric or unconventional warfare methods, aiming to cultivate an indigenous and self-sustaining military capability to achieve its objectives.


To analyse Iran’s gradual rise over the past four decades in four countries and Gaza, we will examine the intricate interplay of several pivotal factors. These include the transformative impact of the Islamic Revolution and the subsequent eight-year war with Iraq; the formation and evolution of a clandestine regional network that became the Axis of Resistance; the strategic repercussions of the 2003 US invasion of Iraq; Iran’s proactive involvement in civil and sectarian conflicts across Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and Gaza; and Iran’s alliances with Syria, its close relations with post-Saddam Iraq, and its tactical alliance with Russia during the Syrian civil war.


This book diverges in several ways from the approach of many valuable volumes that delve into the broad principles guiding Iran’s foreign policy, and its bilateral relationships, by offering a comprehensive overview and the big picture of Iran’s complex regional policies towards four countries and Gaza. Drawing on the extensive literature on Iranian foreign policy, my previous writings, dozens of interviews with prominent experts and diplomats, recently declassified US government and CIA documents, and Persian-language sources, I explore the interrelationships between Iran’s regional policy and its fierce domestic factional rivalries.9 Moreover, the book presents a comparative analysis that underscores major elements of continuity and change in Iran’s foreign policy towards the United States, Israel, Iraq, Syria, Yemen, Lebanon, and Palestinian organisations, spanning both the pre-revolutionary and revolutionary eras. This book moves beyond ‘presentism’, linking the past with the present, and uncovering recurring patterns in the policies and behaviour of the Iranian state. This exploration of the past enriches our understanding of current events, revealing the dynamic forces shaping the international arena, and it allows us to develop a more informed perspective on potential future trajectories.


Finally, I have strived to incorporate both Iranian and US viewpoints in my analysis. As the British philosopher John Stuart Mill succinctly said:


He who knows only his own side of the case, knows little of that. His reasons may be good, and no one may have been able to refute them. But if he is equally unable to refute the reasons on the opposite side; if he does not so much as know what they are, he has no ground for preferring either opinion. He must be able to hear them from persons who actually believe them; who defend them in earnest, and do their very utmost for them.10


Adhering to Mill’s sage advice, I have endeavoured to go beyond the often sensationalised narratives of Iranian foreign policy, offering a more nuanced and balanced perspective.


Our journey begins with an analysis of the historical roots of anti-Americanism in pre-revolutionary Iran and why it became the main pillar of revolutionary Iran’s regional policy.










Chapter 1


Pax Americana in Iran and Roots of Anti-Americanism


On the eve of the 1979 Islamic Revolution, the imposing American embassy in Tehran stood as the iconic symbol of US pre-eminence and its strategic alliance with Mohammad Reza Shah. Just a stone’s throw away from where I was born, this red-brick building in one of Tehran’s most desirable neighbourhoods served as the hub where the US managed its extensive and multifaceted relations with Iran during the Cold War. Ambitious Iranian politicians and entrepreneurs vied for access to the embassy, hoping to climb the ladder of power. The US Mission consisted of ‘around 1,400 Americans’, 1,200 of them in the army Mission-Military Assistance Advisory Group, and 800 locals. Moreover, there were over 45,000 Americans living and working in Iran.1 At that time, Iran was one of the US’s premier strategic allies in the Middle East.


How did the US navigate the byzantine politics of Iran in the postwar era to replace Britain as its dominant foreign power? How and why did the Shah leverage his alliance with the US to consolidate his rule at home and expand his power abroad? And why did anti-Americanism take root in pre-revolutionary Iran and intensify dramatically after the 1979 revolution?


Relations between the US and Iran could have been more enduring and mutually beneficial had Washington policymakers been more sensitive to Iranian sovereignty. Iran’s turbulent history, characterised by periods of both grandeur and defeat, has left an indelible imprint on the collective psyche of its people, who cherish their sovereignty. This has nurtured a profound distrust of foreign powers, a sentiment not easily dispelled through diplomatic efforts alone. Iranians have good reasons to question the intentions and policies of major global powers.


The Weight of Past Empires: Iran’s Struggle for Sovereignty


Iran’s pre-Islamic story, which has profoundly influenced its national identity, began with the Achaemenid empire (circa 546–334 BC), the largest empire the world had ever seen.2 At its greatest extent, it stretched from modern-day Macedonia and Thrace in the west to Punjab in the east, from Uzbekistan in the north to Oman in the south. This mighty empire collapsed after Alexander the Great defeated the Persian armies in 334 BC, and its vast expanse was divided among his generals after his death. After less than a century of rule, Alexander’s successors were defeated by the Persian Parthians, who established another empire (247 BC to AD 224). After the demise of the Parthians, Iran then became the seat of the large Sassanid empire (224–651 CE), which rivalled Rome and Byzantium.


The course of Iranian history changed when the Islamic army, led by Caliph Umar ibn Khattab, defeated the Sassanids and conquered parts of Persia in 651. Over time, Iranians gradually abandoned Zoroastrianism, the country’s official religion, and converted to Islam, while protecting the integrity of their distinct culture and language. They played a pivotal role in expanding the Islamic empire during the Abbasid Caliphate (750–1258). During the Golden Age of Islam from the eighth to the thirteenth century, eminent Persians like Khwarizmi (780–850) revolutionised mathematics with Hindu-Arabic numerals and algebra, and Avicenna (980–1038) produced what was the standard textbook for medicine for centuries. However, the flowering of Islamic culture drew to a close following devastating invasions by the Mongols. In 1220–21, Bukhara, Samarkand, Herat, Tus and Nishapur were razed by Genghis Khan’s army. In the words of a Persian eyewitness: ‘They came, they sapped, they burnt, they slew, they plundered and they departed.’3 In 1258, Genghis Khan’s grandson, Hulagu Khan, conquered Baghdad and ended the Abbasid dynasty. Despite experiencing the rise and fall of various foreign dynasties, who largely became Persianised, Iran saw remarkable cultural flourishing from the Mongol invasion until the early sixteenth century.


Finally, under the Safavid dynasty (1501–1722), Iran experienced a remarkable resurgence, with the country unified and transformed into a hub of culture and commerce. The Safavids not only established Shia Islam as the state religion but also expanded their empire well beyond Iran’s current borders. This territorial expansion continued during the reign of Nader Shah Afshar, who ruled from 1736 until his assassination in 1747, representing the zenith of Iran’s regional influence.


During the rule of the Qajar dynasty (1789–1925), Iran’s decline as a regional power began. The onset of their rule coincided with new challenges from European powers and Russia. Fuelled by industrialisation and democratisation, and buoyed by vibrant capitalist economies, European powers sought to either colonise weaker nations or bring them under their sway. Consequently, the power imbalances between Europe, and even Russia, and Iran became glaringly evident and seemingly insurmountable. In that era, Britain and Russia emerged as dominant foreign powers in the country. Although they could not colonise Iran, Britain and Russia colluded to undermine its sovereignty and territorial integrity and keep it subordinate to their imperial interests. Following two disastrous wars with Russia in the early nineteenth century, Iran ceded several fertile provinces on its northern frontiers. Additionally, Britain forced Iran to cede Herat to Afghanistan in 1857, establishing it as a buffer to protect its prized colony in India while solidifying its dominance over the Persian Gulf, historically considered Iran’s backyard. Finally, the secret Anglo-Russian Convention in 1907 effectively partitioned Iran into Russian and British spheres of influence, leaving it crippled in protecting its interests. Iran at the turn of the twentieth century was a failing state, sovereign in name only.


Iran’s powerlessness became devastatingly clear when, despite its declaration of neutrality, it was invaded by the British, Russian, and Ottoman troops during the First World War. The occupation not only violated Iranian sovereignty but also exacerbated a severe famine that ravaged the country between 1917 and 1919, coinciding with the spread of plague, cholera, and typhus. It is estimated that at least one million, out of an estimated total population of nine million, perished from disease and famine.4 However, some sources provide a higher estimate of two million lives lost.5


Yet this situation was soon to change. Russia, rocked by the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917 and the subsequent civil war, no longer had any interest in exercising influence in Iran, or the capacity to do so. This created a propitious opportunity for Britain, one of the victors of the First World War, to step in and consolidate its position as Iran’s sole dominant foreign power. Lord George Curzon, the British Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, recognised Iran’s potential pivotal role in preventing the spread of communism to the Middle East and serving British interests, provided it had a strong, pro-Western leader capable of restoring internal tranquillity. As the author of a two-volume book called Persia and the Persian Question, Curzon was intimately familiar with Iran and its strategic importance. His ideas profoundly shaped British strategy towards Iran.


Iran’s politics began to gradually transform when William Knox D’Arcy, a British subject who was granted a lucrative concession by the Qajar king, discovered oil in Iran in 1907–8 and established the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. In 1914, Winston Churchill, serving as the First Lord of the Admiralty, directed the Royal Navy to shift from coal to oil as its primary source of fuel. This decision not only increased the significance of oil but also enhanced Iran’s importance for British imperial ambitions. And so the Cossack army officer Reza Khan, with tacit British approval, staged a coup against the ineffectual Qajar king in 1921. Four years later, he overthrew the Qajar dynasty and crowned himself as Reza Shah, establishing the Pahlavi dynasty (1925–1979).6 This marked the first time in Iranian history that a new dynasty ascended to power peacefully and with the approval of an elected parliament.


Reza Shah was a ruthless yet visionary Iranian patriot who accomplished a great deal during his brief reign. He ruled with an iron fist, and suppressed his opponents. He was supported by a circle of intellectuals who were united in their ambition to modernise Iran without democratising it. Reza Shah restored internal order, embarked on a bold industrialisation and secularisation project, modernised the armed forces, reformed Iran’s antiquated educational and judicial systems, and introduced progressive social reforms, including banning women from wearing hijab. To bolster revenues for his ambitious developmental projects, an indignant Reza Shah, determined to reduce foreign influence, voiced his discontent with the existing oil agreement with Britain and pushed for renegotiation. After extensive negotiations, Reza Shah acquiesced, in 1933, to a new agreement that extended the oil concession for another sixty years and delivered only a modest increase in profits for Tehran, an outcome he undoubtedly found disappointing.7


Despite his impressive domestic achievements, Reza Shah could not expand Iranian regional power as he feared retribution from Britain and the Soviet Union, who believed Iran needed to be contained. His weakness became glaringly apparent when Britain carved out a new state, Iraq, along Iran’s western borders, without so much as consulting Iran.


Ultimately, Reza Shah’s fortunes would tragically unravel during the Second World War. Iran was invaded in 1941, this time by Soviet, British and American troops, rendering its official declarations of neutrality meaningless and making a mockery of its sovereignty. During this period of occupation and chaos, the US became strategically and economically drawn to Iran.8


Sovereignty Undermined: The 1953 Coup against Mosaddegh


For years, Britain had been apprehensive about Reza Shah’s determination to reduce British influence, whereas the Soviets were unforgiving of his anti-communism. After invading Iran in 1941, both states promptly engineered Reza Shah’s humiliating abdication, only one month after they had put troops on the ground. To justify their blatant intervention in the affairs of a sovereign country, they accused the king of pursuing pro-Nazi policies and inviting thousands of German advisors to the country. In fact, to safeguard the country’s sovereignty, Reza Shah had been using Germany as a counterweight against Britain and Russia. When faced with pressure, he attempted to appease both London and Moscow by quickly ordering the expulsion of German advisors, but it proved to be in vain. The truth was that the two foreign powers saw Reza Shah as a strong leader who could challenge them and potentially disrupt the flow of supplies between Britain and the Soviet Union during the war. They preferred to deal with a country in chaos and engage with a weaker leader, who would be dependent on them for his survival. Consequently, they unceremoniously put Reza Shah on board a British ship, the SS Bandra, exiling him first to Mauritius and ultimately to South Africa, where he became a prisoner under British surveillance.9 He would die there in July 1944, far away from the land he truly loved.


The occupying powers agreed to allow Reza Shah’s 22-year-old son, Mohammad Reza, to inherit the Peacock Throne.10 The young king’s first major crisis came when the Soviet Union refused to withdraw its troops from Iran, as mandated by the Tripartite Treaty Alliance, signed by London, Moscow, and Tehran in 1942. Adding insult to injury, the Red Army helped establish two puppet republics in Kurdistan and Azerbaijan provinces in 1945, seemingly as the first step towards their annexation. Thanks to President Truman’s strong support and deft diplomacy by Prime Minister Ahmad Qavam and the Shah, the Red Army eventually withdrew, leading to the collapse of the two fake republics upon the arrival of the Iranian armed forces.11


Washington’s commitment to Iran’s territorial integrity at that critical juncture significantly augmented its popularity as an exceptional and benevolent Western power that harboured no irredentist ambitions and had a legacy of successful opposition to British colonialism. Vivid in the minds of Iranians was the heroism of Howard Baskerville, an American missionary who lost his life defending the 1905 Constitutional Movement, Iran’s first encounter with democracy.12 Equally engrained was the memory of Arthur Millspaugh, an enlightened American appointed by the Iranian government in 1922 to reform its corrupt and foreign-controlled finance ministry.


Mohammad Reza Shah was cognisant of public support in Iran for the US. He also had his own motives for moving closer to Washington, hoping to forge a strategic alliance with the US to consolidate his shaky rule and counter the influence of Britain and the Soviet Union, two countries that had humiliated his father and showed no signs of relinquishing their hold over Iran. As the Shah watched Britain being forced to cede control of its once mighty empire, one state at a time, he jumped on the bandwagon of the US, which was clearly in the ascendant.


The young Shah faced another major crisis in 1951, when Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh nationalised the British-controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). A French-educated Qajar aristocrat, Mosaddegh (1882–1967) firmly believed that Iran could not exercise its sovereignty unless it exercised full control over its own oil industry – the major source of revenue for the Iranian state – and put an end to Britain poking its nose into Iran’s affairs. His bold call for the nationalisation of the oil industry ignited Iran’s first popular, democratic, nationalist, and fiercely pro-sovereignty movement, quickly turning him into the father of liberal nationalism in Iran. It not only shook the very foundation of British power in Iran but also served as inspiration for other anti-British movements, such as Egypt’s nationalisation of the British- and French-controlled Suez Canal in 1956. In response, Britain resorted to various machinations, including imposing crippling sanctions on Iran and making military threats to undermine Mosaddegh. In turn, Mosaddegh sought support from the US, which he saw as a natural ally. He even met with President Harry Truman in Washington in October 1951, and – in vain – requested a loan to improve Iran’s economy that was suffocating under British sanctions. While Truman sympathised with Mosaddegh, he proposed that Iran should compensate Britain for nationalising the AIOC. Mosaddegh, however, rejected the offer, and the Anglo–Iranian dispute intensified, with Britain continuing to subvert him. Determined to weaken the entrenched British intelligence network in Iran, Mosaddegh finally took the audacious step of formally severing diplomatic relations with Britain in October 1952 and expelled British diplomats.


The dynamics of the Anglo–Iranian dispute changed when General Dwight Eisenhower assumed the presidency in January 1953. He extended a helping hand to British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who harboured strong animosity towards Mosaddegh. The two leaders skilfully framed their vehement opposition to Mosaddegh within the context of the unfolding Cold War. They portrayed Mosaddegh as a demagogic and ailing nationalist leader who would inevitably align Iran with Russia. It did not matter that Mosaddegh was not a communist, but rather a quintessential Iranian liberal patriot with no enmity towards the West, under whose rule democracy and freedom flourished.13 Nor did it matter that the communist forces, represented by the pro-Moscow Tudeh party, lacked widespread support and were unlikely to prevail over Mosaddegh. The prime minister’s cardinal sin was nationalising the AIOC, challenging British dominance of his country, and advocating a new foreign policy paradigm based on safeguarding Iran’s sovereignty and non-alignment during the emerging Cold War.14


Eventually, with support from pro-Shah elements in Iran and the acquiescence of a significant segment of the Shia clerical establishment, Mosaddegh was overthrown in a joint CIA-MI6 coup d’état, codenamed Operation Ajax, in August 1953.15 The Peacock Throne was saved when the Shah, who had earlier fled the country, returned home and reassumed leadership. Mosaddegh was subsequently arrested, imprisoned for three years, and then placed under house arrest until he died in his ancestral village of Ahmadabad in 1967. His powerful legacy, however, has inspired generations of Iranian patriots.


The coup proved to be a Pyrrhic victory for the US and the Shah, as it sowed the seeds of the 1979 revolution. They may have removed a troublesome prime minister, but the Shah was tainted as being beholden to Washington, making the US a toxic brand among many Iranian nationalists and leftists. Many middle-class and nationalist Iranians began to look at the US as a typical Western power, primarily concerned with expanding its own imperial power and indifferent to Iran’s sovereignty. The coup also popularised anti-Americanism among intellectuals and leftist activists. In this new political environment, four months after the coup, Vice President Richard Nixon visited Tehran and met with the Shah, triggering protests by students at the University of Tehran in which three students were killed by the police. Since then, the day of their deaths, the 16th of Azar in the Persian calendar, has been commemorated as ‘Student Day’ in Iran.


Although the Shah lost some degree of legitimacy in the eyes of many Iranians, he continued to rely on his alliance with the US to sustain his rule and counter external threats. Iran resumed diplomatic relations with Britain and joined the US security architecture in the Middle East, becoming a US ally in containing the Soviet Union during the Cold War. The Iranian oil industry was denationalised, and a Western-dominated oil consortium was established, with American companies holding a major share – perhaps a reward for the US for staging the 1953 coup. Additionally, the US expanded its economic ties to Iran and began to modernise its armed forces.16 Emboldened by his alliance with the US, the Shah swiftly consolidated his authoritarian rule while granting considerable social, cultural, and religious freedoms. The US, for its part, became Shah’s accomplice, playing a major role in the creation of Iran’s secret police (SAVAK) in 1957, which grew to become a feared and powerful force accountable only to the king.


A decade after the coup, the Shah’s rule seemed impregnable, with the US firmly entrenched as Iran’s predominant foreign power.


Khomeini’s Debut on the National Stage


But beneath the surface of apparent internal stability, political tension was simmering. Under pressure from the Kennedy administration, the Shah implemented a series of reforms in 1963, collectively known as the ‘White Revolution’. The linchpin and the most controversial and progressive provisions of these reforms were land reforms aimed at curtailing the power of the landed upper class and granting suffrage to women.17 At this juncture, Ayatollah Ruhollah Mousavi Khomeini, a relatively obscure religious leader, audaciously challenged both the Shah and the US.


Khomeini (1900–1989) was born into a religious family in the village of Khomein in Iran in 1900.18 After completing his religious studies at the Arak and Qom seminaries in Iran, he began teaching and writing. In 1941, following the abdication of Reza Shah, he published his first major treatise, a book called Kashf al-Asrar, or ‘Secrets Unveiled’. In it, he wrote a scathing criticism of Reza Shah’s secularisation policies and his compulsory unveiling of women. With his book, Khomeini emerged as a reformer who criticised Reza Shah’s policies while defending the institution of monarchy, asserting, ‘No one from this class [Shia clerics] has ever opposed the principle of kingship.’19 However, the book failed to make any political impact. It was Khomeini’s political courage that brought him to national attention in the early 1960s, when he declared war on the Shah and his policies.20


Khomeini used the pulpit as a platform to denounce the Shah’s land reform and women’s enfranchisement. The government arrested the ayatollah on 4 June 1963, sparking large protests in Tehran and a few other cities the next day – the largest and deadliest since the 1953 coup. Official government reports claimed twenty people were killed, yet opposition forces estimated several hundred fatalities. While under house arrest, it is alleged, although denied by the Islamic Republic, that Khomeini conveyed a secret message to the United States through an intermediary. The message purportedly stated that ‘he was not opposed to American interests in Iran’, and that ‘the US presence was necessary as a counterbalance to Soviet and possibly British influence’.21


Following the violent suppression of the June Uprising, calm prevailed, albeit briefly. During this period, a new generation of pro-American and American-educated politicians and technocrats emerged on the political scene. Prime Minister Hassan Ali Mansur, who assumed office in March 1964, epitomised this promising wave of leadership. While an increasing number of US military personnel and advisors went to Iran to modernise its armed forces, the Majles, supported by Mansur, passed the Status of Forces Agreement in 1964, granting legal immunity to Americans and their dependants living in Iran. In exchange, Iran received a $200 million loan from the US to purchase American weapons.


At that critical juncture, when the cantankerous Khomeini was released from house arrest, he vehemently criticised the Status of Forces Agreement, labelling it a ‘capitulation agreement’. Addressing him as ‘Mr Shah’, a disrespectful reference to the king, Khomeini accused him of ‘selling out’ the country and turning it into a ‘US colony’, where ‘an American cook’ would have ‘more rights in Iran than its Shah and Ayatollahs’.22


The government could no longer put up with his presence in Iran: Khomeini was deported to Turkey in November 1964, and from there to Najaf, Iraq, in 1965, where he resided until October 1978, when he moved to France. This did nothing to dampen his popularity as a brave and uncompromising opponent of the Shah and the United States, nor did it diminish his organisational skill. Just two months after Khomeini’s exile, a covert network he had formed in Iran assassinated Prime Minister Mansur, who had supported the Status of Forces Agreement legislation. Some of the architects of this plot would later occupy key government positions in the Islamic Republic.


In the fifteen-year interregnum, between the June 1963 uprising and the onset of the revolutionary movement in 1978, the Shah remained securely seated on his throne. However, a paradigm shift in the modus operandi of the opposition forces against the Shah occurred in the 1960s. While the 1953 coup had triggered anti-American sentiments among leftist and nationalist forces, the June 1963 uprising sparked fervent anti-Americanism among Islamist forces, the traditional middle class, and a pro-Khomeini segment of the Shia clerical establishment. This marked the beginning of more radical and widespread opposition to the Shah and the US. At the same time, many young Iranian activists, concluding that the Shah’s regime was incorrigible and could not be reformed, resorted to armed struggle against him.


American Eagle and Iranian Lion in the Persian Gulf


Neither Mosaddegh nor Khomeini managed to derail the Shah from his alliance with the US. Now that the Shah felt his house was in order, he focused on expanding Iranian power abroad and bolstering deterrence against perceived foreign threats.


Iran signed the bilateral defence cooperation agreement with the US in March 1959, granting it considerable latitude to reshape the Iranian armed forces. However, fearing Moscow’s retribution for his alliance with the United States, the Shah signed the 1962 Non-Aggression Treaty with the Soviets, prohibiting foreign powers, including the US, from using Iranian territory to launch missiles or nuclear weapons against the Soviet Union. Although relations with Moscow improved after the treaty, the Shah secretly permitted the US to install its most sophisticated electronic listening devices along Iranian–Soviet border to monitor Moscow’s missile and space activities, cementing his alliance with the US.23


The Shah also viewed the Soviet-backed communists, pan-Arabism, and the new republic established in Iraq in 1958 as grave threats both to Iran and to regional stability, an assessment Washington often considered exaggerated. In the 1960s, he helped empower the marginalised Shias as a counterforce against pan-Arabism in Lebanon, while also providing military assistance to anti-Gamal Abdel Nasser loyalists in the North Yemen civil war.


Beginning in the late 1960s, conditions became increasingly favourable for the Shah to expand Iran’s regional power and neutralise perceived threats. Around the time Britain withdrew its forces from the Persian Gulf in 1968, the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), an oil cartel controlling about one third of global oil production, dramatically raised the price of crude oil under the leadership of the Shah. The economic windfall from OPEC’s oil price increases provided the Shah with the crucial breathing space and financial independence needed to embark on an ambitious and nationalist foreign policy. Consequently, the Shah became a junior US partner. In this new environment, armed with strong will, he quickly established himself as the dominant indigenous power in the Persian Gulf, a region that was the lifeline for the oil-hungry industrialised world.


President Richard Nixon played an instrumental role in enabling his friend, the Shah, to expand Iranian power. Deeply engaged in the Vietnam War, the US had no appetite to become militarily involved in the Persian Gulf and fill the power vacuum created after British withdrawal. As early as 1971, the US adopted the Twin Pillars policy, delegating the responsibility for maintaining stability in the region to Iran and Saudi Arabia.24 Recognising Iran’s much larger population, economy, and superior armed forces, the US acknowledged it as the ‘policeman of the Persian Gulf’.25 To bolster Iran’s military capabilities, Nixon approved the transfer of the most advanced military technologies to Iran, only stopping short at nuclear weapons. For many years in the 1970s, Iran was the world’s number-one buyer of American weapons, accounting for 25 per cent of all FMS (Foreign Military Sales) orders between 1970 and 1978.26 This massive build-up of military power under peacetime conditions was described by an American official as the most rapid ‘in the history of the world’.27


In the 1970s, the stars began to align for the emergence of the Shah as one of the most powerful figures in the Middle East, if not the most powerful.28 He demonstrated more independence from Washington than ever before, to the extent that even some of his most radical enemies conceded that he was pursuing an independent and nationalistic foreign policy. According to a CIA report, the Shah was well versed in foreign policy and military matters, adopting a ‘classical realpolitik approach’ that emphasised ‘the primacy of national power’.29 To that end, he cultivated friendly relations with Syria and provided financial support. He ended years of hostility with Iraq and deployed troops to Oman, successfully quelling a communist rebellion in Dhofar province. He envisioned that Iran could attain the status of a ‘Great Civilisation’ within a decade or so, surpassing Western nations and remaining ‘free from the blemishes’ of (Western) society.30 He commanded the world’s fifth largest armed forces, with indisputable military superiority in the Persian Gulf. At the same time, Iran was experiencing phenomenal economic growth, unprecedented in its modern history. American and European companies eagerly competed to sign lucrative contracts with Iran. In 1975, the US and Iran signed a huge economic agreement worth $15 billion.31 But the economic boom proved to be a mixed blessing. Impressive as Iran’s growth was in the 1970s, it also widened the already substantial gap between the rich and the poor, overheated the economy, caused bottleneck shortages, and exacerbated corruption.


Powerful Abroad, Vulnerable at Home


The Shah was also expanding Iranian power beyond the Persian Gulf to the Indian Ocean, pledging to provide financial assistance to Sri Lanka, Pakistan, and India.32 The Shah’s military power and control of vast oil wealth raised concerns among some American politicians and military officers. In 1974, William Simon, Secretary of the Treasury, referred to the Shah as ‘a nut’.33 A few years later, General George S. Brown, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, expressed concerns that the Shah’s ambitious military programme ‘just makes you wonder whether he doesn’t have visions of the Persian Empire’.34


At home, the Shah also faced mounting criticism for his massive purchases of advanced weapons from the United States and his human rights violations. While the divided opposition against the Shah was checkmated by the SAVAK, President Jimmy Carter’s human rights policy gave it a new lease of life. Carter believed that his human rights advocacy would ‘remove the reasons for revolutions that often erupt among those who suffer from persecution’.35 Therefore, starting in 1977, he began to pressure the Shah to liberalise his closed political system. In response, the Shah granted amnesty to some political prisoners, promised to stop torturing dissidents, pledged to enhance press freedom, and committed to hold free and fair parliamentary elections. These reforms made the opposition more assertive. From Iraq, Khomeini wrote to the clerics in Iran that ‘today in Iran, a break is in sight. Take advantage of this opportunity and write about these difficulties and declare to the world the crimes of the Shah.’36 And in January 1978, the government poured petrol on the fire when a Tehran newspaper published an article denouncing Ayatollah Khomeini as a reactionary fanatic of Indian ancestry. In protest, seminary students took the lead in organising demonstrations that shut down the schools, shops, and the bazaar in Qom. These demonstrations were violently suppressed, further galvanising the secular and Islamic opposition to the Shah to continue protesting for democratic rights. Now strikes and protests flared up all over Iran.


During that critical year, Carter struggled to balance his human rights advocacy with protecting the enormous economic and strategic interests of the US in Iran. This reflected the division within his own cabinet, with one faction supporting further liberalisation while the other called on the Shah to pursue an iron-fisted approach towards the revolutionaries. Carter oscillated between these two camps. The vacillations in Carter’s position only intensified the Shah’s own indecisiveness. The Shah appeared to hold the delusion that he could preserve his throne by ruling as an ‘autocratic democrat’, alternating between offers of concessions to appease the opposition forces one day and ordering the police to use brute force against them the next.37 He failed to recognise that revolutionary times require a resolute course of action from the incumbent: one path or the other must be taken decisively. At the height of the revolutionary movement, the Shah stunned the nation by declaring in a televised address to the nation that he had ‘heard the voice of their revolution’, admitted to having made mistakes in the past and promised to rectify them. In a sense, he legitimised the revolution that sought to overthrow his regime.


Yet, instead of relinquishing some of his absolute power and collaborating with moderate forces against the radical factions of the revolutionary movement, the Shah appointed the ineffectual General Gholamreza Azhari to lead a military government. At that very moment, he effectively penned his own political suicide note. His debilitating lack of resolution, exacerbated by his terminal cancer and coupled with Washington’s inability to speak with one voice, played a key role in the rapid disintegration of the Pahlavi regime.


Unlike the Shah, Khomeini knew what needed to be done and acted decisively. He had forged a broad, multi-class and multi-generational coalition against the Pahlavi regime: he came to preside over a truly national revolution. Yet, in many ways, Khomeini did not win the revolution; rather, it was the Shah who lost it.


Even the Shah’s alliance with the US could not save him, nor could his armed forces. A 1976 CIA report pointed out that: ‘The Shah doubts the US would prove a reliable ally in case of a regional conflict not involving a communist power.’38 However, since there was no regional conflict involving a communist power, the question of whether the US would have assisted him remains unanswered. What we do know is that when he required robust support from the United States in the final year of his rule, he did not receive it. Although he had become one of the most powerful leaders in the Middle East and successfully prevented foreign incursions on Iranian territory, he lacked the capacity or the will to deal effectively with his domestic enemies. His problem was that while he modernised Iran’s economy and society, the country’s politics remained archaic and autocratic.


Mohammad Reza Shah was forced into exile on 16 January 1979. After a year and a half of wandering from country to country in search of refuge, he succumbed to cancer and grief. His fate mirrored that of his father: broken and exiled, he died in Egypt on 27 July 1980, at the age of sixty, far from the homeland he served and loved.


Khomeini not only toppled the Shah, he also dismantled a monarchy that had endured in Iran for over 2,500 years. In a bewildering turn of events, he established a theocratic order in this modern age – an Islamic republic – and brought about a fundamental shift in Iranian foreign policy that changed the landscape of the Middle East, as will be explored in the next chapter.










Chapter 2


Revolutionary Iran’s Regional Policy: Anti-Americanism on Steroids


It is a quality of revolutions not to go by old lines or old laws, but to break up both and make new ones. 
— Abraham Lincoln


The Islamic Revolution of 1979 stands as one of the most transformative events in the second half of the twentieth century, fundamentally transforming Iran’s foreign policy and reshaping the geopolitical dynamics of the Middle East. On 4 November 1979, militant Iranians stormed and occupied the American embassy in Tehran and took sixty-three personnel hostage. By 20 January 1981, when the hostages were finally released, Pax Americana lay in the dust. The US would no longer be Iran’s respected partner and principal arms supplier, becoming instead its number-one enemy.


The embassy, once a symbol of American power, was now derided as the ‘Den of Spies’, and Khomeini’s moniker for the United States as ‘the Great Satan’ had captured the popular imagination. When the compound fell under the control of the IRGC, it was transformed into a museum, complete with a small bookstore, dedicated to recounting ‘American crimes against Iran’ to the world.


Why and how did the Tehran hostage crisis fundamentally change Iranian foreign policy? More specifically, what strategic rationale underlies Tehran’s regional policies, and how has the ongoing factional power struggle shaped its fluctuations?


Revolution in a Revolution: The Tehran Hostage Crisis


After the 1953 coup, the Shah and the US became politically entwined. It was only a matter of time before the revolutionaries directed their rage towards the US. Signs were emerging on the horizon in the 1960s and 1970s that a wave of anti-Americanism was about to crest. Leftist and Islamist guerillas killed several Americans living in Iran, and occasional cultural clashes erupted between the 45,000 Americans, often living in secluded communities, and the more religious and traditional segments of the population. Espousing anti-Americanism had become a rite of passage among dissident intellectuals and activists.


Despite these anti-American sentiments, the primary target of the wrath of the anti-Shah coalition led by Ayatollah Khomeini was not the US. Studies of the hundreds of slogans chanted during the massive demonstrations in the last year of the Pahlavi rule confirm that only a negligible number of slogans targeted the US. The overwhelming majority were against the Shah and in support of Khomeini and Iranian sovereignty.1 This lack of explicit anti-American sentiment is understandable. As the Shah’s grip on power loosened, Khomeini grew increasingly concerned about a potential coup by the US-trained Iranian armed forces to save the Shah, and therefore did not want to antagonise the US. In fact, he authorised his top advisors to secretly meet with American officials to discuss the mechanics of power transfer to the revolutionaries.2 Ten days after the Shah’s exile and prior to his return to Iran, Khomeini conveyed a message to the US through Ebrahim Yazdi, one of his top advisors who later became Iran’s foreign minister. Khomeini suggested that it would be ‘advisable’ for the US to dissuade the armed forces from supporting Shapour Bakhtiyar, the last prime minister of the Pahlavi period. He added that ‘the activities and works of Bakhtiyar and the present leaders of the army are not only harmful for Iranians but also are very harmful for the American government and especially for the future of the Americans [that means for the Americans in Iran]’.3 Khomeini implied a veiled threat of potential harm or danger to Americans residing in Iran should the army initiate a crackdown. Khomeini’s manoeuvre bore fruit. Merely ten days after his triumphant return to Iran on 1 February 1979, the Iranian armed forces declared their neutrality, marking the end of the monarchy in Iran.4


Khomeini swiftly appointed Mehdi Bazargan (1907–1995) as the prime minster of the Provisional Revolutionary Government. A devout Shia who had served in the Mosaddegh administration, Bazargan led the Liberation Movement, the same organisation Khomeini had earlier authorised to negotiate covertly with the US regarding the status of the armed forces. Bazargan had to craft the country’s foreign policy within the constraints of the prevailing sentiment, encapsulated in the most popular slogan of the revolution: ‘Esteqlal, Azadi, Jomhuri-ye Eslami’ (independence, freedom and the Islamic Republic). This fervent desire to safeguard the country’s independence was later distilled into the slogan of ‘No East, No West’ as the cornerstone of the country’s non-aligned foreign policy. This slogan is prominently inscribed on the entrance of the country’s Foreign Ministry in Tehran.5


Bazargan pledged to maintain friendly relations with the US while restructuring the bilateral relationship to accommodate the more radical elements within the revolutionary coalition. While he declared his plan to keep US military advisors in Iran, he also emphasised that Iran would reduce its purchases of US weaponry. He emphatically stated that Iran would no longer play the role of the ‘policeman of the Persian Gulf’. Concurrently, Iran joined the Non-Aligned Movement, signalling its neutrality in the Cold War.


Bazargan’s reforms fell short of satisfying the insatiable appetite of the revolutionaries for radical change, causing the country to lurch dangerously towards anti-American sentiments. The dominant political discourse was primarily shaped by secular leftists and intellectuals, communists, and, to a lesser extent, radical Islamists, all vying to establish their bona fides as genuine anti-American champions. These forces demanded the expulsion of American military advisors and severing relations with the US. In fact, Marxist forces attacked the American embassy in Tehran in February 1979. They quickly vacated the compound and released the hostages they had taken after Khomeini expressed his disapproval.


Meanwhile, with Khomeini’s blessing, Bazargan was in secret talks with Washington to chart a new course for bilateral relations. One of the most contentious bilateral issues was the fate of the exiled Shah, who had requested entry to the US for cancer treatment. Against Bazargan’s advice, President Carter reluctantly admitted the Shah to the US,6 prophetically asking his advisors, ‘What are you guys going to advise me to do if they [Iranians] overrun our embassy and take our people hostage?’7 Disappointed with Carter’s decision, Bazargan nonetheless ‘pledged to help if the American embassy was attacked’.8


Amid covert negotiations between the US and Iran, it was revealed that Bazargan and US National Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski had met in Algeria. This revelation ignited widespread hysteria among anti-American factions and dramatically altered the revolution’s trajectory. At that time, a few hundred militant Islamists, who later called themselves the ‘Students Following the Line of Imam [Khomeini]’, seized the opportunity to capture the mantle of anti-Americanism from the secular leftists.9 On 4 November 1979, they stormed the American embassy in Tehran, seizing its personnel hostage. This date coincided with the fifteenth anniversary of Khomeini’s exile from Iran by the Shah – a day President Carter wrote in his memoir that he ‘will never forget’.10 Hojatolislam Seyyed Mohammad Mousavi Khoeiniha, ‘the spiritual advisor’ of the hostage takers, told me in Tehran that the militant Islamists believed Bazargan was moving dangerously ‘close to Washington’, and that the Shah’s entry to the US was a ‘conspiracy concocted by the US to restore the Shah back to power’, as it had done in 1953 through a coup.11


Initially silent about the embassy takeover, Khomeini glorified the attack as a new ‘revolution’ against the ‘Great Satan’ once his son, Ahmad, assured him that the hostage takers were devoted to him.12 In contrast, Prime Minister Bazargan denounced the attack and demanded the hostages’ immediate and unconditional release. When the militant students ignored his prudent plea, Bazargan resigned.


As Iran stubbornly refused to release the hostages, Carter imposed an arms embargo on Iran, prohibited US companies from buying Iranian oil, froze Iran’s bank accounts and assets in the US, and broke diplomatic relations. He even launched Operation Eagle Claw to release the hostages. A small Delta Force team, led by Colonel Charles Beckwith, was tasked with freeing the hostages. Their mission, as he put it, was not to arrest the Iranian guards but ‘to shoot them right between the eyes’.13 However, the operation encountered serious technical hurdles in Tabas, Iran, and was aborted following the loss of eight US service members.


All US actions to release the hostages proved futile as they were mere pawns in a ferocious power struggle among rival forces jostling for control of the Iranian state. Khomeini himself saw an opportunity to consolidate his power by prolonging the crisis. To survive and thrive, revolutions need an enemy, and Khomeini had found that enemy in the US. Amid the national hysteria caused by the hostage crisis, a new constitution was approved through a referendum. The document enshrined the doctrine of the Velayat-e Faqih, or rule by an Islamic jurist, as the foundation of the Islamic Republic’s governance, giving extraordinary power to Khomeini. The hostage takers meticulously pieced together the shredded documents they had seized from the US embassy. Dubbed ‘Documents of the Spy Den’ (and published under the title Documents from the U.S. Espionage Den), they were selectively released by the militants to disparage Khomeini’s opponents as spies. While Khomeini masterfully utilised the hostage crisis to marginalise or force many of his moderate critics into exile, the leftists, particularly the Soviet-backed Tudeh party, celebrated the hostage crisis, oblivious to the fact that they were next on the ayatollah’s target list.14


Finally, when the Islamic Republic was institutionalised and the hostage crisis no longer served Khomeini’s interests, Iran and the US signed the Algiers Accords, resulting in the release of the hostages after 444 days of captivity on 20 January 1981 – mere minutes after Ronald Reagan had been inaugurated as the new president. The accords included commitments by the US to not intervene in Iran’s affairs, to unfreeze its assets, and to lift the sanctions – pledges that have been largely ignored by the United States.


While the hostage crisis was a boon for Khomeini’s personal rule, it was an utter disaster for Iran’s national interests. Iran now gained a reputation as a rogue state and as a violator of international law and the established norms of diplomacy. The resulting isolation on the global stage may well have emboldened Iraq to invade Iran in September 1980, while the hostages remained in captivity. Most importantly, Tehran and Washington were now embroiled in a cold war – a conflict that would shape Middle Eastern history over the next four decades.


The Deep State and Iran’s Foreign Policy


The hostage crisis revealed the significance of non-state actors in revolutionary Iran and how foreign policy decisions were made. In the early chaotic days of the revolution, American policymakers struggled with their limited understanding of Iran’s decision-making process and its new leaders. After all, to maintain its friendly relationship with the Shah, the United States had minimal contact with the Iranian opposition. As a result of this limited knowledge, America’s chargé d’affaires for Iran, Bruce Laingen, who was the most senior American official to be held hostage at the embassy, lamented that American policymakers utterly failed to ‘realise where the real power rested in Tehran’.15 In his interview, he told me that many embassy personnel ‘hardly knew the leading figures of the revolutionary movements, particularly among the clerics’.16


Beneath the apparent disorder in decision making, however, lay a concealed order. Like the Shah before him, Khomeini stood at the apex of the country’s power structure, as the ultimate decision maker. In fact, real power did not reside in the regular state. Instead, it rested with a deep state, meticulously created and controlled by Khomeini. Appreciating how it operates is indispensable to understanding Iran’s foreign policy.


The foundation of the deep state was laid shortly before the downfall of the Pahlavi state. While in exile in France, Khomeini established the secret Council of the Islamic Revolution in early January 1979. He appointed trusted clerics alongside prominent lay politicians to this small council, which effectively served as an extension of his authority.17 Gradually, the secret body was superseded by a deep state that operated parallel to, but independent of, the regular state.


The deep state maintained its own armed forces in the IRGC, operating independently from the regular armed forces. The IRGC was established by Khomeini in May 1979 and served as the revolution’s praetorian guard. Its primary roles included preserving order, preventing potential coups by remnants of the Imperial Armed Forces, safeguarding the Shia integrity of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, and spreading the Islamic Revolution throughout the Islamic world.18


The deep state established its own police forces through thousands of neighbourhood ‘committees’ formed across the country following the collapse of the monarchy. These committees, managed by armed vigilantes, worked to suppress the opponents of the Islamic Republic. Moreover, the deep state wielded considerable legal power, sometimes surpassing even the regular judiciary. Its autonomous Revolutionary Courts struck fear among the ‘enemies of the revolution’ through prosecutions and summary executions. The deep state also achieved financial autonomy by seizing properties and private foundations from the old regime.


Atop this intricate nationwide network stood Khomeini’s small and modest office. It not only oversaw the deep state but also maintained its own ‘kitchen cabinet’, comprised of his ‘eyes and ears’ who reported to him and provided counsel.


Prime Minister Bazargan consistently lamented the duality of power. He described how the unending interference by the deep state had rendered his government powerless, akin to a ‘knife without a blade’. During an interview in Tehran, he confided to me that Khomeini had ‘intentionally constructed a complex web of parallel and rival institutions, creating a labyrinthine structure that allowed him to control the system and made infiltration by foreign agents exceedingly challenging’.19 Mir Hossein Mousavi, a devoted follower of Khomeini who served as prime minister during the Iran–Iraq War, also voiced his complaints about the dual power structure to President Ali Khamenei. He explicitly stated in August 1988 that some ‘operations’ were conducted outside Iran without his knowledge, a direct allusion to the deep state’s involvement during the war.20 To manage this dualism in the decision-making process, the Supreme National Security Council was established in 1989. Consisting of top government, military and intelligence officials, the council makes the key decisions, subject to approval by the Supreme Leader. The council reduced but did not eliminate the dynamic of dual power. In fact, the power of the deep state has expanded significantly under Ayatollah Khamenei. In 2021, Foreign Minister Javad Zarif acknowledged that the IRGC sometimes operates in secrecy, formulating and executing regional policies without consulting the Foreign Ministry.21


The deep state’s pivotal role in shaping foreign policy remains the primary determinant for Iran’s strategic consistency. Successive elected presidents have wielded significant influence over the tactical aspects of the Islamic Republic’s foreign policy. However, they have remained unable to alter its core strategic orientation, a responsibility exclusively reserved for the Supreme Leader by the constitution.


The decision-making style in pre-revolutionary and revolutionary Iran exhibits remarkable similarities. Mohammad Reza Shah made key foreign and security decisions without significant input from his prime ministers or the Majles. These decisions were made without any meaningful public discussions. In the cabinet, the prime minister and the foreign minister alone enjoyed the exclusive privilege of holding regular weekly meetings with the king.22 The Shah also exercised direct and absolute control over the country’s military, security, and intelligence agencies.


In 1921, at the onset of his meteoric rise to power, Reza Khan issued a decree that began with ‘Farman Meedaham’ or ‘I So Order’, establishing his role as the country’s new strongman.23 As king, he wielded absolute authority over Iran’s foreign policy, a pattern continued by his son, Mohammad Reza Shah, and by Khomeini and Khamenei. In both imperial and revolutionary Iran, the king and the Supreme Leader issue farman, and the system, using different methods and institutions, follows suit, demonstrating the continuity of centralised power and hierarchical structures.


Iran’s Strategic Goals: Power and Deterrence


Revolutionary Iran’s primary objectives in the region include expanding its power by empowering marginalised forces and Islamising the political landscape, reducing US influence and, ideally, expelling US troops from the region and opposing, and if possible, eradicating Israel. Concurrently, Iran is actively engaged in building deterrence against the United States.24 These core goals are influenced by Iran’s threat perception. Tehran has employed various methods to achieve its core objectives in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, and Gaza.


While Iran has historically aspired to extend its influence beyond its volatile neighbourhood, the Islamic Revolution provided the country with an additional motivating force: expanding the tentacles of its power in the name of Islam and the export of its revolution. The 1979 constitution embodies the interventionist ethos of the revolution and its aversion to the United States, albeit without explicit mention. It calls for ‘the complete elimination of imperialism and the prevention of foreign influence’ (Article 3, Chapter I), and stipulates that while Iran must refrain from interfering in the internal affairs of other nations, it must also support ‘the just struggles of the mustadh’afun [the downtrodden] against the mustakbirun [arrogant] in every corner of the globe’ (Article 154, Chapter X).25 The Islamic Republic’s hardliners have used this article to justify the Islamic Republic’s intervention in the internal affairs of other countries.


The aspirations of Iranian revolutionaries to expand their power and the United States’ determination to thwart it are also consistent with the historical precedent of past revolutions. Following revolutions in France in 1791 and Russia in 1917, global powers, in collaboration with their regional allies, swiftly moved to prevent their spread and to preserve both the regional and the global order. The United States also promptly recognised the urgency of containing the potential destabilising impact of the Islamic Revolution and the subsequent Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in 1979. In 1980, President Carter established the Rapid Deployment Force, which later evolved into the US Central Command. Consistent with the Carter Doctrine, which was designed to defend the United States’ interests in the Persian Gulf, the primary mission of Central Command was to ‘serve as a hedge against the expansionist goals of Iran’.26 Iraq’s invasion of Iran in September 1980 was also a bold attempt to halt, or at least slow down, the spread of the Islamic Revolution. However, this war with Iraq served as the motor for expanding Iran’s regional influence. The littoral countries of the Persian Gulf were equally concerned about the spread of the Islamic Revolution and the Iran–Iraq War. To protect themselves against the export of the Islamic Revolution, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Qatar, Bahrain, and Oman joined forces to establish the Gulf Cooperation Council in February 1981.27


Against the backdrop of opposition from the US and its regional allies, as well as the war with Iraq, the Islamic Republic formulated an evolving strategy to achieve its broad objectives in the region, based on four pillars.28


The first pillar of Iran’s strategy is expansion of power. Both Khomeini and Khamenei, like the Shah before them, recognised the crucial role of power in international politics. However, unlike the Shah, they perceived that national power is best realised through the promotion of Islam and in opposition to the United States. Before he assumed the role of the Supreme Leader, Khamenei, as Iran’s president (1981–1989), addressed the United Nations General Assembly in 1988, declaring that ‘Global hegemonies [US and USSR] do not understand anything but force and power, and it is necessary to use the language of power when confronted with their language of power.’29 As commander of the Iranian armed forces, Khamenei has sought to bolster Iranian power, asserting that any threat against Iran must be met with a corresponding threat, and that the era of ‘hit and run’ attacks against Iran has ended.30 The IRGC has elevated Khamenei’s philosophy of ‘threat against threat’ into one of the central pillars of Iran’s regional policies, as evidenced by its adoption of the ‘forward defence strategy’.31 In the early days of the revolution, Iran employed this strategy sparingly when it dispatched IRGC forces to Syria to assist in establishing Hezbollah in Lebanon. However, it has become a key component of Iran’s regional policies over the past two decades. This strategy assumes that the likelihood of hostile actions by the US and its Middle Eastern allies, such as targeting Iran’s nuclear infrastructures, decreases when Iran extends its power beyond its borders, or establishes strategic depth in regions where it could potentially undermine vital US interests. Khamenei has encapsulated the essence of this strategy by asserting that Iran’s enemies oppose its presence in the region because it ‘gives us strategic depth and much more national power’.32


The second pillar of Iran’s regional strategy involves establishing a covert regional network, originally built during the Iran–Iraq War. The IRGC and Iran’s itinerant Shia clerics leveraged religious sensibilities, along with deeply engrained anti-colonial and anti-Western sentiments prevalent in the region, to mobilise the historically disenfranchised Shias and others and weaponise their grievances.33 The IRGC established an ideologically cohesive network of allies and militias trained in asymmetric and hybrid warfare, skills they had mastered during the Iran–Iraq War.34 Irregular warfare is often the preferred and cost-effective choice for the weaker party against the powerful, as it avoids the risk of escalation to conventional war.


What has made this network exceptionally effective is what Mohiaddin Mesbahi calls ‘anthropology of death-martyrdom’ or the willingness of its members to face martyrdom.35 Another important factor contributing to the resiliency of this network is the belief among its members that their fate is inextricably tied to the survival of the network itself. They are anti-American and anti-Israel, often operating in grey areas outside the jurisdiction of the states where they reside and willing to commit acts of terrorism. This network has provided a cost-effective, human-based deterrence mechanism against the US and its allies.36 Initially comprising exclusively Shia groups, the network has evolved into the Axis of Resistance, now encompassing Sunni organisations such as Hamas and the Palestinian Islamic Jihad.37 While these groups are often branded as Iran’s proxies, implying they are mere mercenaries devoid of agency, the reality is more complex and nuanced.38 These non-state actors are deeply embedded in the societies where they operate, enjoying varying degrees of autonomy from Tehran, although they all rely on Iran’s weapons and multifaceted support. They possess significant independence in addressing local issues according to their own discretion. Nevertheless, they often align with Tehran’s broad priorities.39


The third pillar of Iran’s strategy is built on balancing and counterbalancing strategies aimed at both expanding its power and mitigating its threat perception. Iran forged an enduring alliance with Syria, based on what Walt terms a ‘balance of threat’.40 They joined forces against their perceived common threats from Iraq, Israel, and the US. Iran also formed a tactical military alliance with Russia during the Syrian civil war in 2015 to counterbalance the forces aligned against President Bashar Assad, including the US. This tactical alliance with Russia was a component of Iran’s broader ‘counterbalancing’ strategy against the US, which involved its recent pivot towards Russia and China.41 This pivot accelerated after President Trump’s unilateral withdrawal from the Iran nuclear deal in 2018.


The fourth pillar of Iran’s regional strategy is founded on the establishment of a relatively self-sufficient military-industrial complex. Its construction began during the Iran–Iraq War, a period when the US and other Western powers imposed an arms embargo on Iran while allowing Iraq to be heavily armed. Recently, this complex, which oversees Iran’s nuclear programme, has been producing advanced missiles and drones, serving as the cornerstone of Iran’s defence doctrine. It is from this complex that Iran has armed and equipped its regional network.


Dissecting the essence of Iran’s regional strategy also requires acknowledging the role of its perception of threats.42 The importance of threat perception in international relations should not be underestimated.43 As recently highlighted by Melvyn Leffler, President George W. Bush’s perception that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction played an important role in his decision to invade Iraq in 2003 – a point that is rejected by some observers.44 Since its founding in 1979, the Islamic Republic’s regional policy has been profoundly influenced by its threat perception, which is a blend of genuine concerns and exaggerations.


Insecurity is a congenital and lingering ailment of the Islamic Republic, stemming from constant fears of a popular uprising and perceived US machinations to overthrow it.45 In an interview, Prime Minister Bazargan told me that Khomeini ‘was shocked to see how swiftly the Shah’s regime fell and feared that remnants of the Imperial Army, in collusion with the US, might attempt to restore the monarchy. He felt insecure, even when he was securely in power.’46 Khomeini’s paranoia reached its peak when he issued an unprecedented edict emphatically asserting that the preservation of Iran’s theocracy was the foremost duty of the faithful, even if it entailed violating some fundamental pillars of Islam. However, some of his fears were justified. The early years of the Islamic Republic were marked by the spread of separatist movements, insurgencies, mass uprisings, targeted assassinations of officials, and coup attempts. This period of instability was further complicated by regional geopolitical shifts, including the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq’s invasion of Iran in 1980. This sense of insecurity persisted beyond Khomeini’s death. In 1989, Iraq invaded Kuwait, leading to the deployment of hundreds of thousands of US troops in the Persian Gulf. This was followed by the US invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. By that time, US forces had virtually encircled Iran. At the same time, there were calls for bombing Iranian nuclear facilities and its military infrastructure.47


Presently, the US maintains military bases or facilities in Iran’s neighbours in countries such as Iraq, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, and Turkey. Furthermore, within a radius of approximately 2,000 kilometres from Iran, there are three nuclear-armed nations: Pakistan, India, and Israel.48 Adding to Iran’s apprehensions has been the US support for various opposition groups against the Islamic Republic, along with the imposition of economic, financial, and military sanctions by Western powers.49


Ayatollah Khamenei once remarked that ‘the Americans and their allies always threaten Iran, meanwhile, they expect that Iran reduce its defensive power. Is this a joke? Isn’t that ridiculous?’50 His strategic thinking focuses on expanding Iranian power, both defensively and offensively, in the region as insurance for the survival of the Islamic Republic and as a deterrent against adversaries.51


Factional Rivalry and Iranian Regional Policies


The foreign policy of the Islamic Republic, reflecting its internal politics, has swung from radicalism to pragmatism, and more recently to militarisation.52 These shifts were the outcomes of factional rivalries among the elites, Iran’s relations with the US, and regional developments.53


Since the onset of the Islamic Revolution, the debate regarding Iran’s relationship with the US and the extent to which the Islamic Republic must adhere to pan-Shia and pan-Islamic principles have profoundly influenced Iran’s foreign policy. There are two paradigms at play, each represented by a powerful political faction. Hardliners advocate for an interventionist foreign policy primarily rooted in an unwavering commitment to pan-Shia and pan-Islamic principles and, secondarily, in safeguarding the country’s national interests. They view the US as an imperialist power dedicated to maintaining its global dominance. Consequently, they resist establishing normal relations with the US, often citing Khomeini’s analogy of US–Iranian relations resembling those between a ravenous wolf and a fat sheep. In a way, being anti-American and anti-Israel has become part of their identity. 54 In contrast, moderates advocate for a less ideological and more realistic foreign policy that carefully balances the enhancement of Iranian national interests with its commitment to pan-Shia principles. They contend that establishing normal relations with the US is essential for Iran’s integration into the global economy and the welfare of its people.


The tumultuous radical phase of Iranian foreign policy coincided with the consolidation of power by Ayatollah Khomeini in the 1980s. During this phase, a new generation of radical, idealistic, ambitious, inexperienced, and mostly young Iranians assumed control of the country’s foreign policy establishment. Mesmerised by the revolutionary spirit, pro-Khomeini forces suppressed the voices of secular nationalists and leftists. At the same time, they rewarded unbridled radicalism, fervent anti-Americanism, and strong anti-Israeli policies. The Tehran hostage crisis and Iraq’s invasion of Iran further radicalised the domestic scene, sparked a cold war with the US, and ignited an eight-year war of attrition with Iraq. Iran’s primary objective – and its obsession – was to win the war against Iraq. Concurrently, Iran built a regional network, helped establish Hezbollah in Lebanon, formed an alliance with Syria, and bolstered its deterrence capabilities against Iraq, the US, and Israel. To protect the revolution, Khomeini maintained a balance between hardliners and moderates, ensuring that neither faction could prevail over the other.


The moderate phase of Iran’s regional policies began when the revolutionary fever abated somewhat, following the ceasefire between Iran and Iraq in 1988 and the passing of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989.55 One day after Khomeini’s death, the Assembly of Experts for Leadership voted to make Hojatolislam Khamenei, the incumbent president, the Supreme Leader. Two weeks later, Hojatolislam Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani (1934–2017) was voted in as president. Rafsanjani, arguably Iran’s most powerful leader after Khomeini’s death, played a crucial role in the selection of Khamenei as successor to Khomeini. Rafsanjani ultimately came to regret his pivotal support of Khamenei. He perhaps initially believed that by establishing a strong, imperial presidency and leveraging the vast national network he had built during his leadership of the Majles, he could out-manoeuvre Khamenei, who had a narrow base of popular support, and position himself as Iran’s strongman. He was proven wrong.


Recognising the fatigue and apathy of Iranians, desperate for normalcy after a long war, Khamenei and Rafsanjani collaborated to ensure a smooth transition of power.56 While Khamenei quietly and diligently focused on consolidating his power by bringing the deep state, the IRGC, and other security forces under his control, Rafsanjani moved swiftly to revitalise the country’s struggling economy and moderate its foreign policies to attract foreign investments.57 Khamenei followed Khomeini’s precedent and maintained a delicate equilibrium between rival factions, though not for too long.


During this moderate phase, Iran improved relations with the Persian Gulf’s littoral states, consolidated its position in Lebanon, strengthened its alliance with Hafez Assad, and established ties with the Houthis in Yemen. Tehran also welcomed the auspicious disintegration of the Soviet Union, which removed a major threat from its northern borders and allowed it to reallocate resources to the Middle East.58 Rafsanjani orchestrated an ill-fated rapprochement with the US, despite the American policy of ‘dual containment’ to restrain both Iran and Iraq.59 In that vein, Iran maintained neutrality during the First Persian Gulf War, despite its vehement opposition to the deployment of hundreds of thousands of US troops in the region. Rafsanjani even reached a tentative agreement with Conoco, an American oil company, for a potentially game-changing $1 billion deal in 1995 – a first since the revolution. The agreement was scuttled when President Bill Clinton issued an executive order.


Pragmatism in foreign policy continued beyond Rafsanjani’s presidency. President Mohammad Khatami tried to reshape the Islamic Republic into a more tolerant, transparent, and representative state. Committed to fostering a ‘Dialogue Among Civilisations’ as the cornerstone of his foreign policy, Khatami improved relations with Iran’s neighbours and the West. Most notably, Iran reached a tentative nuclear agreement with Germany, England, and France.


Despite his best intentions, Khatami’s attempted reforms ultimately failed. Significantly, for the first time, the balance of factional power began to visibly shift towards hardliners. When massive protests erupted in response to the closure of a popular reformist newspaper in July 1999, leading to the deaths of between four to seven students, twenty-four IRGC commanders, including Qasem Soleimani, issued a letter to Khatami. They warned him that they would take matters into their own hands unless Khatami prosecuted the protestors – and they did.60 Subsequently, Khatami faced increased marginalisation by the deep state. Despite this, he remained popular, as the public recognised that unelected officials were undermining his reforms. Consequently, Khatami easily won re-election in 2001. However, in his second term, he was even less effective in governing or reforming Iranian foreign policy than during his first term.


The current militarisation phase of Iran’s regional policies took root following the US invasions of Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003. This period also saw a significant shift in the factional balance of power in favour of the hardliners and the deep state, a process that had begun during Khatami’s tenure. The shift accelerated after 2005, when, in a contested presidential election, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad claimed victory over Hashemi Rafsanjani, the Islamic Republic’s most powerful voice of moderation. However, the pivotal year for this power shift was 2009, during Ahmadinejad’s re-election campaign. Prior to the presidential campaign, his arch-enemy Rafsanjani penned a missive to Khamenei, warning that Iran was teetering on the edge of turmoil without free elections.61 His prediction proved to be accurate. Following the election, Ahmadinejad’s principal rivals, former prime minister Mir Hossein Mousavi and former speaker of the Majles Mehdi Karroubi, accused Ahmadinejad of orchestrating an ‘electoral coup’, triggering massive protests that gave rise to the Green Movement. While the movement sought to democratise the Islamic Republic, government forces forcefully suppressed it, leading to a significant schism within the governing elites and further weakening both the pragmatic and reformist factions. Both Rafsanjani and Khatami supported the Green Movement. In response, Khamenei publicly aligned himself with Ahmadinejad against Rafsanjani and the reformists. For all intents and purposes, the decades-long friendship between Rafsanjani and Khamenei came to an end, dealing an irreparable blow to the forces of moderation that could have tempered the radical impulses in Iranian foreign policy. Thereafter, the Islamic or non-elected components of the Islamic Republic were progressively strengthened, while its republican elements weakened. Moreover, the drive towards homogenising the elites began in earnest, paving the way for the dominance of hardliners backed by the deep state and the IRGC. Although the election of pragmatic Hassan Rouhani, a protégé of Rafsanjani, to the presidency in 2013 resulted in the landmark nuclear deal between Iran and six global powers in 2015 (the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action – JPCOA), it did not result in a significant change in Iran’s regional policies.


In tandem with the major shift in the factional balance of power in favour of hardliners, the civil wars in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen further fuelled this militarisation. Khamenei and Soleimani were pivotal in steering and leading Iran’s regional policies towards militarisation, prioritising security, and military objectives over diplomatic and economic imperatives. With hundreds of thousand US and NATO troops deployed around Iran’s eastern and western borders, Iran saw itself as encircled and threatened. Tehran’s fears deepened further when President George W. Bush announced his new ‘preventive war’ strategy, granting the US the authority to pre-emptively attack other countries to eliminate imminent threats to its national interests.62 President Trump’s ‘maximum pressure’ policy spurred Iran on, as normal relations with the US seemed off the table. Trump unilaterally withdrew from the JPCOA nuclear deal in May 2018 and reimposed sanctions to destabilise Iran and compel it to negotiate a new nuclear deal. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo candidly stated that the US will ‘crush Iran … until we achieve’ our goals.63


Throughout all three phases, the Islamic Republic actively pursued the objectives of expanding its power and building deterrence. The foundation for these twin goals, however, was laid during the Iran–Iraq War, which served as the military cornerstone of Iran’s rise. Now, let’s delve deeper into this intricate dynamic.
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