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Iran and the Islamic 
Revolution  

 

The threat of nuclear weapons, militant Islamic 
fundamentalism, and ongoing confrontations with 
the West: this is typically how Iran appears in our 
news media, such as Time magazine. The roots of 
these conflicts have their origins in the history of 
Iran and its relationship with the United States.    
 

Ancient Persia 
Iran has a deep and glorious history as the ancient 
nation of Persia. Persian culture influenced the 
ancient world from Europe and Africa to India and 
China. Its first Shah or King, Cyrus, founded the 
Persian Empire in 648 BC and is credited with 
establishing the first declaration of human rights.  
 
Arab armies brought Islam to Iran in the 7th century 
and in turn Persian literature, philosophy, art and 
science greatly influenced the Islamic world. At the 
start of the 16th century, the Safavid Dynasty 
converted Iran from Sunni to Shiite Islam, in part to 
distinguish itself from its main rivals, the Sunni 
Ottomans. Today, Iran is one of the few Muslim 
nations with a majority Shiite population.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Modern Iran 
In 1921 Reza Shah took control of Iran in a military 
coup (overthrow) and began a policy of 
modernization that included the banning of 
Islamic dress and the development of industry, 
railroads and a Western-style educational system.  
During WWII, Russia and Great Britain occupied 
Iran and placed Reza Shah’s son, Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi, on the throne. He was to be the final Shah 
of Iran, ruling until his overthrow by the Islamic 
Revolution in 1979. 
 
In 1951 the popular politician, Mohammed 
Mossadeq was elected Prime Minister. He 
challenged the policies of the Western-backed 
Shah and nationalized Iran’s oil industry, which 
had been controlled by British companies. This was 
early in the Cold War and the Eisenhower 
administration feared that Iran might come under 
the influence of “the Communists.”  In 1953 the 
newly formed US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) 
led a coup against Mossadeq’s democratically 
elected government and placed the Shah back in 
power. For the next 26 years the Shah was a key 
US ally in the volatile, but strategically important 
Middle East. Steadfast US support for the Shah 
would later haunt the US as anger against the 
Shah’s regime grew.  
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The Sunni-Shiite split emerged out of the conflict 
over the leadership of Islam after the death of the 

prophet Mohammed in 632 AD. 
 

Sunni Muslims look to the established Muslim 
leadership of the Caliphs as the legitimate 

interpreters of Islam. Sunni Muslims make up 
approximately 70% of the Middle East's Muslims 

and are considered the mainstream of Islam. 
 

Shiite (or Shia) Muslims see Ali, the Prophet’s 
cousin and son-in-law, and his descendants as the 

legitimate successors to Mohammad. Shiite 
Muslims are a majority in Iran, Iraq,  

Bahrian, and Azerbaijan. 

From 1500 to 1920, a succession of Persian 
dynasties ruled Iran. In the 20th century, Russia 
and Great Britain vied for control, but Iran 
resisted colonialism and maintained its 
independence in a region dominated by 
European powers. 
 

The Shah – Dec. 1945 

Mossadeq – Jan. 1952 

Compare and contrast 
Time’s portraits 
of the Shah and 

Mossadeq. 
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Iran under the Shah 
With the backing of the United States and 
European powers, the Shah began his “White 
Revolution” in 1954 to modernize Iran. Flush 
with cash from the oil industry dominated by US 
companies, the Shah modernized the economy, 
military and education. While some Iranians 
supported the Shah’s policies, the Shia clergy 
generally opposed the Westernization of Iran. As 
resistance grew, the Shah used his US-trained 
Savak, or secret police to violently suppress 
political opposition. In 1964, the influential Shiite 
cleric, Ayatollah Khomeini, was exiled from Iran 
by the Shah. For the next fifteen years, Khomeini 
helped lead the opposition to the Shah from exile 
in Iraq. 
 

The Islamic Revolution 
Opposition to the Shah grew into massive street 
protests that paralyzed the country.  In January of 
1979, the Shah fled Iran. Two weeks days later,   
Khomeni returned 
triumphantly from exile 
and declared an Islamic 
Republic. Later that year, 
Iranian students stormed 
the US embassy in Tehran 
and took 52 Americans 
hostage.  For the next 444 
days, the American 
people watched and  
waited for their release. 
The Iranian hostage crisis  
helped bring down the Carter administration and 
established the confrontational diplomatic 
relationship that exists between the US and 
Iranian governments to this day. 
 
In 1980, Saddam Hussein invaded Iran and began 
the bloody eight-year Iran/Iraq War. While the 
US generally supported Iraq in an attempt to 
contain Iran’s Revolution, the Reagan 
administration negotiated a secret deal known as 
Iran/Contra to gain the release of hostages held 
in Lebanon by groups supported by Iran.     
 
The death of Khomeni in 1989 and the election of 
a reformist president in 1998 did little to stem 
international criticism of Iran’s human rights  
 
 
 
    

The Islamic Republic of Iran is governed by 
The Council of Guardians, a coalition of Shiite 
religious leaders and judges under the 
leadership of the Supreme Leader. The 
Guardians evaluate laws passed by the 
parliament to ensure they conform to Islamic 
principles and the constitution, in addition to 
approving Iranian presidential candidates.   
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The US pushed for international sanctions against 
Iran for its alleged nuclear weapons program.  
The 2009 reelection of Ahmadinejad led to 
bloody street protests known as the “Green 
Revolution” that reflected a growing anti-
government movement within Iran.   
 
 

What editorial positions does 
Time take in these five covers? 

record. After the September 11th terrorist attacks, 
US President George W. Bush declared Iran part 
of an “Axis of Evil.” Tensions rose even higher 
after the election of “hard-line” President 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, who in 2005 promoted 
Iran’s nuclear program for “peaceful energy.”   

What events are represented 
in these Time covers? 

This history will certainly shape future Iranian 
American relations that, in turn, will be decisive 
in influencing US relations with the Middle East 
and the entire Islamic world.    
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