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Why did Iran have a revolution in 1979? The immediate causes can be 
easily summarized: The economic recession of the mid-1970s had halted the 
shah’s development projects and created expectations that the state could not 
meet. Pervasive repression was making peaceful protest impossible. The de-
cayed Pahlavi state lacked a sturdy foundation and had become merely a 
source of patronage to a dwindling elite. The American support that the shah 
needed as psychological backing had grown unsteady. The massive protest 
movement that broke out in the late 1970s had revealed that the upper eche-
lons of the Pahlavi state were manned by hesitant functionaries with no real 
stake in perpetuating the monarchy. No one was willing to die for the shah, 
and the shah was dying of cancer. And the determined Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini had managed to unify the many strands of opposition behind his 
uncompromising stance even though, at the outset of the revolt, nearly all of 
the shah’s detractors were willing to come to terms with the regime. All of this 
is true but insufficient. To fully appreciate how a seemingly formidable mon-
archy collapsed so suddenly, one must trace its evolution from the time the 
shah first came to power, in 1941.

When Crown Prince Mohammad Reza Pahlavi first took over, he was 
twenty-one years old. The great powers had recently exiled his father, suspect-
ing him of harboring pro-Nazi sentiments. The world was at war, and Iran 
was an occupied and impoverished country. The young shah, often depicted 
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as a dilettante who occupied himself with palace pleasures and had little inter-
est in affairs of the state, was instead an ambitious leader who believed that 
his country could prosper only if it was led by a modernizing autocrat sup-
ported by a cadre of technocrats who would discharge his many schemes. 
Throughout his life, the shah had contempt for democratic rule and believed 
that great things happen only when a benevolent dictator is in charge.

At first there were too many obstacles in the shah’s way, none more sig-
nificant than the aristocracy. The landlords, merchants, urban notables, and 
clerics who made up the Iranian elite were tied to the traditions of their class 
and devoted to preserving their nation’s institutions, including the long- 
established monarchy. They dominated the parliaments and cabinets and had 
a real feel for the mood of the nation. This was rule by a narrow cast of elites, 
but the system was not without democratic trappings. The elections were 
manipulated, but they reflected an attempt to address local concerns. As men 
whose wealth was often tied to the land, these authorities could sense the 
peasants’ and laborers’ grievances and often responded to their distress. Town 
and country were tied together.

Iran at this point still produced great men who did much to save the 
country. Prime Minister Mohammad Ali Foroughi persuaded the Allies to 
respect Iran’s sovereignty and withdraw their forces shortly after the war. This 
was no small achievement for a country whose army had collapsed and whose 
monarch had been expelled because of his flirtations with Hitler. When Stalin 
lingered in Azerbaijan and contemplated dismembering Iran, it was another 
prime minister, Ahmad Qavam, who tricked the world’s most menacing re-
maining despot into meekly giving up his prey. Mohammad Mossadeq, as 
prime minister, did more than reclaim Iran’s oil from foreigners; his National 
Front Party had an expansive social-welfare agenda that was to bring health 
care and education to every Iranian. Ali Amini, Iran’s last great premier, pro-
phetically warned the shah that monarchs who rule rather than reign end up 
doing neither.

The shah never saw the value of these men, and from the outset he chipped 
away at their authority. He was a man in a hurry, and they stood between him 
and his autocracy. After the war, he steadily increased his powers, dismissing 
politicians and undermining the parliament by creating an upper chamber 
that he controlled. The vibrant press was gradually silenced and independent 
political parties harassed into extinction. The military was to be the basis of 
his power and the officer corps his most reliable constituency. Soon he would 
create a secret police whose reputation for brutality belied its incompetence.
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It is impossible to consider Iran’s political trajectory without assessing  
the infamous 1953 coup that overthrew Mossadeq’s government. Operation 
TPAJAX has the distinction of being the only Cold War covert action that has 
penetrated the popular imagination. The Islamic Republic’s emissaries never 
stop mentioning it, despite their contempt for Mossadeq and the National 
Front’s liberalism. And for many American officials, the pathway to smooth-
ing relations with Iran is to apologize for an event that they poorly under-
stand. The history of the coup is an ambiguous one. In the end, it may be 
impossible to determine with any precision what happened in Tehran on 
August 19. We do know that it was a time when Iran’s political class was still 
capable of taking the initiative. Mossadeq’s mishandling of the oil crisis was 
ruining the economy, and his creeping dictatorship was threatening too many 
stakeholders. It was Mossadeq’s aristocratic peers who first turned against him 
and took the most consequential steps to end his tenure.

Despite its notoriety, the 1953 coup did not fundamentally alter Iran’s 
politics. In its aftermath, the prime ministers still wielded authority, the par-
liament still discharged its functions, and the old elite still pressed against a 
monarch eager for more power. In 1954, General Fazlollah Zahedi and Ali 
Amini took command of the most urgent national issue and negotiated an oil 
agreement that ended the crisis with little help from the shah. And in 1958, 
when the shah had to deal with another coup—this time a plot against him—
he still had to manipulate, cajole, and bargain. The window was closing but 
had not yet slammed shut.

The early 1960s were the hinge years of Iran’s politics. Ali Amini, appointed 
prime minister in 1961, was Iran’s last consequential premier—the last one  
to stand up to the shah and fill his cabinet with independent-minded actors 
whom the monarch distrusted. Amini’s tenure would last only fourteen months. 
In 1965 two appointments heralded the new age: Amir Abbas Hoveyda as prime 
minister and General Nematollah Nasiri as head of the secret police. Both men 
held on to their positions for over a decade, a rarity in Iranian politics, because 
they perfected the art of sycophancy. The shah’s new men followed orders, 
grumbled only in private, enriched themselves by dubious means, and seldom 
took any initiative.

The shah’s twenty-year journey toward autocracy reached its climax in the 
1960s. The parliament was reduced to a mere rubber stamp for his demands. 
Venerable political parties like the National Front became shells of their old 
selves. The press became a mouthpiece. As the old-school politicians faded 
from the scene, the new technocratic cadre who replaced them understood 
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that the path to prominence was unquestioning acceptance of the shah’s man-
dates. The armed forces that were the mainstay of the Pahlavi state kept ex-
panding, but the officer corps was largely comprised of second-tier men who 
had been promoted for their blind loyalty. The most important credential for 
success in the new Iran was a degree from a Western university, not common 
sense or wisdom.

The shah’s autocracy was not without its accomplishments. The monarch 
had grand ambitions, and his benchmark of success was always the industrial 
West. He kept insisting that Iran would catch up to Europe and even surpass 
it in some categories of production. His signature policy, the so-called White 
Revolution, included a significant effort at land reform that was not just about 
undermining the landed aristocracy but also a genuine attempt to empower 
the peasantry. The shah built schools and universities, highways and airports, 
health clinics and hospitals. He granted women the right to vote and minori-
ties the right to practice their religion. He increased the literacy rate and re-
duced child mortality. Tehran was transformed from a sleepy town into a major 
urban center. Corruption was rampant and there was little coherent planning, 
but everyone’s living standards went up.

The shah’s management of foreign affairs was nothing short of brilliant. He 
was a nationalist who relentlessly increased the price of oil. He developed good 
relations with the Soviet Union while holding tight to his alliance with Amer-
ica, dominated the Persian Gulf while checking the radical republic in Iraq, 
and had good relations with the Arab monarchies—as well as with Israel—all 
of whom recognized Iran as a source of regional stability. He expanded trade 
relations with Europe and Asia. He was a Third World leader who did not 
bother with the grievances of the non-aligned movement. If he never trans-
formed Iran into a great power, he did make it a responsible stakeholder.

It is one of Iran’s paradoxes that the shah was bedeviled by his own success. 
He built the modern middle class but refused to grant it a voice in national 
affairs. Iran in the 1970s was a peculiar place, a seemingly dynamic nation 
filled with sullen people. Perhaps as a way of resisting the shah’s infatuations 
with the West, many Iranians returned to their traditions and reclaimed their 
religion. The political atmosphere was suffocating, with spies and informers 
around every corner. The royal court was imperious and the shah seemed re-
mote. He rarely consulted his advisers and seldom engaged with the public. 
As so often happens in developing countries, his bargain with his people was 
transactional: their political passivity in exchange for economic benefits. Even 
if it had not been undermined by the cooling economy of the mid-1970s, this 
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compact was unsustainable. The Iranian masses wanted a say in how their 
government conducted its affairs. And by then, the shah’s dictatorship did not 
offer even a pretense of consultation. When the revolution came, the system 
he had been hollowing out for so long simply crumbled.

The shah was not the man to lead the nation through a crisis. Throughout 
his life, he had retreated from making tough decisions. In 1953 and again dur-
ing the uprisings a decade later, others had to step in and take command. By 
1978, there were no capable leaders left to take charge. Men who could act 
with resolution and independence had been excised from the system long 
before. The shah was too humane for massive bloodshed and his army too 
timid for a crackdown. The monarchy collapsed like the house of cards it had 
become.

Any history of the Pahlavi dynasty must take into account the outsized 
role that America played in Iran. For a generation of U.S. policymakers, Iran 
was a venue for trying out social science postulations. Franklin Roosevelt 
hoped to make it a model of what American benevolence could achieve in the 
developing world. He dispatched numerous missions to Iran to train its po-
lice and army and straighten out its finances. For their part, the Persian states-
men, the recipients of this supposed largesse, may have wanted American 
involvement as a means of fending off Soviet encroachment, but they did not 
always appreciate the advice of U.S. planners.

The first application of Harry Truman’s containment policy was in Iran: 
Washington stood behind Tehran as it evicted Soviet forces from its northern 
province. And Dwight Eisenhower’s enchantment with covert actions injected 
America into a Persian melodrama, beginning an argument about who actu-
ally overthrew Mossadeq that continues today. The fixation with the coup 
ignores Eisenhower’s persistent attempts to get the shah to focus on domestic 
reforms rather than the accumulation of arms. As he prepared to leave the 
White House, a frustrated Eisenhower complained to his aides that he wished 
Iranian liberals would somehow displace the shah. The history of U.S.-Iran 
relations is not without irony.

John F. Kennedy brought to the White House the mandarins of moderniza-
tion theory. The professors who staffed his administration believed that the key 
to defeating the Soviet Union in the vast post-colonial realm was to launch newly 
independent nations on a trajectory of development that would culminate in 
capitalism and democracy. For the shah, this meant dealing with an American 
president who was adamant about reform and about pruning Iran’s military  
expenditures. The Kennedy administration stands as the most successful of all 
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the presidencies in dealing with the shah. It was the only one that got the shah 
to cut his military budget and make the right noises about reform. Kennedy 
bluntly told the shah he would get only the arms that his army and economy 
could absorb. The shah had to shelve his dreams of advanced weapons systems 
and focus on reforming his society.

Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger have been described as realists, but at 
their core they were pessimists about America’s fortunes. They saw their task 
as managing a superpower’s decline. The United States needed allies, proxies, 
and surrogates, and in the critical Middle East region, the shah was the most 
worthy and astute of America’s partners. They asked little of him in terms of 
reforming his domestic politics and opened America’s armory to him. But 
they were also dealing with a more confident shah who was not about to hu-
mor the demands of a superpower mired in Vietnam. Washington needed 
Tehran, and the shah would no longer brook lectures by well-meaning Amer-
icans. Nixon and Kissinger can be legitimately criticized for enabling the 
shah’s profligate autocracy, but we cannot ignore the pressures they faced as 
leaders of an overburdened America seeking relief from its global obligations.

By the time Jimmy Carter came into power, it was too late. For all of 
America’s meddling, the revolution was truly a Persian affair. Carter and his 
aides held hundreds of hours of meetings about Iran. Some pressed for a co-
alition government; others wanted a crackdown. But the Iranians were no 
longer listening. Khomeini and his radicals were not about to share power, 
and the shah and his generals had no stomach for bloodshed.

The story of U.S.-Iran relations is one of unsung heroes. Roger Goiran, 
the CIA station chief in Tehran, opposed the coup in 1953 and was quickly 
discharged by Allen Dulles. In the 1960s, White House aide Bob “Blowtorch” 
Komer tried to single-handedly press the bureaucracy into appreciating the 
shah’s faults and how his rule was doomed unless he radically changed course. 
He had some success convincing John F. Kennedy, but few others. In the 
1970s, countless analysts in the U.S. intelligence services cataloged the many 
deficiencies of the Pahlavi state and issued multiple warnings. They were ig-
nored by Richard Nixon and blamed by Jimmy Carter for “losing Iran.” Thus 
arose the notion of intelligence failure, as politicians blamed their misjudg-
ments on analysts who, cocooned as they were within their various classified 
domains, could not defend themselves.

The revolution has to be understood not by its slogans but by what actu-
ally happened, especially during the first year of the Islamic Republic, when 
the regime broke every one of its promises. The shah’s generals, who had been 
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promised amnesty, were executed. Liberals were cast aside and traditional 
clergy were forced to comply with the new strictures. Women’s rights were 
curtailed and religious minorities endured persecution. The Iranian people, 
who had been promised freedom, were soon disillusioned by an unforgiving 
revolution that devoured not just its own, but many of its lofty pledges as well.
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At the outset of World War II, Iran was in the midst of a transformation. 
The Pahlavi autocracy, founded by the formidable Reza Shah, was well en-
trenched, but problems loomed all around. Reza Shah was a self-made man 
who had joined the Persian Cossack Brigade at sixteen, steadily rose through 
the ranks, and eventually commanded the entire force. But his ambitions 
were not limited to serving as a military officer. In a coup in 1921, he first 
made himself the prime minister and then deposed Ahmad Shah, ending the 
Qajar dynasty that had ruled Iran for over a century. Reza Shah was no ordi-
nary Middle Eastern despot at ease with his country’s stagnation. He had a 
vision of changing Iran into a technocratic industrial state. His was a war 
against Iran’s traditions and its class of nobles. In one of the many ironies in 
the history of Iran, these nobles would later save the Pahlavi monarchy.1

Inspired by the example of Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, whose reforms were 
molding Turkey into a modern secular nation, Reza Shah soon embarked on 
his own agenda to refashion a contemporary Iran.2 His industrial and educa-
tional reforms were to generate a new cadre, one beholden to the monarchy 
and sharing its vision of radical change. The army he built marked the first 
time that Iran moved beyond militias to concentrate power in the hands of the 
state. He tried to knit Iran together by constructing a railroad system and de-
veloping its ports. He even became an unlikely champion of women’s emanci-
pation by prohibiting the veil in public. But the traditional classes of landlords, 
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Iran under Occupation
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clergy, and merchants did not disappear. They simply waited for the shah to 
exhaust himself. Two societies lived side by side, awaiting larger events.

The shah had made himself the master of Iran, but had failed to appreciate 
the genius and charm of the old political class he sought to overturn.3 Iran’s 
landed gentry maintained ties to the countryside and could sense when the 
mood of the peasantry soured. Although many lived in the cities, the land-
lords were keen observers—far more than any intelligence service—of what 
was taking place in the rural areas. The merchant class, too, with its elaborate 
and informal markets and banking system, kept tabs on the economy. And 
the clergy were reliable allies of the monarchy, which they viewed as an impor-
tant pillar of the nation. (They would not rebel until years later.) As guardians 
of Iran’s religious traditions, they may have been displeased by the shah’s cul-
tural liberalization measures and his war on the veil, but they were still tied to 
the institution of monarchy.4 The point the shah missed was that all these 
actors were interested in preserving his dynasty. They had their disputes with 
the shah, but they still served crown and country.

The shah’s industrialization effort relied heavily on German goods and 
technicians, particularly for developing communication systems and building 
railroads. By the 1930s, the two states had evolved a transactional arrange-
ment: the Nazi regime wanted to barter its industrial products for Iran’s natu-
ral resources (instead of paying for these resources with hard currency), and as 
a country seeking rapid industrialization, Iran was eager for such offers. Still, 
there were geopolitical considerations. Iran feared Russia and Britain more 
than Germany, since it was the Allied powers that had traditionally craved 
Iran’s territory and oil.

Some historians have claimed that the shah and many other Iranians were 
attracted to Nazi ideas and racial theories. The shah himself, they argue, was 
seeking to create a form of nationalism that would pull an ethnically diverse 
Iran out of its torpor, a nationalism that would echo themes of racial purity 
by portraying Persians as the vanguard race. The Iranian elite was certainly 
impressed by Germany’s rapid economic recovery and its willingness to con-
front the Allied powers. But the vulgar and toxic anti-Semitism at the heart 
of National Socialism found only a limited audience in Iran. It was Iran’s 
distrust of Russia and Britain that explains its disastrous flirtation with the 
Third Reich.

As the war unfolded in Europe, the shah desperately tried to stay neutral, 
while failing to appreciate how the conflict was limiting his options. He still 
sought trade with Germany, which was showing increasing interest in the 
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Middle East and its resources, and he even sought to purchase its arms for his 
military. He demanded greater oil royalties from Britain, whose depleted trea-
sury was heavily taxed by a war that it was waging alone. In the meantime, 
Tehran kept Moscow at bay, rebuffing its demands for trade concessions. The 
shah would soon learn that 1941 was not a year for such machinations.

As Reza Shah contemplated his options, events next door, in Iraq, would 
add to his misfortune. In May 1941, alarm bells rang in Whitehall when a 
contingent of Iraqi officers with pro-Nazi sentiments tried to overthrow the 
monarchy and the reliably pro-British premier, Nuri al-Said. Britain made 
short work of the coup, quickly restoring the old order and driving the coup’s 
leader, Rashid Ali al-Gaylani, to take refuge in Iran as he sought to make his 
way to Germany. But from then on, the British saw the German presence in 
the Middle East as a potential fifth column that could topple their preferred 
governments.5 The shah, with his large share of German experts, technicians, 
and spies, was now in the British crosshairs.

If the coup in Iraq unsettled Britain, the German invasion of Russia a 
month later probably sealed the shah’s fate. On June 23, 1941, the German 
army put its tactics of speed and devastation to good use in crushing the Soviet 
defenses. The German forces soon advanced more than five hundred miles 
into Soviet territory, sprinting toward Moscow. Stalin, the self-proclaimed 
man of steel, hid for days in his dacha, incapable of making decisions, while 
Britain feared that if the German advance continued at that pace, Russia 
would succumb as easily as France had done a year earlier.

The invasion turned Russia into a beleaguered Western ally whose chances 
of survival were poor. The war made it impossible to supply Russia over land, 
while the eastern port of Vladivostok was frozen for much of the year. Iran 
and its transportation network offered a reliable supply route. Iran had to take 
sides, clearly and unambiguously. But the shah was so impressed by the Ger-
man blitzkrieg that he could not predict who would win the war. He thought 
neutrality might shield him from hard choices, but after the attempted coup 
in Baghdad, this was a dangerous game. The British demanded that he expel 
all German personnel. The shah responded by deporting some but not all, 
angering the Germans while failing to propitiate the British. He seemed not 
to appreciate the gravity of the crisis unfolding in Europe and the existential 
nature of the war. His halfway measures, and the suspicion that he harbored 
pro-German sentiments, made the Allies see him as unreliable.

Still, the main catalyst for the Allied invasion of Iran was not unease  
with the shah but the need for a land corridor to Russia. As British Foreign 



 i r a n  u n d e r  o c c u p a t i o n  11

Secretary Anthony Eden acknowledged, “For publicity purposes our reasons 
for action contemplated will initially be confined to the need to eliminate 
German influence in Persia.” But he went on to say, “If subsequent military 
operations develop on a considerable scale our action could be justified on the 
grounds that we are keeping open a line of communication with Russia.”6 
The need to supply Russia was paramount. Disposing of a monarch whom 
the British distrusted was a side benefit.

The shah belatedly recognized the seriousness of his predicament. On 
August 22 he issued a decree expelling all Germans, but it was too late. The 
Allies invaded Iran three days later.

The assault was swift and decisive. The army on which Reza Shah had 
lavished so much attention collapsed quickly and ignominiously, with its  
officers leaving their conscripts behind as they fled. To be fair, the Iranian 
army had been designed to deal with tribal rebellions and internal insurrec-
tions, not a great-power invasion: its defeat was likely inevitable. But the 
speed of its capitulation surprised the already shell-shocked monarch. The 
Allies moved fast to secure their essential concerns. The remaining German 
technicians were expelled, and Iran was split in two, with Russia controlling 
the north and Britain retaining the south with its oil reserves. The roads and 
railways were secured as a supply corridor to Russia.7

Even in this moment of Allied solidarity, Britain and Russia were wary of 
each other’s ambitions. Britain controlled Iran’s considerable oil deposits and 
was determined to preserve its spoils. Russia’s czars and commissars, for their 
part, had long eyed Iran’s northern provinces and its warm-water ports. When 
Stalin signed the Nazi-Soviet Pact in 1939, he had directed his foreign minis-
ter, Vyacheslav Molotov, to ensure that Iran was in the Soviet sphere of influ-
ence.8 Soon after its forces arrived, Moscow let it be known that given its 
petroleum and fishery needs, it wanted its zone to include the more distant 
provinces of Gilan and Mazandaran. This raised concerns in Whitehall that 
the Kremlin’s objectives were not limited to ensuring the safe passage of sup-
plies through Iran—and that the Soviets intended their occupation to last 
past the end of the war.

Hoping to cling to his throne, the shah at first tried to enlist the support 
of the most disinterested of the Western powers, the United States. He wrote 
a letter to Franklin Roosevelt and tried to persuade the small U.S. mission in 
Iran to take up his cause. The United States was still not a combatant, how-
ever, and given the isolationist sentiment Roosevelt was battling at home, 
preserving the shah’s monarchy was not his foremost priority.
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An answer to the shah’s pleas came not from America but from Britain, 
which launched a vicious assault on his rule through broadcasts by the BBC—
the same BBC that had earlier refrained from criticizing him.9 The monarch 
who had enforced strict obedience among his subjects now had to face a barrage 
of criticism regarding his corruption and tyranny. At this point in their history, 
the Iranians paid close attention to the doings of the great powers, particularly 
the British. The BBC broadcasts indicated to a restive Iranian elite that the shah’s 
Western benediction had been withdrawn. That the shah was frequently at odds 
with both Russia and Britain made little difference to his critics.10

It is often observed that foreign invasion stimulates nationalism and ben-
efits the incumbent ruler. Iran in 1941 belies that idea. The Allied attack opened 
a floodgate of criticism against the shah. Far from rallying around the shah’s 
flag, Iranians saw the Allied invasion as an opportunity to get rid of him. Sud-
denly, politicians, parliamentarians, and even the press mattered. Politics in 
Iran may have been the realm of the elite, but the notion of constitutional re-
straint on the monarchy was revived. What is most striking is that the shah’s 
modernization effort did not generate a base of support for him. The Iranian 
elite seem to have considered him a tool of the British. In their eyes, it was the 
British who had put him on the throne in the first place, and now they had 
withdrawn their support. It mattered little that Reza Shah had come to power 
through his own guile and cruelty, that he had confronted Britain over its share 
of Iranian oil profits, that he had rebuffed various Russian entreaties, or that 
he had sought to drag his country into the age of industrialization. The shah’s 
record was hardly untarnished: corruption and autocracy were hallmarks of his 
rule. But the notion that he was an agent of Britain is false.

Reza Shah’s last days in power were difficult. As the Allied troops moved 
closer to Tehran, he made belated gestures of appeasement. He chose as his 
premier Mohammad Ali Foroughi, an old-school politician known for his 
European sympathies who would do much to save the country. Elderly and  
in poor health, Foroughi had a distinguished record of public service and  
had even served as president of the League of Nations. Although he had once 
been purged by the shah, he assumed the premiership determined to preserve 
the country’s core interests. There was even talk of abolishing the monarchy 
and appointing Foroughi as president, an idea that he firmly rejected.11 In his 
moment of desperation, Reza Shah had to rely on an establishment he had 
once tried to destroy.

The new premier faced a situation where it was not only the Allied powers 
who wanted to get rid of the shah: his many domestic opponents, too, wanted 
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to use the specter of a foreign invasion to depose a despot who had dimin-
ished their influence.12 The Majlis (Iranian parliament) soon held a secret 
session with Foroughi in which they discussed abdication.

A month after the invasion, Reza Shah was forced to relinquish his rule 
and journey to South Africa. He had hoped for a more hospitable location for 
his exile, such as the United States or Canada, but the decision was no longer 
his. He would die in Johannesburg on July 26, 1944.

The collapse of Reza Shah’s rule eerily foreshadowed the end of his  
son’s reign thirty-eight years later. Reza Shah’s modernization drive had failed  
to create a constituency loyal to his regime. The army he had created quietly 
disintegrated. The traditional classes that he disdained rose up in defiance. 
Both Pahlavi kings tried to refashion Iran according to their vision of moder-
nity, but no one mourned the passing of their dynasty. The young shah,  
it seemed, learned little from his father, and he would repeat many of his 
mistakes.

Foroughi proved a commendable choice as premier and is one of the un-
sung heroes of Iranian history. His main challenge was to preserve Iran’s sov-
ereign rights while it was under occupation by two powers with a longstanding 
interest in its resources. To achieve this goal, Foroughi understood that he had 
to make important changes in Iran’s international orientation. The notion  
of neutrality was soon abandoned in favor of a “defensive alliance.” Many of 
Iran’s elite still clung to the idea that neutrality had served Iran well during 
World War I. Perhaps Reza Shah had tilted too far toward Germany, they 
argued, but neutrality was still the best way to preserve the country’s indepen-
dence. In mid-1941, moreover, a German victory was hardly out of the ques-
tion. Many wanted Iran to hedge its bets.

Foroughi’s approach was altogether different. The prime minister under-
stood that Iran had to change from an occupied country to an Allied nation if 
it was to gain British and (hopefully later) American support for its sovereignty. 
Given the Soviet Union’s seeming intent to remain permanently in its northern 
occupation zone, Iran desperately needed the Western powers’ help to offset 
Moscow’s designs. The new government quickly pledged its cooperation with 
the Allied war effort if they accepted Iran’s independence. Given that the Allies 
wanted to secure their interests on the cheap, they agreed to withdraw their 
troops “no later than six months after all hostilities between the Allied powers 
and Germany and her associates have been suspended.” They further promised 
to “safeguard the economic existence of the Iranian people against the priva-
tions and difficulties arising as a result of the present war.”13


