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In Devember of 1999 Himse Speaker Mewt Gugrich made the headlinas A the Lig Angaic
Tuncs by calling tor the allocatson of eaghtecn milhion dollars o be added 1) U budzet oA Ux
Ceniral Intclhgence Agency to linance a urvert aluvm program aimed « destabilizing Ox
genernment of Iran Gingnich’s call tor the United $tates to work toward overtdwowiog the currexe
lranian regime stems from his belict that Iran represents an “evsl empire”™ and 153 & Mmajor supponey
of international terrunism.’ His proposal represented a dramatic increase over the two mulhioe
dollars previously allotted 10 the CIA annually for what had adminedly been 2 ~largely symbol
cffort”™ against Iran.® Although there was opposition 1o the Speaker's proposal. the tweaty-cizht
billion dollar CIA budget for 1996 was finally approved, with twenty million dollars allocated for
the Iran program.

The fact that the CIA budgert passed intact says much about the presemt state of relations
berween the United States and the nation of Iran. [t suggests that, for most Americans in the Last
decade of the twentieth century, the image of [ran is very much in agreement with that held by
Speaker Gingrich. Because of its strong anti-western, anti-American position, as well 2s s
alieged ties to terrorist activities around the world, the militant Islamic regime in fran has for the
past 15 years been reviled by most of the western world. Yet it is also a well known fac that prior
to the mass uprising that brought the Islamic regime w power in 1979, the United States had
enjoyed an extremely close rela[ions;hip with Iran. During the 36-year reign of Iran's Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, [ran was considered 1o be one of the staunchest allies of Lthe United
States and a champion for western interests in the Middle East. Thus, the present concemns with

the Islamic regime, combined with the long history of successful U. S.-Iranian relations suggest a

! Los Angeles Times; December 10, 1995, Gingrich Wanis Funds for Covert Action in Iran. A-1
* Los Angeles Times; December 22,1995, Congress OKs House Plan.. A-18.



coatinuity of percepuions 1n the United States that Iran remains of vital importance (o Amerian
nicrests

While the transtformation of Iran from ally w coemy is generally understood by maost
Amecricans. the question of how and why Iran came to be so closely linked (0 Amencan inferests is
not. How was it that the United States developed this love-hate relationship with a nation half
way around the globe, to such an extent that it once poured many millions of dollars in economic
and military aid. and now budget many millions to overthrow? Certainly Iran’s oil reserves and
its strategic location at the crossroads of three continents are obvious factors for American interest
in a nation that is otherwise so remote and alien from its own. Iran’s role as a Cold War ally of
the United States against the spread of Soviet aggression, with which Iran shares a 1,200 mile
common border. is also an important link benween these two nations. Bur the key 1o understanding
the development of the historic relationship benween Iran and the United States lies in the foreign
policy of the United States as it embraced its role as a world leader during and following the
Second World War.

For years prior to that war, Iran had been the subject of foreign intervention and intrigue by
both Great Britain and the Soviet Union. During that time it developed an ability to play the
competing powers against one another. With the outbreak of World War Two. the competition
was postponed when the British and Soviets invaded Iran, dividing it into spheres of influence. As
the United States was drawn into the war and into occupied Iran as an ally of both the British and
the Soviets, it was faced with several paradoxes that presented a crucial test for American foreign
policy. The initial challenge was to support the war effort while at same time respect the
independence and sovereignty of Iran, to which each of the allies was committed by international
treaty. In addition, as the war drew to a close the United States chose to play a guiding role in the

development of a strong and stable regime in Iran that could stand up to unfriendly foreign



intlucmeey vet remain cooperative with the considerable interests of the United States and its
wostern althes  Despite their war ume alhance, the United States increasingly viewed Iran’s
northern neighbor, the Soviet Union, as the most dangerous of those foreign influences. Because
ot the very fine line between guiding the development of a strong and stable government and
intertering in the affairs of a foreign state, American foreign policy makers were faced with a
unique diplomatic challenge in Iran.

It was because the United States was successful in meeting this challenge that the nation of Iran
became a staunch ally of the west, and of the United States in particular in the decade following
World War 1. Although American foreign policy toward Iran was at times flawed and ambiguous,
it was successful m creating a government that was willing and able to stand up to external
aggression while at the same pursuing a course of action that complemented American economic
and security interests. By creating a link between Iran’s interests and those of the free and
independent nations of the world, of which the United States was portrayed as champion and
protector, the forces behind American foreign policy led Iran to steer away from Soviet influence
and intervention. Yet because Iran was so skillful at playing major powers against one another,
the United States was increasingly, and perhaps unavoidably, drawn into the political void created
by the demise of Soviet influence. Iran was as aware of its strategic importance to the international
powers as it was its political vulnerability to them. Because the United States responded to Iran’s
concerns for the latter, it was able to gain significant benefits from the former.

The crucial period of the development of American policy in Iran originated with a series of
three events that began with the Allied occupation of Iran. Each of these events revolved around
Soviet attempts to obtain an oil concession in Iran, and through each can be seen a progressively
stronger role played by the United States in thwarting Soviet efforts. They represent an evolution

of foreign policy that allowed the United States to establish itself as a dominant power in the



international arena and they provide perhaps the best illustration of the processes that helped to

create the Cold War.

Historians have long recognized the complex relationships between the superpowers and the
nations of the Middle East, of which Iran is an integral member. The questions which they address
in seeking to explain the dynamics of this relationship revolve mainly around the issues of the Cold
War and superpower intervention, the sovereignty of “Third World” nations such as Iran, and, of
course, the quest for oil. Their efforts reflect the many forces at work that guided and influenced
the development of American policy in Iran during and after World War II.

Richard W. Cottam, who served as an American diplomat in Teheran in the 1950’s, suggested
in his fran and the United States: a Cold War Case Study (1988) that America replaced Great
Britain as the co_unter—force to the Soviet Union in an imperialist struggle for preeminence in Iran.
In this interpretation, Cottam saw Iran as a pivotal figure in the developing Cold War struggle for
superpower dominance over the emerging Third World states. He further argued that Iran’s oil
reserves were not the driving force behind United States intervention. Rather, the driving force
behind American policy was a “paternal” response by the United States toward Iran as it assumed
its post World War II role as “protector of the west”.”

James F. Goode interpreted American motivations somewhat differently than did Cottam. In
his 1990 work The United States and Iran, 1946-51, Goode maintained that there was no
imperialist conspiracy or evil intent on the part of the United States government. Rather the events
in Iran represented a misguided policy, based on the ignorance and anti-Communist fervor among
policy makers. Goode believed that American interference in Iran, which greatly increased as a

result of the flawed policies implemented in the 1940’s, was at the root of the 1979 revolution. A

* Cottam, Richard W. Iran and the United States: A Cold War Case Study. Pittsburgh, Pa.: University
of Pittsburgh Press, 1988, 8-9.



similar approach s taken by James A. Bill in The Eagle and the Lion: The Tragedy of American-
Iramian Relations (1988)

Yet another account of the relationship between the United States and Iran is given by David S.
Painter in Oil and the American Ceniury (1986). In this work Painter pointed to a conscious
decision on the part of United States policy makers to create a symbiotic relationship between
American oil corporations and the national interest to the mutual benefit of both. Painter portrayed
United States policy in Iran as a mutual effort with American oil companies to effectively “control
world oil reserves, combat economic nationalism, and contain the Soviet Union.”* Another
proponent of the importance of oil in the formulation of American foreign policy in the 1940’s is
Edward W. Chester in his 1983 work United States Oil Policy: A Twentieth-Cenrury Overview.
While these works focus on American oil policy worldwide, both provide extensive coverage of
United States policy relating to Iran.

As illustrated by the varied interpretations of these historians, the question of the motivation
behind the involvement of the United States in Iran remains an important point of contention. Was
the United States foreign policy directed by ideological convictions based on the struggle of
democracy over communism, or was it rather the manifestation of a new American imperialism?
To what extent was oil a mitigating factor in American foreign policy? The influence of American
foreign policy in the sequence of events that helped Iran to successfully repel Soviet aggression
during the 1940°s was profound, even though the United States had carefully maintained an
outward position of neutrality. American foreign policy in this conflict reflected the need to

maintain a precarious position of respect for both the power of the Soviet Union and the rights of

* Painter, David S. Oil and the American Century: The Political Economy of U.S. Foreign Oil Policy,
1941-1954. Baliimore and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 1986, 1. While a portion of
Painter’s argument is built on events that took place in the early 1950’s, and therefore outside the scope
of this study, he saw the development of the early stages of the U.S.-Iranian relationship to be consistent
with his overall argument.



sovercign states such as Iran. As a result, the United States often found itself in the role mediator,
hoping to resolve the Soviet-Iranian conflicts without directly confronting the Soviets or promising
the Iranians that which they could not deliver.

Another critical yet often overlooked factor that influenced the actions of the United States
government in Iran was the issue of national sovereignty, What role did the sovercignty of foreign
nations, particularly weak nations susceptible (o pressures from either side of the superpower
struggle, play in the formulation of United States policy? Did United States foreign policy place
the sovereignty of nations such as Iran below her own national interests, whether political or
economic? To what extent was access to oil, the life blood of all industrialized nations by the mid-
twenticth century, a critical factor in shaping American policy?

The available record, while far from complete, provides a fascinating and complex picture of
the role that United States came to play in the course of world affairs in the years following World
war II. Government documents and personal records of those most closely involved in the
formation of American foreign policy provide a detailed account of the development of United
States involvement in the Middle East. United States reaction to Soviet aggression in Iran reveals
many of the concerns, fears, and intentions that influenced United States foreign policy in this
period. To the extent that the motivation behind the policy of the United States government
regarding Iran guided American policy in general during this period, it also provides insight into

the encompassing Cold War ambitions of the United States government.

Iran to 1940: Great Powers, Nationalism, and Oil

The situation in Iran in the 1940’s grew out of a complex history in which the United States, Great

Britain, and the Soviet Union came to play an integral role in Iran's internal affairs. Iran, a non-



Arabic state known as Persia until 1935, had a long and colorful history of conquest and
domination and was for much of its history a major power in the Middle East. Throughout its
long history Persia was ruled by a system of absolute monarchy, under which the king, or shah,
served as the linchpin of Persian society, providing a source of national stability and also a strong
sense of national idcntity.s Like most cultures in the Middle East, the Persians were followers of
Islam. Yet they retained a unique identity in the region by adhering to a line of Islam known as
Shia. Early in the 16th century Persia, under the Safavid dynasty, established Shiism as the state
religion, thereby separating itself from the predominantly Sunni Moslems of the Turkish and
Indian empires. This religious distinction had strong political consequences in the Islamic world.
It led to centuries of conflict between Persia and its Sunni neighbors, and further contributed to a
fierce nationalist. identity that survives to this day.®

By the turn of the 19th century, Persia, long isolated from the western world by the Turkish
Ottoman empire and weakened by centuries of warfare and internal division, became vulnerable to
the colonial designs of both Russia and Great Britain. Persia’s geographic location at the center of
the land bridge connecting Europe, Africa, and Asia made it especially attractive to the great
European powers and therefore exceedingly difficult for Persia to avoid entanglement in their
political maneuverings. Russia, in search of access to the Indian Ocean since the days of Tsar
Peter the Great, eagerly sought to expand its influence southward into the Middle East. The
British, well entrenched in India and armed with a navy that controlled the waters of the Persian

Gulf, sought to expand its sphere of colonial interest to the north and west. Persia, along with its

® Ledeen, Michael Arthur and William Lewis. Debacle: The American Failure in Iran. New York:
Alfred A. Knopf, 1981, 4.

¢ Fawcett, Louise L’estrange. Iran and the Cold War: The Azerbaijan Crisis of 1946. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1992, 6.



neighboring states of Mesopotamia, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, found itself increasingly drawn o
the struggle between the imperial powers of Russia and Great Britain.’

Faced with this dilemma, the Persian monarchs entered into a series of wreaties with both
Russia and England, granting concessions to each in exchange for protection from the other. The
British were able to take the greatest advantage of such concessions, as evidenced by the 1873
concession granted by the shah Nasir al-Din to the British Baron Julius de Reuter. This agrecmem
gave de Reuter a seventy-year monopoly on all railway and road construction, access to virmally
all of Persia’s natural resources, and options to industrial development of every kind within the
lcingdom.’5 This unprecedented concession was described by British cabinet member Lord Curzon
as “the most complete and extraordinary surrender of the entire industrial resources of a kingdom
into foreign hands that has ever been dreamt of, much less accomplished in history.™ The
agreement, through which the shah was guaranteed between 15 and 20 per cent of profits in remurn
for placing his nation’s economic dependence on England, was short-lived, as external pressure
from Russia forced the shah to cancel the concession. '’ Despite the setback, the British continued
to exert their influence. In 1899, the British pressured the shah into granting de Rueter 2 more
limited, yet highly significant concession, allowing him to establish the Imperial Bank of Persia
and also giving him the right to search for oil. H

The concessions by the shah and his manipulation by outside powers led to internal protest
from Persians concerned with both foreign intervention and internal corruption. A reform
movement developed within the country in the late 1800°s, influenced by recently introduced

western ideas and also by an emerging pan-Islamic ideology. This movement, led by a diverse

7
Cottam, 27,
® Bill, James A. The Eagle and the Lion: The Tragedy of American-Iranian Relations. New Haven and
London: Yale University Press, 1988, 4.
9 2
Bill, 4.
9 Mansfield, Peter. A History of the Middle East. New York: Penguin Books, 1991, 144,
! Mansfield, 144.








































































































































































