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 FOREWORD 

When a jubilant Yasser Arafat came to Tehran in February 1979 as the fi rst foreign 
leader after the Iranian revolution, the late chairman of the Palestine Liberation 
Organization (PLO) was jubilant, even jolly. “Every Iranian freedom fi ghter is rep-
resented in the Iranian revolution”, Arafat proclaimed. The region, he concluded 
“has been turned upside down”. 1 Subsequently, the Iranian revolutionaries handed 
the key of the huge Israeli compound in Tehran to the Palestinians in a highly 
symbolic gesture. This was the first territory that the Palestinians gained after the 
establishment of Israel in 1948. Arafat said “thank you” and supported Saddam 
Hussein in his monstrous invasion of revolutionary Iran. Since then, the relations of 
Iran with the PLO have been fractured. 

Over three decades after the revolution, there continues to be a lot of talk about 
Iranian influence in the region, including in Palestine. From Iraq to Syria to Leba-
non, Iran has managed to cultivate close relations with the governments in power. 
The Palestinian question continues to be salient, even if far less radically articulated 
than during the heyday of the revolution, in the discourse of both Iranian leaders 
and the actors within the country’s powerful civil society. As Alavi demonstrates 
superbly in this important and unique study, Palestine has been a part of the Iranian 
imagination for quite some time now. In the romantic articulation of the revolu-
tionary discourse that engulfed the country in the late 1960s and 1970s, Palestine 
became a symbol of oppression of a victimised nation on the one hand and resis-
tance to injustice on the other. There was almost a metaphysical emphasis on the 
just cause that the Palestinians pursued against all odds, in the face of Goliath, the 
state of Israel with its overwhelming military force. The Iranian support of Pales-
tine has been informed by those romantic yearnings of the revolutionaries, which 
have been turned into Machiavellian calculations by the post-revolutionary state: 
for successive Iranian governments, the emotive issue of Palestine serves as a Trojan 
horse to appeal to civil societies throughout the region and beyond. At the same 



 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  

 

  

Foreword ix 

time, influence in Palestine is a part of a regional strategy to contain the power of 
the Israeli state in order to gain strategic depth and defend Iran if necessary. To the 
mind of Iranian decisionmakers, this essentially defensive disposition is necessary in 
the face of repeated threats by the Israeli state to attack Iran and its allies. 

A second factor needs to be added here. When it comes to the Israeli-Palestinian 
equation, there exists a “cultural” dilemma for a country such as Iran. The Jewish 
foundation of the Israeli state, once divested from its psycho-nationalist hysteria, chimes 
with the cultural and ethical constitution of the meaning of Iran since ancient times. 
In short – and I am aware that this is a hotly debated topic – Iran or Persia has carried 
a distinctly Jewish narrative thousands of years before the state of Israel was invented 
with so much anger embedded within its political culture. This angry attitude per-
meating Israeli politics manifests itself repeatedly in the rather comical presentations of 
the Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his allegations about an Iranian 
nuclear bomb. For example, in order to accentuate this fear, Netanyahu presented 
President Barack Obama with the Book of Esther at a meeting in the White House in 
March 2012. The Book of Esther entails a biblical story in which the Jews of Persia 
were threatened with massslaughter by the Persian king Xerxes. What Netanyahu 
failed to add is that at the end of the story, the Jews are not actually killed. In fact, the 
reverse is said to have happened: Esther was the Jewish wife of King Xerxes, and when 
she pleads with him that his Vizier Haman plans to destroy the empire’s Jews, Xerxes 
allows them to defend themselves, leading to the killing of 75,000 Persians and the 
slaughter of Haman’s ten sons. Thereafter, Esther institutes a festival of redemption, the 
holiday of Purim, which is celebrated throughout the world today. 

But for Netanyahu’s distinctly ideological reading of this story, it is during Purim 
when “we will read how some 2,500 years ago, a Persian anti-Semite tried to anni-
hilate the Jewish people”. 2 Netanyahu is evasive, of course. He fails to add that it 
was the Persians who werekilled, not Persia’s Jews. Iran is certainly not famed for 
its intolerance towards the Jews of the Persian empire: indeed, it is almost com-
mon knowledge by now that the Persian king Cyrus is mentioned in the Torah as 
a “saviour”and “saint” of the Jewish people, and the Old Testament describes him 
as God’s “anointed” and “chosen ruler” because he gave refuge to the Jews when 
they were persecuted by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar in the sixth century 
BCE. The tomb of Esther is in Hamedan (ancient Ecbatana), in the north-west 
of today’s Islamic Republic of Iran. The tomb draws pilgrims from all over Iran, 
especially during Purim. The walls of the building explain the origins of Esther in 
Hebrew, and they are not desecrated by swastikas or neo-Nazi slogans, as some of 
the Jewish cemeteries elsewhere continue to be. 

Moreover, at a time when Nazi Germany was busy implementing the  Endlösung, 
Iranian diplomats offered hundreds of Iranian passports to European Jews in order 
to facilitate their exodus, especially from Poland (there continues to be a sizeable 
Polish-Jewish minority in Iran to this date). After the abdication of Reza Shah in 
favour of his son, which was forced upon him by the Allied Forces, the Iranian 
monarchy continued with pro-Jewish policies. For instance, the so-called Iranian 
Schindler, Abdol-Hassan Sardari, who was in charge of the Iranian consular offi ce 



 

  

   
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
  

x Foreword 

when Paris was under Nazi occupation in 1942, facilitated the transfer of many 
European Jews to Iran – an amazingly courageous act under the circumstances of 
Nazi-dominated Europe. This support for European Jews was the topic of a series 
sponsored by the Iranian state TV in 2007. It is based on the story of Sardari and 
traces the life of an Iranian student played by Shahab Hosseini, who also stars in the 
Oscar-winning movie  A Separation, directed by Asghar Farhadi. Hosseini plays the 
role of an Iranian student who travels to Nazi-occupied Paris, where he falls in love 
with a French Jewish woman. 

Stars of David are publicly displayed in Tehran, of course, for instance on the walls 
and signs of Beheshtieh Jewish cemetery, where dozens of Holocaust victims are bur-
ied.3 In Tehran today, there are 18 synagogues, several kosher butchers, Jewish schools, 
and a Jewish hospital. Comparable conditions exist in other cities with a sizeable 
Jewish community. The situation for all minorities in Iran is far from perfect, but the 
Islamic Republic guarantees the political representation of the Jewish community in 
the Iranian parliament, a political right that is codified in the Iranian constitution. The 
Jewish communities of Tehran, Shiraz, Isfahan, Boroujerd and Yazd continue to be the 
largest in western Asia outside of Israel. In fact, the 30,000–60,000 Iranian Jews can 
party harder than the country’s majority Muslim population, given that they’re exempt 
from prohibitions on alcohol and attending mixed gender parties. Of course, there are 
forms of discrimination as there are for other minorities in the Islamic Republic, but 
my point is that the Jewish presence in Iranian culture has been undeniably central. 

My emphasis on the Iranian-Jewish dialectic in this foreword has a dual pur-
pose. First, it is meant to add a minor complementary note to the main focus of 
the book, i.e., Iranian-Palestinian relations. The second reason is directed towards 
the future: This dual legacy of Palestinian and Jewish affinity that is embedded in 
Iranian culture puts the country in an enviable position to contribute to solving the 
conundrum of Israeli-Palestinian relations in general and the creation of a Palestin-
ian state in particular. As Alavi demonstrates: Many voices in Iran are in favour of 
a less raucous approach towards the question of Palestine. The point is that the 
discourse about Palestine fluctuates in Iranian politics, but the support continues to 
be strong at the time of writing. 

The question of Palestine, then, and the Iranian role in it continues to be one 
of the most important factors in the contemporary international politics of West 
Asia and North Africa. This was my point when the author came into my offi ce at 
SOAS in search of a good PhD topic – for despite this centrality and the propaganda 
being cultivated by the well-oiled media machine allied to the right wing in Israel, 
there is no systematic analysis of Iranian-Palestinian relations out there. 4 As a fl uent 
speaker of four regional languages including Arabic, I couldn’t think of anyone bet-
ter placed to pursue this research. With this book, Alavi pioneers an important start 
to a new debate about Iranian-Palestinian relations, which is necessary both in terms 
of scholarship and the wider public discourse. All of these factors taken together 
make this study a central and overwhelmingly acute one. 

Arshin Adib-Moghaddam 
London and Cambridge, December 2018 
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1 “Arafat in Iran, Reports Khomeini Pledges Aid for Victory over Israel”, New York Times, 
19 February 1979. Available at  www.nytimes.com/1979/02/19/archives/arafat-in-iran-
reports-khomeini-pledges-aid-for-victory-over-israel.html (Accessed 28 December 
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2 “Netanyahu’s speech at AIPAC”, The Times of Israel, 6 March 2012. Available at  www. 
timesofisrael.com/netanyahus-speech-at-aipac-full-text/  (Accessed 27 December 2018). 

3 See further  www.beheshtieh.com/behesthieh.html  (Accessed 28 December 2018). 
4 Two of my other PhDs have tackled sensitive topics in this field: Tahani Mustafa has writ-

ten a superb critique of security sector reform in the occupied territories, and Jonathan 
Leslie has covered Iranian-Israeli relations from an empirically comprehensive and theo-
retically sophisticated perspective. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The 1979 Islamic revolution dramatically transformed Iran’s foreign policy behav-
iour. This transformation included a change of official Iranian attitudes towards 
Palestine – from antagonism to cordial relations, at least on the surface. This Iranian-
Palestinian relationship has become a vital part of the political puzzle in the Middle 
East. Yet there is a lack of research on the dynamics of contemporary political 
relations between Iran and Palestine. This book attempts to fill a lacuna in exist-
ing academic literature and increase the understanding of relations between Iran 
and Palestine. The principal question of this book focuses on the roots of Iranian-
Palestinian relations and aims to answer the question of why the Islamic Republic 
of Iran has pursued pro-Palestinian policies since the Islamic revolution in 1979. 
What is the rationale behind Iran’s attitude towards Palestine? How does revolution-
ary Iran view the Palestinian question? And how have Iranian-Palestinian relations 
developed within the Islamic Republic? 

My main argument is that Iranian-Palestinian relations are guided by ideational 
and normative structures rather than solely by the materialist ones. Although I do 
not deny the significance of material factors in helping guide Iran’s policies towards 
the Palestinian question, my assessment is that material factors are themselves cre-
ated by a self-imposed social context. In other words, I believe that interests are 
constituted by ideas and belief systems. As such, I argue that the Islamic revolution-
ary identity of Iran plays a central role in shaping Iranian attitudes towards Palestine, 
as well as helping defi ne the Islamic Republic’s national interests. 

Since my main concern is the nature of Iran-Palestine relations after 1979, this 
book will not focus on a discussion of Iran’s broader foreign policy, which will, how-
ever, be referred to in order to enhance my argument and within the framework of 
primary research questions. The book will also touch upon Iran’s engagement with 
the Palestinian cause in the pre-revolutionary era in the literature review. This is 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  
 

 

  
   

 

  
 

  

2 Introduction 

done not in order to compare two historical periods but purely in order to analyse 
and present the roots of Iranian involvement in the Palestine question. 

This book begins by evaluating the history of Iranian engagement with the Pal-
estinian issue since its beginning in 1948 and identify the roots of Iran’s behaviour 
towards Palestine, even before the establishment of Israel in 1948. I introduce my 
main argument, which is divided into two parts. First, I emphasise the pan-Islamic 
rhetoric behind Iran’s foreign policies. Second, I highlight the significance of mate-
rial factors in constituting Iran’s pro-Palestinian policy. A preliminary assessment of 
the roots of Iranian-Palestinian relations is offered in the conclusion. The outline of 
the research plan, the methodological framework, and the fieldwork plan is offered 
in the fi nal section. 

Islamic agenda 

Shortly after the triumph of the revolution in 1979, the state designated itself an 
“Islamic Republic” in order to represent a new identity at the regional and global 
levels. This could imply that Iran’s revolutionary state is rhetorically destined to 
bear some responsibility for advocating the Islamic agenda, promoting the idea of 
“Islamic unity”, and lending support to fellow Muslims internationally, particularly 
those who need protection and the “oppressed”. As Ayatollah Khomeini stated, 
“We support the oppressed. We support whoever is oppressed wherever they may 
be, and the Palestinians are oppressed, the Israelis oppress them. For this reason, 
we support them”. 1 The new revolutionary constitution embedded Islamic prin-
ciples and institutionalised Islamic values within its context. According to Ali Akbar 
Alikhani, the Islamic principles that stem from the Quran, the Prophet Moham-
mad’s way of life ( sunnah), and narrated traditions ( ahadith), deemed authentic by 
the Shia, served as the basis of the Islamic Republic’s constitution. 2 The constitu-
tion emphasises the necessity of supporting the rights of all Muslims and directing 
Iran’s foreign policy towards promoting friendship amongst Muslim countries. 3 The 
Quran contains a number of verses that clearly recommend Muslims to unite and 
act in harmony to support their fellow Muslims and to protect the “oppressed”. 4 To 
that end, Ayatollah Khomeini’s 5 vision of mustazafan versus  mustakberan (oppressed 
versus oppressor) created a central structure for revolutionary Iran’s foreign pol-
icy. According to Adib-Moghaddam, the ideal of the millenarian confl ict between 
oppressed and oppressor was a fundamental part of Iran’s presentation of its revo-
lutionary creed and its new character as an Islamic state. 6 From a comparable point 
of view, Asghar Eftekhary argues that the Islamic revolution – in accordance with 
Khomeini’s Islamic theory – was to act as the supporter of the oppressed and to rise 
up against all world oppressors. 7 

We are permitted to ask what the status of Palestine is in Iran’s Islamic and revo-
lutionary rhetoric. It is clear that Palestine occupies an especially lofty status in the 
Islamic world, given that its land contains Islamic Muslim’s fi rst Qibla (direction of 
prayer),the Mosque of al-Aqsa, and that it has been “occupied” by the Zionist state 
of Israel. Certainly, this is the view held by Iran, with Ahmed El-Dajani observing 



 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

  

 

 

 

Introduction 3 

that “Iran and the Arab nation fall within the Islamic dominion; Israel invaded 
Palestine which occupies an important place in the Islamic dominion”. 8 For the 
Islamic revolution, Palestine represented the “oppressed” of the world. Ayatollah 
Khomeini lent a special significance to the Palestinian question in his speeches 
and revolutionary rhetoric since the beginning of his movement. In a statement in 
December 1978, Khomeini said that: 

we have always spoken of Israel and the fact that it is a usurper. Our intention 
has always been to stand by our Palestinian brothers, and whenever we gain 
power, we will join them in defending their rights like brothers standing as 
equals in the same line of battle as them. Beit ul-Moqaddas must be returned 
to the Muslims, the Israelis are usurpers. 9 

According to Khomeini, Israel had occupied the distinctly Muslim land of Palestine, 
and the Shah had acted in ways that threatened the Islamic identity of Iran – notably 
by recognising the occupation of Palestine and supporting the Zionist regime. 10 

There is a consensus amongst the leaders of various factions of the Islamic revolu-
tion that Iran’s support of Palestine cannot be compromised due to its importance to 
the Islamic world and its synonymity with the identity of the Islamic revolution. 11 

After the triumph of the revolution, Iran’s leaders desired to represent their state as 
the Umm al-Qura (The Mother of the Cities in Islamic Terms), 12 and this ideological 
tendency demanded that Iran focus its attention on the most vital challenge facing 
the Muslim world: the question of Palestine. 

One tends to agree with Shahram Chubin and Charles Tripp’s point of view 
that “[n]o cause has greater symbolic appeal in the Islamic world than the plight of 
the Palestinians. Iranian leaders see it as an Islamic issue, giving them the right to 
be involved”. 13 In fact, support for Palestine has become a primary source of legiti-
macy for Iran’s Islamic revolutionary state. Iran’s revolutionary leaders had championed 
the Palestinian cause in their rhetoric prior to the Iranian revolution and continue to 
emphasise its importance up until the contemporary period. According to Chubin and 
Tripp, the Islamic Republic deems it a duty to pursue a pro-Palestinian policy because 

Iran as the Islamic republic claiming to be a role-model, could scarcely be 
indifferent to Islamic issues. Recognition of Israel, for example, was unthink-
able. The Islamic republic would have to change its name if it wanted to 
do such a thing. It cannot be a Muslim community and concede such an 
injustice. 14 

According to Adib-Moghaddam, the Islamic Republic set a foundation for future 
foreign policy given that most ideological elements of the Islamic revolution could 
agree upon its core principles. Moreover, Adib-Moghaddam argues: 

Pro-Palestinian sentiments, anti-Zionism and anti-Imperialism, Islamic com-
munitariansim, third-worldism, and cultural and political independence [all] 



  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

  

  
 

4 Introduction 

functioned as the ideational point of fixation reconstituting the Iranian self 
during the revolutionary process of the 1960s and 1970s and are not easy to 
discard. 15 

According to Hossein Salimi, support for Islamic movements and opposing the 
illegitimacy of Israel are both common elements of the Islamic Republic’s foreign 
policy. 16 It is true to argue, as Adib-Moghaddam does, that there is a connect-
ing junction of “Iran’s foreign policy culture” where different factions within the 
Islamic revolution could reach consensus due to their shared interests and values. 17 

From my point of view, Palestine has been at the heart of Iran’s grand-strategic 
preferences because it has a special place within the revolutionary Islamic identity. 

Material factors 

To argue that the Islamic identity of revolutionary Iran is the primary force behind 
Iran’s support of Palestinian movements is not an attempt to deny the importance 
of material factors and the Islamic Republic’s national interests in infl uencing its 
support of the Palestinians. The “material” reality of Iranian-Palestinian relations as 
they have emerged out of ideational preferences has been institutionalised as norms 
that permeate the “national interest” of the Iranian state, but they have also derived 
from the preferences of prominent stakeholders within Iran’s powerful civil society. 

The Islamic Republic likely views its pro-Palestinian approach as a useful tool 
serving its regional interests, allowing it to play a key role in the Islamic world. As 
such, support for Sunni-Arab Palestine could provide the Islamic Republic with an 
entry point to gain influence in the Islamic world and within Sunni-Arab neigh-
bouring countries in particular. 

The Islamic Republic is currently the only predominantly Shia state with Islamic-
universalist aspirations, and hence it does not wish to be isolated within a majority 
of Sunni-Arab states. In order to avoid potential isolation, Iran needs to appeal to 
the broader Islamic world as a way of serving its Islamic-universalist objectives, as 
advocated throughout the revolution by the country’s leaders. It was logical for 
the Islamic Republic to explicitly define itself as the supporter of the  mostazafan in 
order to carry its voice to the rest of the Islamic world, particularl y to its neighbours. 
According to Mahmood Sariolghalam, “[B]y warmly embracing the Palestinian 
cause in its domestic and foreign policy, Iran wanted to demonstrate its readiness 
for cooperation with the surrounding Arab states”. 18 Chubin and Tripp agree that 
the Islamic Republic “did not want to limit its potential constituency to the Shi’ite 
world, a minority in Islam, instead, it pursued its revolutionary objective of Islamic 
universalism, pitting a populist Islam of the oppressed against the oppressor”. 19 

Chubin and Tripp make a valid point that the Islamic revolutionary rhetoric 
of “carrying the banner of Islam, supporting oppressed against oppressors, anti-
imperialist tendency and its desire to be a leading country in the Islamic world” was 
seen as a pellucid challenge by Iran’s neighbouring Arab Sunni states, particularly 
Saudi Arabia who sees its own authority deriving from its role as the “protector” of 



 
  

 

 
 

  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Introduction 5 

the Holy Places of Mecca and Medina.20 As such, Tehran has entered a competition 
for regional influence that requires it to expand its influence to the wider Islamic 
world. In accordance with its Islamic identity and grand-strategic ideology, it has 
been in the Islamic Republic’s regional interest to lead an “Islamic campaign” against 
imperialism, Zionism, and hegemonic powers. As Manouchehr Mohammadi argues: 

Under the title of its anti-imperialist campaign and support for the oppressed 
inspired by the teaching of Islam and as it is stipulated within its constitution, 
the Islamic republic of Iran has the potential and actually has in its possession 
the required mechanism to lead such a campaign against the present hege-
monic system.21 

According to Suzanne Maloney, “Iran believes it has the historical, cultural, even 
moral weight to powerfully shape the region”. 22 In other words, Iran’s aspirations of 
leading its ideological campaign required Tehran to expand its influence beyond its 
borders and confront pro-Western regional rivals such as Saudi Arabia by reaching 
out to the Sunni-Arab majority of the region. The Islamic Republic’s leadership had 
been aware of the significance of the Palestinian issue since its beginning and have 
always been staunch believers that championing the Palestinian cause could facili-
tate the spread of Iranian revolutionary influence across the region, paving the way 
for its “spiritual hegemony” over Muslim populations. Consequently, Iran’s posi-
tion on Palestine could send a message to the Sunni world that Iran’s revolutionary 
agenda was not confined to Shia communities. The Islamic Republic’s leadership 
has therefore realised that it could foster its version of “Islamic universalism” in the 
Arab and Sunni worlds by maintaining a pro-Palestinian stance. This stance would 
allow Tehran to Islamise the Palestinian cause and transform it from being an Arab 
issue to one that was Muslim and therefore of immediate concern to Iran. Having 
confronted the Pan-Arab Baathist regime in Baghdad during the Iran-Iraq war 
on the one hand and Yasser Arafat’s pro-Saddam and pro-Western position on the 
other, the Iranian leadership had realised that supporting explicitly Islamic move-
ments (such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad) in Palestine could both prevent Saddam 
from using the Palestinian cause as a means to mobilise the Arab street against Iran, 
and weaken Arafat’s pro-Western position. 

Iran’s pro-Palestinian stance can also help illuminate the salience of its pan-Islamic 
outlook domestically and how the state uses this stance to enhance the legitimacy 
of its revolutionary status among the local population, particularly amongst the 
rather more politically radical strata of society. Moreover, oppositional factions 
within the Islamic Republic have realised that by emphasising their pro-Palestinian 
credentials, they are better able to represent themselves as the “supporters of the 
revolutionary principles” domestically and therefore gain more support amongst 
clerics and members of the Revolutionary Guard (IRGC) for their political cam-
paigns. As Anoushiravan Ehteshami and Mahjoob Zweiri argue, “Ahmadinejad’s 
followers are more religious, traditional and idealistic in terms of the lofty goals of 
the Islamic revolution”. 23 Therefore it is not difficult to realise that Ahmadinejad’s 



 
 

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

6 Introduction 

continued reference to Palestine was part of his government strategy to build “on 
his populist rhetoric to advance his neoconservative-inspired hard line at home 
and abroad”.24 In regard to advancing a neoconservative-inspired hard-line policy 
abroad, Ehteshami and Zweiri clarify: 

Ahmadinejad’s support for the Palestinian cause places Iran in the Arab heart-
land, an area Iran had not fully accessed in the past. In a region that requires 
leadership and a solution to the conflict in Palestine Ahmadinejad, through 
his invocations of justice and connections with Palestinian groups, was creat-
ing a role for himself though at the expense of other Arab leaders who had 
failed to address the Palestine issue. 25 

In sum, one could argue that the Islamic Republic’s support for Sunni-Arab Pales-
tine could counter potential criticism amongst the Arab Sunni states that the Islamic 
Republic is pursuing only “Shia-Persian” interests and underline its self-professed 
status as the champion of Islamic universalism. 

A number of scholars argue that Iran’s position towards the Palestinian issue stem 
from its ideological tendencies and do not conflict with the “pragmatic interests of 
the state”.26 To this end, my perception is that Iran’s pro-Palestinian position stems 
from its Islamic identity while going hand in hand with the Islamic Republic’s 
national interests. Thus, Revolutionary Iran has been keen to develop and insti-
tutionalise its relations with Palestinian factions. Despite factional differences in 
Iranian politics, we can discern a common stance on the Palestinian issue, as well 
as patterns of facilitating close relations with Palestinian factions that have closer 
ideological positions to the Islamic Republic. 

An overview of chapters 

This study offers a discursive interpretation of Iranian solidarity towards the 
Palestinian cause in the post-revolutionary era. Two key questions about Iranian-
Palestinian relations are explored in detail throughout the book. First, what are the 
roots of Iranian-Palestinian relations, and how is the Palestinian question viewed 
by the Iranian authorities post-1979? Second, how were Iranian-Palestinian rela-
tions institutionalised and developed after the triumph of the 1979 revolution? The 
questions posed here form the backbone of this study and the key to understanding 
Iran’s approach towards the Arab world. In my quest for the answers, I looked into 
Iranian governmental publications, Farsi and Arabic sources, and I also conducted 
interviews with officials and delegates of Palestinian groups such as Islamic Jihad 
and Hamas in Tehran. I have translated these interviews from Arabic and Farsi into 
English for the purpose of this book. 

This study begins with a chapter contextualising pre-revolutionary Iranian 
activists’ solidarity with the Palestinians. Chapter 2 examines the institutionali-
sation of Iran’s pro-Palestinian, anti-Zionism and -Ummah-centric ideas during 
the post-revolutionary era, exploring Iran’s relation with the PLO before and after 



 

 

 

 

    

    
 

   

    
 

 

  
   

 
   

        

 
 

  
    

 
    

  

      
 

Introduction 7 

the Iran-Iraq war. Chapter 3  explores the impact of the Islamic revolution on the 
Palestinian streets, focusing on Fathi Shaqaqi, the founder of the Palestinian Islamic 
Jihad. Chapter 4  explores the Islamic Republic’s relations with Hamas since its 
establishment by Sheikh Ahmad Yassin. Chapter 5  follows the same path but offers 
a discussion of changes and continuities in the post–Arab Spring era. This fi nal 
chapter explores the impact of the Syrian crisis on Iran’s relations with Hamas and 
traces Iran’s reactions towards the 2012 and 2014 wars in the Gaza Strip as litmus 
tests for the Islamic Republic’s commitment towards the Palestinian cause. Chap-
ter 6  concludes the study. 

Notes 

1 Rouhollah. Felestin az Didgahe Emam Khomeini [Palestine from Viewpoint of Imam Kho-
meini], Tehran: Moaseseh Nashr va Athaar-e Emam Khomeini, 1382 [2003]., p. 112. 

2 Ali Akbar Alikhani, “Iran’s Religious Fundaments and Principles in Interaction with 
the International System”,in  Iran and the International System, edited by Anoushiravan 
Ehteshami and Reza Molavi, London: Routledge, 2010,pp. 3–4. 

3 Article 152 of Iran’s constitution states that “[t]he foreign policy of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran is based upon the rejection of all forms of domination, both the exertion of it and 
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territorial integrity, the defence of the rights of all Muslims, non-alignment with respect 
to the hegemonic superpowers, and the maintenance of mutually peaceful relations with 
all non-belligerent States”. Article 11 demonstrates that in accordance with the sacred 
verse of the Quran (“This your community is a single community, and I am your Lord, so 
worship Me” [21:92]), all Muslims form a single nation, and the government of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran has the duty of formulating its general policies with a view to cultivating 
the friendship and unity of all Muslim peoples, and it must constantly strive to bring about 
the political, economic and cultural unity of the Islamic world. Available at  http://www. 
iranicaonline.org/articles/constitution-of-the-islamic-republic  [Accessed 8 April 2019]. 

4 Chapter 4, verse 75 of the Quran states: “what is [the matter] with you that you fight not 
in the cause of Allah and [for] the oppressed among men, women, and children who say, 
‘Our Lord, take us out of this city of oppressive people and appoint for us from Yourself 
a protector and appoint for us from yourself a helper?’” Chapter 49, verse 10 states that 
“[t]he believers are but brothers, so make settlement between your brothers. And fear God 
that you may receive mercy”. Available at  http://quran.com  [Accessed 8 April 2019]. 
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1 
IRAN’S PRE-REVOLUTIONARY 
OPPOSITION AND THE 
PALESTINE CAUSE 

At this stage it is essential to provide context for how Iranian opposition groups 
in the pre-revolutionary era engaged with the Palestinian cause. This chapter does 
not provide an exhaustive overview of secondary literature examining the role of 
left-wing forces in Iran from the early 1960s up to the triumph of the Islamic 
revolution in Iranor of their differences and strategies in toppling the Shah’s regime. 
Instead, this chapter focuses on the attitudes of Iranian dissidents towards Palestine 
up until the 1979 Islamic revolution. As this chapter comprises the fi rst narrative 
of the historical development of relations between Iranian opposition groups and 
the Palestinian cause, it may appear more descriptive than analytical. However, my 
discovery, selection, translation and evaluation of dispersed sources, as well as the 
presentation of this data within a relevant framework alongside a comprehensive 
assessment, in itself presents a major analytical challenge to understand the Iranian-
Palestinian dialectic. 

The chapter is divided into two sections. The first section looks into historical 
relations between left-wing Iranian guerrilla forces – such as the People’s Mojahedin 
of Iran [Mojahedin e Khalq] (MKO), the Iranian People’s Faday’an and the Palestine 
Group, as well as organised student opposition to the Shah, such as the Confed-
eration of Iranian Students National Union (CISNU) – and Palestine. The second 
section analyses the attitude of some of the most prominent revolutionary and 
distinguished Muslim figures, such as Ayatollah Kashani, Navab Safavi, Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini, Ayatollah Mahmoud Taleqani, Mustafa Chamran, Ali Shariati, 
Ayatollah Mortaza Mottahari and others, towards the Palestinian question. In order 
to better understand the origin of relations between pre-revolutionary Iranians and 
the Palestinian cause, it is necessary to gain an understanding of these fi gures’ politi-
cal ideas and activities. I conclude the chapter with an assessment of this history 
and emphasise that Iran’s pre-revolutionary oppositions’ sociopolitical tendencies – 
which included stances of anti-imperialism, anti-monarchy, anti-Zionism and, with 



 

 

 

 
 

 

  

 
 

 

  
  

  
 

 

 

 
 

 

10 Iran and the Palestine cause 

regard to Islamic figures, pro-Muslim preferences – guided their attitudes towards 
the Palestinian cause. In this account, I assess that material factors played a secondary 
role in determining the relationship between these groups and the Palestinian cause. 

The Iranian pre-revolutionary “left-wing” guerrilla 
movements and Palestine (1963–1979) 

After the overthrow of Iran’s democratically elected Prime Minister Mohammad 
Mossadeq in the 1953 coup and the reinstatement of the Shah’s absolute monarchy, 
not least due to American and British intelligence support, Iranian dissidents began 
to face suppression and systematic coercion. Due to coercion and political close-
ness, the period between 1953 and 1963 can be characterised as an era in which 
opposition groups such as the Tudeh party and the Mossadeqist National Front 
pursued less confrontational policies against the dictatorship of the Shah. 1 Some 
historians and academics agree that the 1963 popular uprising under the leader-
ship of Ayatollah Khomeini was a turning point, becoming a catalyst for emerging 
“left-wing” guerrilla movements in Iran. From Abrahamian’s point of view, the 
roots of the guerrilla movements date back to the summer of 1963, when the Shah’s 
regime fiercely dealt with peaceful protests organised by the opposition. 2 The brutal 
suppression during 1963 coincided with increasing activities by revolutionary and 
guerrilla movements in Third World countries, notably in Algeria, Cuba, Viet-
nam and Palestine. Influenced and inspired by guerrilla movements in other Third 
World countries, it was natural that younger members of traditional oppositional 
organisations such as the Tudeh and the National Front came to the conclusion 
that peaceful actions against the Shah’s regime was a dead end and that guerrilla 
conflict represented a better alternative. Of the emerging guerrilla groups, Abra-
hamian categorises them into two groups as being more active and organised: the 
Sazman-i Cherik-ha-yi Feda-i Khalq-i Iran (Guerrilla Freedom Fighters of the Iranian 
People), known as the Marxist Faday’an; and the  Sazman-i Mujahidin-i Khalq-i Iran 
(Organisation of the Freedom Fighters of the Iranian People), generally referred to 
as the Islamic Mojahedin.3 

Post-1963, younger members of the Tudeh party and the Marxist contingent 
of the National Front were left frustrated by the perceived failure of the Tudeh 
party to confront the Pahlavi regime. Many were inspired by anti-imperialist move-
ments across the Third World and – critical of pro-Soviet Tudeh policies – began 
to organise independent groups. The Fadayi, according to Abrahamian, adopted its 
name in 1971, and came into existence through the merging of three politically 
active groups. The first group was founded during1963–1964 by Ali Akbar Safa-
i Farahani, Mohammad Ashtiyani, Abbas Sourki and Bezhan Jazani, all of them 
active members of the Tudeh Party’s Youth Organisation. 4 The second group was 
led by Masoud Ahmadzadeh, who bore religious and pro-Marxist sociopolitical 
tendencies. The third group was led by Ashraf Dehqani. 5 Safa-i Farahani wrote a 
handbook titled Ancheh Yek Inqelabi Bayad Bedanad (What a Revolutionary Must 
Know), 6 in which he drew up the ideological composition of the Faday’an. In his 



 

  
 

 

 

  

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

  
 

  

Iran and the Palestine cause 11 

handbook, Safa-i Farahani castigated the Shah’s regime for being dependent on 
“global imperialism”, criticising the Pahlavi regime’s pro-American foreign policy 
and particularly its “collaboration” with Israel against Arab neighbours such as 
Egypt, which was causing other political conflicts in South Yemen, Iraq and Syria. 
His handbook highlighted the importance of supporting international anti-impe-
rialist movements as a vital part of the Faday’an’s ideological struggle against the 
Shah’s pro-Western regime. 7 

According to Sepehr Zabih, the Faday’an was ideologically infl uenced by Marx-
ism-Leninism and pursued it as their official ideology. In particular, Latin American 
revolutionary writings became attractive to the Faday’an, and its members were 
inspired heavily by the Cuban Revolution and “anti-Imperialism guerrilla move-
ments” throughout the Third World. 8 The Cuban Revolution, the Tupamaros in 
Uruguay, and the growth of guerrilla warfare in Palestine and Vietnam greatly infl u-
enced their leadership. 9 In 1967, a few years after the foundation of Jazani’s group, 
most of its leadership were arrested by SAVAK (Sāzemān-e Ettelā'āt va Amniyat-e 
Keshvar, literally Organization of National Intelligence and Security of the Nation). 
Two prominent members, Safa-i Farahani and Ashtiyani, escaped to Lebanon, join-
ing their Palestinian counterparts in Fatah and receiving guerrilla training for two 
years. Upon their return to Iran in 1969, they continued their struggle alongside 
their fellow guerrillas. 10 Safa-i Farahani and Ashtiyani managed to cross the border 
into Iraq by using forged documents. Although SAVAK deported two Iraqi Marx-
ist dissidents to Baghdad as a goodwill gesture, 11 the Iranian foreign offi ce failed to 
persuade its Iraqi counterparts to extradite the Faday’an. 

Safa-i Farahani and Ashtiyani requested permission from the Iraqi authorities to 
cross the border in order to join up with their fellow freedom fighters in Palestine. 
After spending a month in Iraqi jails, they were allowed to cross into Syria. Initially 
interrogated in Damascus, they were subsequently allowed to cross the border 
into Jordan so long as they managed to convince the Syrians that they would 
fight alongside Palestinian guerrillas. After meeting and engaging in an ideologi-
cal discourse with Fatah delegates on the Jordanian border, they were accepted 
and sent to Palestinian camps in Jordan. Safa-i Farahani received the nickname 
Abu-Abbas from his Palestinian comrades and became one of the commanders 
of the Palestinian camp, while Ashtiyani was appointed as the keyholder of the 
camp’s warehouse. Both received support and training until they decided to return 
to Iran in winter 1969 in an effort to continue their anti-imperialist struggle at 
home. 12 Upon their return, the military training of these two proved invaluable in 
improving the guerrilla warfare capabilities of the Faday’an. Meanwhile, a group 
of their fellow fighters gathered in northern Iran preparing for an armed struggle 
against the monarchy. This culminated in an open battle on the 8th of February 
1971, known as the Siyahkal insurgency,  under the command of Safa-i Farahani. 
Most of the Faday’an fighters were either killed in the Siyahkal battle or arrested 
and subsequently executed. 13 

According to Abrahamian, Safa-i Farahani was captured and tortured to death. 
He died after refusing to reveal information about other members of the Faday’an. 14 



 

  
 

 

 
 

 

  
   

 

 
 

  
 

   

 
 

  
 

 

12 Iran and the Palestine cause 

After the failed Siyahkal insurgency, the Pahlavi state mounted a massive propaganda 
war against the guerrillas, accusing them of being “tools of the PLO”, Baghdad and 
Arab imperialism. 15 

The connection between the Faday’an guerrillas and Palestinian fi ghters was 
not monopolised by the Faday’an’s leadership, however. Iraj Sepehri, a sympathiser 
and later low-ranking member of the Faday’an, travelled across the Iran-Iraq border 
alone in order to join up with Ahmad Jibril’s Popular Front for the Liberation of 
Palestine–General Command in autumn 1971. In a memoir written by Sepehri, 
published by the Faday’an in 1977, he described his fascination and attraction to the 
Palestinian cause, arguing that the Palestinians were in fact fighting the same enemy 
as he was: “global Zionism” and international imperialism. He strongly believed 
that there was a close link between the Shah’s regime and the state of Israel’s oppres-
sion of the people of Palestine. According to the memoir, Sepehri fought alongside 
the Palestinians during a number of guerrilla insurgencies in the Golan Heights, 
alongside Ahmad Jibril’s group in 1972. During his time in the Golan, Sepehri used 
the name Mohammad Abdul-Qader and was later nicknamed Abu-Saeed Irani by 
his Palestinian comrades. 16 

Abrahamian clarifies that, although the Faday’an suffered setbacks after Siyahkal, 
its new members continued carrying out a number of armed operations mainly 
targeting the Iran-American Society, embassies of the United Kingdom, Oman and 
the United States, and the Iranian police headquarters in Tehran. 17 In examining 
the Faday’an’s pamphlets and handbooks such as the ones mentioned here, one 
can discern that the group had been eager to underline their connections with 
the Palestinian fighters, as well as their sympathies with the Third World guer-
rilla movements throughout their armed struggle against the Shah’s regime. In all, 
according to Houshang Chehabi, about 30 Faday’an were trained at camps in Jor-
dan (until 1970), Lebanon and Syria. 18 

Another leftist guerrilla movement that emerged during the 1960s to early 1970s 
was the Mojahedin-e Khalq (MKO), who proclaimed to be both anti-monarchy 
and anti-imperialist. Abrahamian and Zabih agree that the roots of the Mojahedin 
can be traced back to the religious wing of the National Front, particularly the 
Nehzat-i Azadi Iran (Liberation Movement of Iran). 19 The Liberation Movement of 
Iran (LMI) was established in 1961 by Mehdi Bazargan and Ayatollah Taleqani, two 
loyal supporters of Mossadeq. The movement was well-known for its radical anti-
imperialist stance. 20 According to Abrahamian, the 1963 uprising, together with 
the revolutions in Algeria, Cuba and Vietnam, had radicalised a group of younger 
members of the LMI. This prompted them to form a small discussion group that 
became the nucleus of the Mojahedin. 21 

In the late 1960s, the Mojahedin’s study group set up a central committee and 
an ideological team, tasking them with producing the organisation’s theological 
pamphlets.22 In the early days, the Mojahedin focused its efforts mainly at targeted 
“imperialism”, especially what it regarded as American imperialism, and viewed the 
Shah’s monarchical regime as being complicit. In condemning U.S. imperialism and 
its “global collaborators”, the Mojahedin publicly began to denounce the Pahlavi’s 



 
 

 
  

  

  
 

  
 

   
 

 
  

 
 
 

  
 

 
 

  

 

 
 

 
 

Iran and the Palestine cause 13 

regime for allying with the West, Israel and other reactionary regimes such as those 
of South Africa and South Vietnam. For the Mojahedin, these regimes had allied 
themselves against the Third World, including Arab nations and the Vietnamese 
liberation movement. 23 According to Abrahamian, the ideology of the Mojahedin 
combined Islam with Marxism.24 The group’s leadership attempted to avoid being 
directly associated with Marxism and instead painted itself as being more religiously 
inclined. Yet the Mojahedin’s main aim was to highlight commonalities between 
Islam and Marxism through the shared language of anti-imperialism. Indeed, the 
Mojahedin were certainly aware that denying the validity or importance of religion 
in a society where the masses were religious would send the message that the group 
was out of touch and subsequently make it more difficult for them to mobilise them 
against the pro-Western Shah’s regime. 25 

As the Mojahedin began their guerrilla war against the Shah’s regime, its 
leadership established contacts with the PLO, particularly Fatah, which in addi-
tion to being militarily capable was closer ideologically to the Mojahedin. 26 

The leadership of the Mojahedin were already familiar with Fatah’s ideological 
tendencies through listening to their radio channel, al-Asefah . In autumn 1969, 
the MKO decided to establish formal contacts with Fatah by sending Hussein 
Ruhani to their office in Paris. Ruhani’s meetings with Fatah’s offi cial, Mahmud 
Al- Hamshari, ended with no tangible results. The MKO central committee made 
another attempt at establishing relations with Fatah by sending some of its promi-
nent members, including Rasoul Meshkinfam and Torab Haqshenas, to Qatar 
and Dubai in March 1970. 27 There they managed to meet with Fatah offi cials 
and hold ideological discussions. After clarifying their anti-Zionist stance and 
ideological beliefs, Fatah agreed to hold more discussions with Iranian activists in 
Beirut and Amman. Mojahedin delegates arrived in Jordan from Beirut in spring 
1970 and held a number of meetings with Fatah official Abu-Hassan. Both sides 
came to an agreement and arranged for Fatah to provide guerrilla training for 
members of the Mojahedin. 

Following their meetings, members of the central committee of the Mojahedin 
travelled to Jordan and Fatah training camps in Lebanon and Syria following the 
so-called Black September. 28 While the first group of the Mojahedin attended Fatah 
training camps in Beirut and Amman, another group of six people – including 
Musa Khiabani – were sent to Dubai with forged documents in order to join their 
fellow fighters. As the group attempted to purchase the necessary items for their 
journey to Beirut, they were detained on suspicion of traveling with false docu-
ments by a British officer tasked with training Dubai’s local police. After spending 
a few months in custody, they were due to be extradited to Iran. 29 The Mojahedin 
leadership sent Meshkinfam, Ruhani and Sadat-Darbandi to Dubai with a mission 
to investigate the situation, and upon their arrival they received moral support from 
Yasser Arafat. They subsequently obtained intelligence through a Palestinian judge 
who happened to be a PLO sympathiser in Dubai. Using this intelligence, they 
boarded the same flight as the extradited members of the Mojahedin and hijacked 
the plane, flying it to Iraq. 



 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  
  

 
  

 
 
  
 
 
 

  

 
  

 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 
 

  

14 Iran and the Palestine cause 

In Baghdad, the group of nine Mojahedin were imprisoned and tortured by the 
Iraqi authorities on suspicion of being SAVAK agents. Finally, Fatah officials in Iraq 
intervened and convinced the Iraqis to release and permit them to join Fatah camps 
in Syria and Lebanon. 30 Meanwhile, Morteza Haqshenas, a prominent member of 
the Mojahedin, travelled to Iraq and requested that Ayatollah Khomeini, who was 
in exile in Iraq, intervene on their behalf. However, Ayatollah Khomeini refused to 
intervene knowing that the Iraqi regime would request his collaboration in return, 
which he wanted to avoid. 31 While the group spent a week recuperating in a Bagh-
dad hospital, they refused to accept Iraqi offers to remain in Baghdad and continue 
their anti-Shah activities. According to Ruhani’s interview, the Mojahedin wanted 
to leave Iraq because they were aware that SAVAK would use their presence there 
in its anti-Mojahedin propaganda.32 The Mojahedin were trained in Fatah’s Hassan-
Sallameh camp in Jordan and then transferred to Tartus in Syria and to Sheikh 
Zenad in Lebanon after Black September. 33 

According to Chehabi, Mojahedin trainees at the Palestinian camps were 
provided with Fatah identity documents and enjoyed a certain amount of 
immunity and freedom of movement in Lebanon. 34 Having improved their 
military capabilities in the Palestinian camps, the Mojahedin planned to return 
and organise guerrilla activities in Iran. However, most of its leadership and 
active membership were rounded up and arrested by SAVAK in August 1971. 35 

The captured members of the Mojahedin were tried by military tribunals, all 
charged with hijacking the plane from Dubai, arms smuggling and being agents 
of the PLO. The Shah’s regime also accused them of being Marxist-Islamist 
saboteurs. 36 Those members who were not in the dock, Ruhani and Haqshenas, 
travelled extensively in order to maintain and fortify the Mojahedin’s connec-
tion with the PLO, the governments of Libya and the People’s Democratic 
Republic of Yemen, and other Iranian dissidents in exile. 37 Meanwhile, Mohsen 
Nejathoseini remained in Lebanon and acted as the Mojahedin’s delegate in the 
Sabra refugee camp, publishing the Mojahedin’s statements and maintaining its 
international networks. 38 

From August 1971, the Mojahedin began to publish pamphlets that highlighted 
its connection with Palestinian fighters. In a statement published by the MKO in 
winter 1972 entitled The Defence Statement of Martyr Said Mohsen in the Military 
Tribunal, the Mojahedin explicitly stated their anti-imperialist and pro-Palestinian 
stance. In Said Mohsen’s words: 

We have started our uprising to build a world where there is no exploita-
tion. This goal does not recognize geographical borders; it can be in Iran, 
Palestine, Vietnam or Africa. For us, martyrdom alongside the Palestinian 
freedom fighters or Vietnamese guerrillas has one meaning. To do so, we have 
been confronting American imperialism and the Shah’s pro-capitalist puppet 
regime. To obtain our goal, we continue our armed struggle and are ready to 
sacrifice our lives. 39 
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Mohammad Hanifnezhad’s statements during his trial and SAVAK interrogations 
were also publicised. During interrogations, he clarified the influence of the Pales-
tinian cause on the Mojahedin’s ideology: 

We were mainly concentrating on studying Quran and religious books until 
1967 when Israeli aggression and occupation of the Palestinian lands intensi-
fied. Hearing that how the oppressed people of Palestine became victims of 
international imperialism and the fact that the Shah’s regime had close rela-
tions with Israel, the main enemy of the Muslims, prompted us to intensify 
our struggle. We decided to fight against the enemies of Islam and follow the 
fatwa of Islamic clerics including Ayatollah Khomeini and send our fighters 
to Palestine. 40 

In an effort to refute the state’s accusation that the Mojahedin were disguising Marx-
ist ideology in religious garb, the group’s propaganda wing attempted to underline 
the organisation’s anti-Zionist stance as the main unifying factor between Islam and 
Marxism. In 1975, the Mojahedin published a handout entitled  Pasokh be Etehamate 
Akhir-e Regime(Answer to the Regime’s Latest Insults): 

The regime is trying hard to place a wedge between Marxism and Muslims. 
In our view, there is only one major enemy: imperialism and its local collabo-
rators. Of course Islam and Marxism are not identical. Nevertheless Islam is 
definitely closer to Marxism than to Pahlavism. Islam and Marxism teach the 
same lesson, for they both fight against injustice. Islam and Marxism contain 
the same message, for they both inspire martyrdom, struggle and self-sacrifice. 
Who is closer to Islam; the Vietnamese who fight American imperialism or 
the Shah who collaborates with Zionism and imperialism? 41 

As mentioned, the Mojahedin during its early stages were influenced and inspired 
by Third World revolutions and organisations, including the Algerian revolution 
and particularly the Palestinian liberation movement. The Mojahedin believed that 
the Palestinians were fighting at the heart of the Islamic world and in an area where 
most of the regimes were conservative and pro-American. The Palestinian move-
ment also served as an inspiration to the Mojahedin because it continued to operate 
despite a series of political and military setbacks, such as the 1967 Arab-Israeli war 
and Black September. The Mojahedin were aware that the Iranian public sym-
pathised with the Palestinian cause and consequently pushed the view that the fate 
of the Shah’s regime was inextricably tied to that of Zionism. 42 The Mojahedin’s 
political cadres translated some of al-Asifah’s radio programmes into Farsi and pub-
lished transcripts in their pamphlets. 

Two years after being re-established in 1961, following the June 1963 popu-
lar uprisings, the Mossdeqist National Front (NF) terminated its political activities 
inside Iran. Nevertheless, in the late 1960s, some of its more radical cadres moved 




