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mplementation of the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Ac-
tion (JCPOA) that Iran secured 
with the P5+1 regarding its 
nuclear-related activities is a 

groundbreaking development that 
Tehran hopes will end its interna-
tional isolation.

The removal of international 
economic sanctions against Iran, 
some dating back 40 years, will 
release an estimated $150 billion 
in frozen assets and reconnect Ira-
nian markets to the global econo-
my and finance — especially with 
much-needed investment from 
Europe.

However, just as those sanctions 
on Iran were lifted, the United 
States imposed new penalties re-
lated to Tehran’s ballistic missile 
programme.

Iran sees attempts to rein in its 
missile programme as a ploy to 
disarm the country and is likely to 
fight any such moves aggressively. 
Even as the JCPOA was being nego-
tiated, Iran was positioning itself 
to ensure the nuclear programme 
was treated separately from other 
issues, especially the development 
of missiles, and warned that sanc-
tions would jeopardise a potential 
nuclear agreement.

The ballistic missile programme 
is the centrepiece of Iran’s defence 
strategy. For the region, however, 
it represents a dangerous and in-

creasingly sophisticated threat re-
inforcing insecurities.

In August 2015, Iran unveiled its 
Fateh-313 short-range ballistic mis-
sile and two months later tested 
the liquid-fuel Emad intermediate-
range ballistic missile — apparently 
in violation of UN Security Council 
Resolution 1929, which prohibits 
Iran from conduct ing launches of 
ballistic missiles capable of deliver-
ing nuclear weap ons.

In early January, the US military 
released a video of small craft, pur-
portedly Iranian, test-firing unguid-
ed missiles in close proximity to US 
and French warships transiting the 
Strait of Hormuz.

Although President Barack 
Obama’s administration regards the 
JCPOA as its most important diplo-
matic feat, it has contended with 
pressure from Congress, as well as 
its Israeli and Arab allies, to not go 
soft on Iran, which spearheads an 
anti-US alliance in the Middle East 
creating more problems than ever.

Similarly, the Iranian government 
has been under pressure at home 
from critics wanting reassurances 
against any rapprochement with 
the United States and to dispel fears 
that the JCPOA is the start of a cam-
paign to force Iran into compromise 
on its wider strategic interests.

The United States committed 
in the JCPOA to refraining from 
policies intended to “adversely af-
fect normalisation of economic 
relations with Iran”. The latest US 
sanctions targeting Iran arguably 
conflict with this but do so limit-
edly — for now. The new US sanc-

tions are narrow — designating 11 
entities and individuals involved 
in procurement of components for 
the Iranian ballistic missile pro-
gramme — and are unilateral, so do 
not affect non-US companies. The 
United States modestly expanded 
sanctions on Hezbollah, whose pa-
tron is, of course, Iran.

While the new US sanctions 
against Iran lie in a grey area, legally 
speaking, they could be politically 
manageable so long as they do not 
make a secondary impact, such as if 
they were to be enforced extrater-
ritorially, affecting European trade 
with Iran. While there will be con-

tending perspectives on the new 
US sanctions, and the JCPOA could 
face difficulties, broadly speak-
ing Iran and the P5+1 — especially 
the United States — remain keen to 
safeguard the nuclear agreement.

Meanwhile, the United States 
continues to reach out to Iran. US 
Secretary of State John Kerry has 
spoken over the phone with Iranian 
Foreign Minister Javad Zarif at least 
11 times already in 2016 (in compar-
ison, he has done so with Saudi For-
eign Minister Adel al-Jubeir twice). 
The United States has also included 
Iran in mediation efforts for the Syr-
ian civil war, granted clemency to 
seven Iranians charged with export 
violations and dropped Interpol 
warrants for 14 others in exchange 
for the release of five Americans.

Despite improving US-Iranian 
relations, talk of rapprochement 
is premature. Adam Szubin, act-
ing under secretary for terrorism 
and financial intelligence at the US 
Treasury Department, stated that 
the United States will “vigorously 
press sanctions against Iranian 
activities outside of [JCPOA] — in-

cluding those related to Iran’s sup-
port for terrorism, regional destabi-
lisation, human rights abuses and 
ballistic missile programme”.

By targeting the ballistic missile 
programme in Iran, the US admin-
istration hopes to allay concerns 
at home, in Israel and among Arab 
allies of going soft but also desires 
a control valve to snap back Eu-
ropean companies shaping up for 
business with Iran as a lever of in-
fluence.

The real test will come when a 
new administration takes office in 
the United States next January and 
how it chooses to work — or not — 
with Iran. Longer term, however, 
Europe will play the decisive role 
in safeguarding the JCPOA if US-
Iranian relations sour under new 
American leadership.
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ost Iranians were 
born after the Islamic 
revolution of 1979 
and have no personal 
memory of the Pahl-

avi dynasty, which ruled Iran from 
1925 to 1979. The Islamic Republic, 
however, perhaps in an attempt 
to legitimise itself, is still engaged 
in a permanent propaganda war 
against the legacy of the Pahlavis — 
and seems to be winning.

Mohammad Reza Varzi’s his-
torical drama Moamaye Shah (The 
Enigma of the Shah), recently 
screened on the state television 
network, is the clerical regime’s 
latest contribution to the campaign 
to denigrate the Pahlavis and por-
tray them as avaricious rulers who 
plundered Iran’s wealth.

But remarkably, Iran Broadcast-
ing is simultaneously allowing 
public figures to criticise this de-
piction and even cautiously defend 
the record of the former monarchs.

So what accounts for these con-
trasting depictions of the Pahlavis 
in the regime’s public discourse? 
And how come the Islamic Repub-

lic is tolerating revisionist interpre-
tations of the shah and his heavy-
handed rule?

The Enigma of the Shah relies 
heavily on the Rise and Fall of the 
Pahlavi Dynasty, supposedly writ-
ten by General Hossein Fardoust, 
a childhood friend of Mohammad 
Reza Pahlavi and 
the head of his 
Special Bureau.

Fardoust be-
trayed the shah 
during the revolu-
tion and remained 
in Iran to establish 
the new regime’s 
security service, 
the SAVAMA, which 
took over from the 
shah’s infamous SA-
VAK.

In the book and the 
TV series, Reza Shah, 
founder of the mod-
ern Pahlavi dynasty, is 
depicted as an opium 
addict who owed his 
throne to the support 
of the Baha’is, a sect 
banned by the regime, 
and the British who ran 
Iran after World War II 
and controlled its oil.

According to the de-
piction, the shah’s only 
counsel to his heir Mo-
hammad Reza was: “Be-
tray this country as much 
as you can!” Mohammad 
Reza Shah, who died in 
exile in Egypt in July 1980, 
is shown as an inadequate 
husband, a homosexual and 
a political coward.

There’s no surprise in this 
portrayal, which follows the 

regime’s official propaganda line. 
More surprising is Iranian televi-
sion’s airing of revisionist depic-
tions of the Pahlavis that contra-
dict the regime’s version.

An important example of this 

was a lively defence of the Pahlavis 
by Sadegh Zibakalam, a professor 
at Tehran University who, in a live 
TV appearance as far back as March 
7, 2010, lauded Reza Shah’s “ser-

vice to Iran”.
“In this black-and-white 

world of ours, we suppose 
Reza Shah was a traitor,” Zi-
bakalam said. “We suppose 
Reza Shah was the lackey 
of the British… But when 
looking at his deeds… he 
did nothing but serve this 
country when dealing with 
foreigners. Iran owes its ter-
ritorial integrity to… Reza 
Shah!”

Commenting on The 
Enigma of the Shah in an 
interview with the news-
paper Iran on December 
21st, Zibakalam said: 
“The Voice and Vision (of 
the Islamic Republic) de-
sires to present a partic-
ular view to the people. 
Therefore, such a work 
becomes a partisan and 
politicised programme. 
It does not recount his-
tory as it was… but pre-
sents a particular inter-
pretation of it.”

Another example 
is a certain Hojjat al-
Elam Shahab Moradi. 
In a recent interview 
on state television, 
the mid-ranking 
cleric said he barred 
his children from 
watching The Enig-
ma of the Shah.

Commenting on a dramatic re-
construction of an alleged incident 
in which one of the shah’s brothers 

abducted a chaste woman in the 
street in broad daylight to defile 
her inside the palace, Moradi said: 
“Do you really think the people be-
lieve this?

“Do you think the people will 
say they (the Pahlavis) were bad 
people? Or the scene where the 
American ambassador asks: ‘What 
is there to plunder this week?’ Or 
when Reza Shah advises (his son) 
‘Betray this country as much as you 
can!’ People don’t believe such dia-
logue! It’s a waste of public funds to 
make this kind of movie.”

Taking his criticism to another 
level, Moradi said: “We live among 
the people and they’re not saying 
that the Pahlavis were bad!”

These contrasting depictions of 
the Pahlavis, whose overthrow in 
an Islamic revolution that played 
a vital role in the rise of militant 
Islam, result from the regime’s 
awareness that the revolution is in 
a new phase.

This was exemplified by the 
July 2015 nuclear agreement with 
the United States and other global 
powers and the opening of a rap-
prochement with the West after 
more than 35 years of hostility.

On the one hand, the traditional 
depiction of the Pahlavis as pup-
pets of the West, as represented by 
The Enigma of the Shah, appeals to 
the regime’s hard-core supporters.

But to Iranian nationalists critical 
of the Islamic Republic, the regime, 
no longer fearful of a monarchist 
counter-revolution, delivers the re-
visionist view of Zibakalam, Mora-
di and others that portray the shah 
as a somehow misguided patriot 
used and betrayed by the West.

In both instances, the message is: 
The West is bad!
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