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Chapter 1: Historical Roots and the Road to Conflict
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This chapter presents a clear, factual account of how relations between the United States and Iran evolved into an open, damaging conflict. Understanding the history helps explain current choices, strategic priorities, and the public responses that shaped the crisis. The goal here is to present the major turning points and the long-term patterns that made war possible, while avoiding partisan framing and focusing on widely documented events.

Relations between the United States and the territory that is now Iran were relatively limited before the 20th century. Those interactions expanded in the 20th century alongside global power shifts and the decline of colonial empires. American engagement increased after World War II as Washington sought strategic partnerships to counter Soviet influence. That postwar era set a pattern: external threats and internal politics pushed both sides into policies that hardened their relationship over time.

The 1953 removal of Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh is a key early episode. A nationalist leader who had moved to nationalize Iran's oil industry was overthrown in a coup orchestrated by British and American intelligence services. This coup restored the shah to a more powerful position and left a lasting legacy of distrust toward the United States among many Iranians. The shah’s reliance on Western support and his authoritarian rule contributed to social tensions that erupted later.

The 1979 Iranian Revolution was the watershed moment that reshaped bilateral relations. The shah left the country amid widespread unrest and Ayatollah Khomeini returned from exile to lead a revolutionary government. The revolution fused nationalism, religious ideology, and anti-Western sentiment. The hostage crisis later that year, when students seized the U.S. embassy in Tehran and held American personnel for 444 days, cemented hostility and ended decades of closer ties. For many Americans, the image of the hostage crisis became the defining symbol of Iran’s posture toward the United States.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s there were cycles of confrontation and limited cooperation. The Iran-Iraq War in the 1980s placed Iran in a regional security context where it faced an existential threat. Although the United States supported Iraq in various ways, its principal concern at the time was the stability of oil supplies and regional balance. In the following decade, Iran faced international criticism for its policies toward dissidents and for its regional actions. The United States and many European countries imposed sanctions in response to human rights abuses and to concerns about proliferation.

A pivotal development in the early 21st century was Iran’s nuclear program. Iran insisted its program was for peaceful purposes, but the international community and U.S. intelligence agencies raised concerns about potential weapons research. These concerns led to years of pressure, negotiations, inspections, and sanctions. The 2015 nuclear agreement, known formally as the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, provided temporary limits and intrusive monitoring in exchange for relief from certain economic sanctions. It became a point of contention in U.S. domestic politics and among regional actors, notably Israel and Saudi Arabia, who worried the deal did not fully eliminate Iran’s military potential.

When the United States withdrew from the nuclear deal in 2018 and reimposed broad sanctions, relations deteriorated rapidly. Iranian policymakers saw the withdrawal as evidence that negotiated assurances could be reversed, undermining trust. Tehran began to reduce its compliance with nuclear limits, expand regional operations through allied militia groups, and increase ballistic missile testing. Simultaneously, the U.S. increased pressure through sanctions and a more confrontational military posture in the Gulf.

The period immediately before open hostilities included a series of ship seizures, drone strikes, and attacks on oil infrastructure attributed to Iran or Iran-affiliated groups. Assassinations and targeted strikes against Iranian commanders heightened the risk of uncontrolled escalation. Political dynamics on both sides—hardline leaders, domestic pressures, and misperceptions about the other side’s thresholds—made de-escalation more difficult. Small incidents accumulated into a pattern in which responses multiplied in scope and intensity.

Regional alliances and proxy networks played a central role in the lead-up to war. Iran developed strategic relationships with armed groups across Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, and Yemen, using those ties to pressure rivals and extend deterrence. The United States and its partners relied on forward deployments, maritime patrols, and regional partners to counter those networks. This asymmetrical contest meant that conflict would not be confined to conventional battlefields; it would spread across borders and into many sectors of regional life.

Economic measures such as sanctions were also part of the long buildup. For Tehran, sanctions were both a strategic pressure point and a cause of domestic hardship that drove political responses. For Washington, sanctions aimed to limit Iran’s ability to finance proxies, develop weapons, and reap the benefits of oil revenues. Over time, sanctions shaped the options available to both governments, narrowing diplomatic space and making costly retaliatory steps more likely.

Misreading intentions and capacities contributed to escalation. Intelligence agencies on both sides faced the familiar limitations of interpreting adversaries’ warnings, signals, and thresholds. Political leaders sometimes preferred policies that signaled resolve rather than compromise. That dynamic made negotiated solutions harder, creating an environment in which crisis could break into war.

In summary, the path from strained relations to open war involved a mixture of historical grievances, strategic competition, domestic politics, and regional rivalry. The revolution of 1979, the nuclear dispute, the role of proxies, and the use of economic pressure all combined to create a situation where limited clashes could enlarge into a sustained conflict. Understanding these roots helps explain the behavior of both states once fighting began and points to why ending the war would require attention to both security concerns and the underlying political grievances.
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Early Encounters, Oil, and the 1953 Coup
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This section explains how early 20th century ties, the growth of oil interests, and Cold War calculations set the stage for a decisive turning point in 1953. Those events created deep political consequences inside Iran and long-lasting distrust of the United States among many Iranians.
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LIMITED EARLY RELATIONS and growing strategic interest

Before the twentieth century, direct contacts between the United States and the territory that became Iran were limited and sporadic. That began to change in the early and mid-1900s as the geopolitical value of Middle Eastern oil and the global rivalry with the Soviet Union rose. Washington expanded its diplomatic presence, American oil companies sought contracts, and military advisors and technical experts appeared more frequently.

By the 1940s and 1950s, Iran had become strategically important to U.S. planners who feared Soviet expansion and valued secure energy routes. British influence remained strong, especially in oil, but American involvement grew as part of broader Cold War strategy. This shift made Iranian domestic politics more consequential for foreign powers, and it created a framework in which local disputes could attract international intervention and attention.

The 1953 coup and its immediate effects

Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddegh’s 1951 decision to nationalize the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company provoked a sharp crisis with Britain and alarmed U.S. policymakers worried about instability and Soviet influence. In 1953 British and American intelligence services backed a covert operation—commonly known in the United States as Operation Ajax—that removed Mosaddegh and reinforced the shah’s authority. The coup reopened access for foreign oil interests and deepened Tehran’s security relationship with the West.

The immediate political effect was a strengthened monarchy that relied on expanded security services and political repression to stay in power. For many Iranians the coup became evidence of foreign intrusion into domestic affairs, feeding durable narratives of betrayal. That legacy eroded popular trust in both the shah and his Western backers and set the stage for broader political mobilization against the regime in subsequent decades.

Shah’s rule, modernization, and the roots of opposition

From the 1950s into the 1970s the shah pursued an ambitious program of state-led modernization financed largely by rising oil revenues. Reforms under the so-called White Revolution included land redistribution, expanded education and health services, women’s suffrage, and accelerated industrial projects. These policies produced visible gains—roads, schools, and a growing urban middle class—but also generated dislocation, deepened rural inequality in some areas, and heightened expectations that the regime could not uniformly meet.

To maintain order and implement reforms the shah relied on security assistance, political policing, and intelligence services that curtailed organized dissent. The association of modernization with authoritarian rule and Western backing alienated traditional elites, religious leaders, leftist activists, and segments of the middle class. Over time these disparate groups found common cause in criticizing both political repression and perceived cultural dependency, forming a broad opposition coalition that ultimately helped topple the monarchy in 1979.
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Revolution, Hostage Crisis, and the 1980s
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This section covers the 1979 revolution, the embassy hostage crisis, and the regional wars and alignments of the 1980s. These years transformed bilateral relations from tense rivalry into entrenched hostility and restructured Iran’s place in the region.

The 1979 revolution and a new ideological posture

The 1979 overthrow of the shah and Ayatollah Khomeini’s return created a state that fused Shiite clerical authority with nationalist and revolutionary rhetoric. The new leadership rejected the shah’s pro-Western alignment, criticized foreign influence, and restructured political institutions to center religious legitimacy over the secular, pro-Western networks that had dominated under the monarchy.

Externally, Tehran embraced a policy of opposing U.S. influence and promoting its revolutionary model. Support for Islamist movements, public denunciations of foreign intervention, and efforts to inspire regional allies shifted Iran from cautious cooperation to sustained opposition, narrowing space for pragmatic diplomacy.

The creation of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps and constitutional changes institutionalized clerical oversight, channeling foreign policy through security and ideological priorities. These developments embedded a long-term posture that made reconciliation with Washington politically and institutionally difficult.

The embassy hostage crisis and its long shadow

In November 1979, student militants seized the U.S. embassy in Tehran and held 52 American diplomats and citizens for 444 days. The crisis became a defining symbol in U.S. public life, contributing to President Jimmy Carter’s political difficulties and producing a major diplomatic rupture between the two countries.

For many Iranians the takeover was framed as resistance to decades of foreign meddling and a
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