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Factors contributing to the split between US and Iran

1. Semi-Colonial history of Iran. Persia/Iran historically had been squeezed between larger, imperialist powers, such as Russia and the U.K early in 20th century. This contributed to Iranian nationalism

Persia/Iran had given English investment deals. Reuter Concession in 1872. Tobacco monopoly in 1891. 1908 D’Arcy discovers oil.

Britain was dominant power in Persia/Iran after WWI.

Persia/Iran received little for Anglo-Persian Oil Co.’s exports

In 1941, responding to Reza Shah’s efforts to be neutral/pro-German, UK and Russia invaded Iran, forcing his resignation. His son (Mohammed Reza Shah) always wanted to minimize foreign control, as well. Iranians wanted US to side with them against either/both UK and USSR; Russia left only in 1946, after US pressure.

2. Iranian oil, dominated by foreign firms. Some would argue that this created an obvious source of conflict between Iran and whoever the world power was. 

Iran led the push for an increase in the price of oil in 1971

3. Overthrow of Mossadeq. British intelligence, followed by US CIA, worked to throw out Mosaddeq in the early 1950s. In the process, the Tudeh (leftist/communist) party was also disqualified. 

4. (Ayatollah) Ruhollah Khomeini: Had consistently expressed hostility for the U.S., initially in terms of consumerism and support for Israel. He typically described the US as satanic. As grand leader, he blocked reconciliation with US.

Early after coming to power, he pushed the exporting of revolution to radical groups (typically Shi’ites) in Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, and ultimately Lebanon. This led to the situation where the US alleges Iran practices “state terrorism;” examples of which are Khobar Towers, Mykonos, three events in Lebanon, including the bombing of the marine barracks. Khomeini opposed Shah’s land reform of 1962, and the “White Revolution” of 1963 (asserting they were backed by US. This opposition led to his exile in 1963.

5. US policies: Supported the Shah: people claim the Shah was insecure, had love/hate relation with US. He was often described as a puppet of the US.

US troops had a form of extra-territoriality after WWII

Nixon and Kissinger saw the Shah as an unconditional ally, closely identified with our interests. Mixed message about the Shah, increasing his unease, and fears of conspiracy in the region. 

US needed a proxy in the region

Carter had always voiced support for human rights, but backed down in Iran’s case.

US sold arms and spy equipment to the Shah/SAVAK

Occupation of US embassy by students in 1979, for 444 days. Unsuccessful  rescue attempt. Can be seen as source of humiliation for US. Note that Pres. Carter always wanted to get the hostages out alive, and the slow negotiation can be seen as contributing to that humiliation. It can be argued that Reagan pursued the same policy, with similar results, respecting the passengers of a 1985 TWA flight.

6. US supported Iraq in its war with Iran during the 1980s. It can be argued that the US never had a clear goal in this affair.

7. Iran-contra affair (1985-86) epitomized U.S. hypocrisy

Moreover, as Iran grew, it wanted freedom from US tutelage, particularly in terms of military production. US arms embargo against Iran, which has now expanded into many trading and banking activities. 

8. What some felt was traditional US arrogance. Few US officials attempted to learn Farsi. 

9. Westoxication (gharbzadegi). Fatwa against Salman Rushdie.

10. Iran’s program in atomic energy, which US (and others) assert is facilitating Iranian development of nuclear weapons.

11. President Bush’s “axis of evil” speech in 2002, which included Iran along with Iraq and North Korea.

12. Conflicts with Saudis for regional influence in the Gulf; US backs the Saudis.

13. Khatami and the reformers were outmaneuvered and outflanked by the radicals in the late 1990s. Most clearly seen in the election of Ahmadinejad.

14. There is no natural support for Iran inside the U.S. (contrast with Saudis) 

15. US has ignored Iran’s support for us during the Afghanistan/Taliban war, and after 9/11.

16. Some argue that Ahmadinejad’s belligerent statements and actions (nuclear energy, Israel, the Holocaust) are partly motivated as ways of keeping him in the national spotlight, draining power from the religious authorities to his office of the president.

17. Many argue that the current (early 2007) morass in Iraq has strengthened the hand of Iran in the region, emboldening them to be more assertive.

Some suggested conclusions:

Causes of these conflicts have different causes – personalities of the leaders on both sides (Shah, Khomeini, Ahmadinejad, Reagan, Carter, Bush), clear vested interests (oil), strategic interests, and longer term historical factors. US hostility towards Islam plays a minor role. mt is impressed by the vision that Iran has been undergoing significant change over the last couple of decades, and that this process is not complete, suggesting that a significant rapprochement will need to wait until that process is more developed.

