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How Khomeini deceived ‘the Great Satan’
Ali Alfoneh

Washington

I 

ran’s propaganda machinery 
consistently depicts Grand Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini as an 
uncompromising revolution-
ary who devoted his life to the 

fight against “the Great Satan” — the 
United States — and the shah of Iran.

Newly declassified US govern-
ment documents, including dip-
lomatic cables, policy memos and 
the minutes of top-level meetings, 
however, depict Khomeini as an 
able chess player who masterfully 
deceived the United States to secure 
a bloodless transfer of power from 
the shah’s regime to Iran’s Islamic 
revolutionaries.

The documents also disclose the 
unbelievable naiveté of the Carter 
administration.

Khomeini’s first overture to the 
United States was a letter written 
in November 1963 during his house 
arrest to president John F. Kennedy. 
In it, the ayatollah condemned the 
shah’s “white revolution”, which, 
among other things, distributed the 
land of religious charities among 
landless peasants and granted Ira-
nian women the vote.

Both initiatives were anathema 
to the Shia clergy, who incited the 
mobs in the holy city of Qom to re-

bel against the authorities. While at-
tacking the shah, the ayatollah care-
fully explained he was not opposed 
to American interests in Iran and 
considered a US presence necessary 
to “counter the Soviet and British 
influence”.

Khomeini did not receive a re-
sponse to his letter. Iranian prime 
minister Asadollah Alam success-
fully crushed the Khomeini-led 
uprising in 1963 and Kennedy was 
assassinated a few weeks after the 
letter was delivered to the US State 
Department.

Towards the end of 1979, the situ-

ation had changed: Cancer was de-
vouring the shah and his regime was 
crumbling. Khomeini’s star was in 
the ascendant and only the imperial 
army stood between the ayatollah 
and control of Iran.

The Carter administration did not 
care too much for the shah and had 
its eyes fixed on its Cold War enemy 
in Moscow. As long as Iran did not 
go red and the Iranian military was 
preserved as a bulwark against So-
viet expansionism, it did not matter 
much to the Carter administration 
whether the ayatollah or the shah 
was in power.

Khomeini’s representative, Ebra-
him Yazdi, was more than happy 
to reassure American diplomats in 
Paris and a deal was struck between 
Washington and the revolutionar-
ies: Washington would not object 
to the abolishment of the monarchy 
and would prevent a military coup 
in Iran.

In return, Khomeini pledged 
not to destroy the Iranian military, 
promised an Iran free of Soviet 
domination, neutral, if not friendly 
to the United States, one that would 
not export its revolution abroad nor 
cut the flow of oil to the West.

The Carter administration lived 
up to its part of the bargain: It per-
suaded Nasser Moghadam, head of 
the SAVAK, the shah’s notorious US- 
and Israeli-trained intelligence and 
security service, and Abbas Ghara-
baghi, the army chief of staff, to en-
gage in negotiations with Ayatollah 
Mohammad Beheshti, another of 
Khomeini’s representatives.

US president Jimmy Carter tasked 
US Air Force General Robert E. Huys-
er with dissuading the shah’s gener-
als from staging a last-minute coup.

On February 11, 1979, the Supreme 
Military Council indeed declared it-
self “neutral in the current politi-
cal disputes” but Khomeini did not 
show the same degree of fidelity.

Early cadres of what later became 
known as the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), armed with 

weapons seized from military gar-
risons and police stations, rounded 
up the top generals, who were later 
executed by firing squad.

Moghadam, who was a key wit-
ness to Khomeini’s “deal” with 
Washington, was among them.

The United States was too good an 
enemy for Khomeini to lose and, as 
soon as he used Washington to neu-
tralise the threat of a military coup, 
he sang the usual anti-American 
hymn.

As the BBC’s Persian Services 
broadcast the latest declassified 
US government reports, Iranian 
Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei ac-
cused Washington of “fabricating” 
evidence of the liaisons between 
Khomeini and the Carter adminis-
tration.

But Khamenei, himself a master 
of deceiving Washington, knows 
better than that and is emulating his 
predecessor. It is Washington that 
has not learnt from its previous en-
counters with the Islamic Republic.
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Iranian hard-line students hold portraits of Ayatollah Khomeini in 
Tehran, in April 2006.
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Iran’s hardliners 
boosted by 
let-down over
nuclear deal
Gareth Smyth

London

N 

early six months after 
the lifting of draconian 
international sanctions 
against Iran, there is a 
sense inside the country 

that little has changed.
True, oil exports have risen from 

1.4 million barrels per day (bpd) to 
more than 2 million bpd but plans 
for billions of dollars in trade and 
investment are on hold because 
Washington is restricting access to 
the dollar and continues to sanc-
tion about 200 Iranian entities and 
individuals for links to terrorism or 
abuse of human rights.

Critics of the July 14th, 2015, nu-
clear agreement are regrouping. 
Despite their disappointing show-
ing in February’s elections for par-
liament and the Experts’ Assembly, 
the body that chooses the supreme 
leader, principlists were encour-
aged in May by Ayatollah Ahmad 
Jannati’s election as assembly chair-
man and now look for a candidate 
to beat incumbent Hassan Rohani in 
the presidential election expected 
in June 2017.

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, presi-
dent from 2005-13, has caught the 
public eye in recent months with 
speeches contrasting the sacrifices 
of the 1980-88 war against Iraq with 
inequality and selfishness today. 
Websites supporting him have put 
forward statistics illustrating the 
“successes” of his presidency com-
pared to Rohani’s record on matters 
such as paving rural roads.

Ahmadinejad remains popular 
with many Iranians — an August 
2015 poll gave him a 67% approval 
rating — but his prospects are ham-
pered by memories of the battles 

during his second term with Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei and other senior clerics.

There is a good chance the watch-
dog Council of Guardians, of which 
Jannati is chairman, would bar Ah-
madinejad from the presidential 
election, as it did his first vice-pres-
ident, Esfandiar Rahim Mashaei, in 
2013.

“I don’t think Ayatollah Khame-
nei will let Ahmadinejad come 
back, unless Rohani has made the 
situation very unhappy for him,” 
said Saeid Golkar, consulting senior 
fellow at the International Institute 
for Strategic Studies and lecturer 
at Northwestern University in the 
United States.

“There is a possibility but they 
have other candidates in their 
mind. In social media, they’re talk-
ing about someone from the Rev-
olutionary Guards, like Qassem 
Soleimani, who’s very popular. 
They’ve made him into a superstar. 
He’s loyal to Ayatollah Khamenei,” 
Golkar said.

Soleimani, commander of al-
Quds Force, the foreign operations 
arm of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guards Corps (IRGC), emerged into 
the glare of publicity in 2014 with 
pictures of him organising resist-
ance to the Islamic State (ISIS), in 
Iraq and Syria. By 2015, the once-
furtive Soleimani was profiled in 
the Iranian media and has often 
appeared as a fatherly figure at the 
funerals of officers killed in Iraq.

Where Soleimani figures in Iran’s 
factional mosaic, however, is far 
from clear. In February’s parlia-
mentary election, he endorsed Ali 
Larijani, the parliamentary speaker 
running in the holy city of Qom.

A consummate insider, Larijani 
skilfully managed opposition to the 
nuclear agreement within parlia-
ment and, if he remains as speaker, 
may well support Rohani’s plans 

for economic reform. This suggests 
that, while Soleimani as president 
might do more to protect IRGC in-
terests, including its business em-
pire, he might not be poles apart 
from Rohani as chief executive.

So far, Rohani looks favoured to 
win a second term. As president 
he has delivered the nuclear deal 
while maintaining good relations 
with parliament. He has presided 
over an economic recovery, with 
the International Monetary Fund 
projecting 4% growth in 2016 after 
the economy shrank the year Ah-
madinejad left office.

Expectations, however, are high 
and this is where Rohani may be 
vulnerable. On a visit to Washing-
ton in April, Central Bank of Iran 
Governor Valiollah Seif said Tehran 
received “almost nothing” in sanc-
tions relief, while Foreign Minister 
Mohammad Javad Zarif warned the 

agreement could falter.
According to US Secretary of 

State John Kerry, Iran has been 
able to access $3 billion of the $100 
billion in frozen assets freed by the 
nuclear deal.

Matters were hardly helped by 
a US Supreme Court decision in 
April that could allow the transfer 
of $2 billion of Iran’s frozen assets 
to families of US servicemen killed 
in Lebanon in 1983 by militants al-
legedly linked to Iran.

While Khamenei publicly sup-
ported the nuclear deal, he has 
recently accused the United States 
of “obstruction and treachery” in 
blocking Iran’s trade.

Some principlists in Iran have 
argued that Donald Trump, the 
presumptive Republican Party 
nominee for November’s US presi-
dential election, shows America’s 
true face: arrogant, bombastic and, 

as shown by his plan to bar Mus-
lims from the United States, big-
oted.

Trump has openly criticised 
the nuclear agreement but even 
Hillary Clinton, the Democratic 
contender, is unlikely to be as keen 
on engaging Iran as current US 
President Barack Obama has been.

All of which encourages critics of 
the deal in Iran.

The Rohani government is look-
ing to a revived private sector to 
boost the economy and improve 
job prospects and living standards 
but, in a sign things are not going 
as well as had been hoped, the gov-
ernment recently allocated $4.6 
billion to help small and medium-
sized enterprises.
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Ahmad Jannati (L) the head of Iran’s new Assembly of Experts, attends the Assembly meeting in 
Tehran, on May 24th.
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