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America and Iran: A History 1720 to the Present

The relationship between America and Iran has evolved dramatically over the past few
centuries, shaped by historical events, cultural exchanges, and political dynamics. From
the early interactions in the 18th century to the complexities of the present day, the
history of America and Iran is marked by both cooperation and conflict. This article
explores the key events that have defined their relationship, the shifting political
landscapes, and the implications of their interactions for both nations and the wider world.

Early Encounters (1720-1900)

The first significant interactions between America and Iran occurred in the early 18th
century. During this time, Iran was under the rule of the Safavid dynasty, while the
American colonies were still developing.

Trade and Commerce

1. In the 18th Century: The United States was primarily engaged in trade with various
nations. American merchants sought opportunities in the Persian Gulf region.

2. Persian Carpets: One of the most notable products exported from Iran was Persian
carpets, which became highly sought after in American markets.

3. Diplomatic Relations: In 1856, the United States and Persia established formal
diplomatic relations, with the U.S. opening a consulate in Tehran. This marked a new
phase in their interactions, characterized by mutual interest in trade and diplomacy.

20th Century Transformations

As the 20th century unfolded, the relationship between America and Iran underwent
significant transformations, particularly influenced by geopolitical interests and oil.

The Oil Boom and American Interests

1. Discovery of Oil: The discovery of oil in Iran in 1908 attracted American and British
interests. The Anglo-Persian Oil Company, which later became BP, dominated the oil
industry.

2. Economic Engagement: American companies began to invest heavily in Iran's oil sector,
leading to economic ties that would prove influential in the decades to come.



World War II and Aftermath

During World War II, Iran was strategically important for the Allies. The U.S. and Britain
occupied Iran to secure supply routes.

1. The Tehran Conference (1943): This meeting among the "Big Three" (the U.S., the U.K,,
and the Soviet Union) underscored Iran's significance in international politics.

2. Post-War Influence: After the war, the U.S. sought to expand its influence in Iran,
leading to increased political and economic involvement.

The 1953 Coup

The most pivotal moment in U.S.-Iran relations occurred in 1953 when the CIA
orchestrated a coup to overthrow Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh.

1. Nationalization of Oil: Mossadegh's government had nationalized the Anglo-Iranian Oil
Company, which alarmed Western powers.

2. Operation Ajax: The coup restored the Shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, to power,
leading to decades of autocratic rule and significant U.S. support.

The Islamic Revolution and Its Aftermath

The 1979 Islamic Revolution dramatically altered the U.S.-Iran relationship, leading to
decades of tension.

The Hostage Crisis

1. U.S. Embassy Seizure: In November 1979, Iranian students stormed the U.S. embassy
in Tehran, taking 52 American diplomats and citizens hostage for 444 days.

2. Impact on Relations: This event marked the beginning of a hostile relationship, with the
U.S. imposing economic sanctions on Iran and severing diplomatic ties.

Iran-Iraq War and U.S. Involvement

1. Conflict Begins (1980): The Iran-Iraq War lasted from 1980 to 1988, with the U.S.
initially remaining neutral but later providing support to Iraq.

2. Strategic Interests: The U.S. aimed to curb Iranian influence in the region, fearing the
spread of Islamic fundamentalism.



The 21st Century: Challenges and Opportunities

As the new millennium approached, the dynamics between America and Iran continued to
evolve, influenced by global politics and regional conflicts.

Nuclear Tensions

1. Nuclear Program: Iran's nuclear program became a focal point of international concern.
The U.S. and its allies accused Iran of pursuing nuclear weapons capabilities.

2. Sanctions and Diplomacy: The U.S. implemented multiple rounds of sanctions against
Iran, while diplomatic efforts, including the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in
2015, aimed to address these concerns.

The Trump Administration and Its Impact

1. Withdrawal from the JCPOA (2018): President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew the
U.S. from the nuclear deal, reinstating severe sanctions on Iran.

2. Escalation of Tensions: This move led to increased hostility, including military
confrontations and heightened rhetoric between the two nations.

Current Relations and Future Prospects

As of 2023, the relationship between America and Iran remains complex and multifaceted.

1. Ongoing Negotiations: Efforts to revive the JCPOA have faced numerous challenges,
with both sides holding firm on key issues.

2. Geopolitical Landscape: The regional dynamics, including Iran's influence in Iraq, Syria,
and Yemen, continue to complicate U.S. strategies in the Middle East.

3. Public Sentiment: In both countries, public opinion plays a crucial role in shaping
policies. In the U.S., there is a mix of skepticism and calls for diplomatic engagement,
while in Iran, anti-American sentiment persists due to historical grievances.

Conclusion

The history of America and Iran from 1720 to the present illustrates a complex tapestry of
interactions characterized by trade, diplomacy, conflict, and cultural exchange. As both
nations navigate the challenges of the 21st century, understanding this historical context
will be essential for fostering any future dialogue and cooperation. The path ahead
remains fraught with challenges, but the potential for mutual understanding and
collaboration exists if both nations can address their differences constructively. The
evolution of their relationship will undoubtedly continue to shape not only their futures
but also the geopolitical landscape of the broader Middle East.



Frequently Asked Questions

What were the early interactions between America and
Iran in the 18th century?

In the 18th century, American merchants, particularly from New England, began to
engage in trade with Persia, primarily exporting goods like silk and carpets while
importing American products.

How did the U.S. involvement in Iran change during the
19th century?

During the 19th century, the U.S. established diplomatic relations with Persia, and
American missionaries and educators played a significant role in cultural exchanges,
promoting Western education and values.

What was the significance of the 1953 CIA coup in Iran?

The 1953 CIA coup, known as Operation Ajax, led to the overthrow of Prime Minister
Mohammad Mossadegh and the reinstatement of the Shah, which significantly affected
U.S.-Iran relations and fueled anti-American sentiment in Iran.

What role did the U.S. play in the Iranian Revolution of
1979?

The U.S. was seen as a supporter of the Shah's regime, and its withdrawal of support
during the revolution led to the establishment of the Islamic Republic, severing diplomatic
ties and creating long-lasting animosity.

How did the Iran Hostage Crisis impact U.S.-Iran
relations?

The Iran Hostage Crisis (1979-1981), where 52 American diplomats and citizens were held
hostage for 444 days, severely damaged U.S.-Iran relations and led to a lasting policy of
sanctions against Iran.

What were the implications of U.S. sanctions on Iran in
the 21st century?

U.S. sanctions, especially those intensified after 2006, aimed to curb Iran's nuclear
program, significantly impacting Iran's economy and its international relations, while also
complicating efforts for diplomatic resolutions.

What was the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action



(JCPOA) and its effect on U.S.-Iran relations?

The JCPOA, established in 2015, was a landmark agreement between Iran and six world
powers, including the U.S., aimed at limiting Iran's nuclear capabilities in exchange for
sanctions relief, though it was ultimately abandoned by the U.S. in 2018.

How has public opinion in America influenced relations
with Iran?

Public opinion in America, often shaped by historical events like the hostage crisis and
concerns over terrorism, has generally leaned towards skepticism and distrust of Iran,
influencing policymakers and their approach to diplomacy.

What role does oil play in the U.S.-Iran relationship?

Oil has been a critical factor in U.S.-Iran relations, with American interests in securing oil
supplies in the region influencing foreign policy decisions, particularly during the 20th
century.

What are the current challenges facing U.S.-Iran
relations as of 2023?

As of 2023, challenges include ongoing tensions over Iran's nuclear program, regional
military activities, human rights issues, and the impact of sanctions, making diplomatic
relations complex and contentious.
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