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The United states and Iran: Ready for 
Rapprochement? 

Mark N. Katz 

Since the victory of the moderate Mohammed Khatami in the May 1997 Iranian 
presidential elections, there has been increased optimism that Iranian-American 
relations will improve. Khatami further fueled these hopes when he made 
conciliatory statements about the United States at the Islamic summit held in 
Teheran in December 1997 and in a CNN broadcast to the American people in 

January 1998. - His interview with CNN was especially dramatic since, unlike 
previous Iranian revolutionary leaders who tirelessly described the United States 
as "the Great Satan" or "the Global Arrogance," Khatami expressed respect for the 
American people and regret for the 1979 hostage crisis. 

Shortly after the CNN interview, the Clinton Administration let it be known that it 
had proposed to Khatami direct U.S.-Iranian talks aimed at improving bilateral 
relations just after his inauguration in August 1997. 2 President Clinton also 
issued a statement endorsing Khatami's proposal for U.S.-Iranian cultural 

exchanges. 3 In addition, and after complaints made by prominent American 
businessmen to President Clinton, it was announced that the State Department 
would conduct a review of the efficacy of U.S. economic sanctions, including 
those imposed on Iran. 4 

With such strong momentum having built up on both sides for improved ties, it 
would appear that U.S.-Iranian relations might soon become normalized -
perhaps even reasonably friendly. Nor [End Page 169] would such a 
development be unprecedented. There have been several previous examples of 
U.S. relations with revolutionary regimes undergoing dramatic improvement. 
Such a transformation occurred in the United States' relations with the Soviet 
Union and China during the presidency of Richard Nixon. More recently, 
relatively friendly ties have been established with Vietnam, while U.S.-North 
Korean relations have also undergone a remarkable thaw. 



Yet despite the momentum that has already built up and the precedents for 
dramatically improved American relations with other revolutionary regimes, there 
continue to be important obstacles to better ties between Washington and Tehran. 
There are powerful political forces in both countries which appear to be 
unalterably opposed to even a mild thaw between the two countries. 

This article will examine the bilateral context of U.S.-Iranian relations as well as 
the broader international context affecting those relations. I will argue here that 
despite the hope for improved ties which has recently built up, the dynamics of 
U.S.-Iranian bilateral relations are likely to prevent any significant rapprochement 
in the near future. But if changes occur in the broader international context similar 
to those which preceded rapprochements between the United States and other 
revolutionary regimes, then the prospects for improved U.S.-Iranian relations are 
quite good. 

The Bilateral Context 

On the American side, the proponents of improved U.S.-Iranian relations see 
President Khatami as the best hope for bringing about internal liberalization and 
foreign policy moderation. But he will only be able to accomplish these aims, they 
argue, if America adopts a friendlier policy toward Iran. The continuation of the 

present hostile policy, they fear, will undermine his reform efforts. 5 

They also point out that American economic sanctions against Iran have not 
succeeded in altering Iranian behavior in the three areas which most concern 
Washington: Iranian support for terrorism, its pursuit of weapons of mass 
destruction, and its opposition to the American-sponsored Middle East peace 
process. More importantly, the attempt to force other countries to abide by 
American sanctions against Iran through the Iran-Libya Sanctions Act (ILSA) of 
1996 has only served to irritate American relations with its major Western allies. 6 

And to the extent that West European and Japanese corporations are doing 
business in Iran, unilateral U.S. sanctions prevent their American counterparts 
from [End Page 170] operating in this lucrative arena. 

Furthermore, even before the election of Khatami, the proponents of improved 
U.S.-Iranian relations have argued that America would concretely benefit from 
allowing oil and gas pipelines to be built from Azerbaijan and Central Asia to Iran 
for shipment to the world market. Following the breakup of the USSR, vast 
petroleum reserves have been discovered in Azerbaijan, Kazakstan, and 
Turkmenistan. The shortest, and most likely cheapest, route for these countries to 
export their petroleum products would be south through Iran. In addition, as a 
result both of its belligerence toward these countries as well as its own chaotic 
economic conditions, Russia has severely limited petroleum exports from these 

countries via its territory or across the Caucasus to the Black Sea. 7 Thus, it is 
argued, not only would pipelines across Iran be the cheapest route for exporting 
petroleum from the Caspian Basin, but also the most secure one. 



On the Iranian side, the proponents of improved relations with the United States 
can also point out how this would benefit Iran. Although virtually all countries 
besides the United States do business with Iran, the Iranian economy is suffering 

from very high unemployment, low growth, and chronic inflation. 8 Improving 
relations with Washington, at least to the point where American economic 
sanctions against the Islamic Republic were relaxed, could lead to large-scale 
trade with and investment from the United States. In addition, the relaxation of 
U.S. economic sanctions could stimulate additional trade with and investment 
from other Western countries which have held back in these spheres as a result of 
ILSA. More normal relations would also allow Iran access to IMF and World Bank 
assistance, as well as other funding sources. 

Tehran also has a keen interest in the possibility of pipeline routes from 
Azerbaijan and Central Asia running through Iran. If petroleum from these 
countries could be exported through Iran, Tehran would reap enormous transit 
fees for decades. This revenue could go a long way toward alleviating some of 
Iran's economic problems. Pipelines, however, are extremely expensive, and Iran 
will need Western financing to build them. Without the relaxation of U.S. 
sanctions, American funding will not be forthcoming. And so long as ILSA is in 
effect, funding from sources in other countries is unlikely due to their 
unwillingness to sacrifice their business interests in the United States. 9 If these 
constraints were removed by improved U.S.-Iranian relations, Western - including 
American - funding for pipeline routes across Iran would probably become readily 
available. [End Page 171] 

In addition, President Khatami himself has a strong interest in improved 
U.S.-Iranian relations. Khatami is a reformer whose main priority is the further 

democratization and liberalization of Iran. — In approaching this task, however, 
Khatami finds himself in a dilemma similar to that faced by Mikhail Gorbachev a 
decade ago: the opponents of domestic reform point to hostility from the United 
States as justification for preserving the authoritarian order - and their privileged 
position within it. Just as with Gorbachev, improving relations with the United 
States could help Khatami undermine his opponents and enhance his ability to 
undertake domestic reform. 

Finally, the proponents of U.S.-Iranian detente in both countries can point out that 
Washington and Tehran share security concerns with regard to Saddam Hussein 
in Iraq and the Taliban in Afghanistan. As is well known, Iraq attacked Iran in 
1980 and then America's ally, Kuwait, in 1990. Despite the strict sanctions and 
weapons inspection program imposed on Iraq by the UN Security Council, Iraq 
has reportedly developed a biological weapons capability that obviously 
threatens both American and Iranian interests. Some have suggested that 
Washington and Tehran collaborate against the common Iraqi threat. II The 
Iranian government kept its distance from Iraq in the crisis with the U.S. that 

occurred in early 1998. — 



Less well known is how the Taliban, which seized most of Afghanistan in 1996, 
concerns both the United States and Iran. Washington fears that the Taliban will 
foster the spread of Islamic revolution into Central Asia. Tehran is even more 
concerned about the Taliban, which is rabidly anti-Iranian and represents an 
Islamic revolutionary ideology that competes with Tehran's. Indeed, the Taliban is 
so anti-Iranian that Ayatollah Khamenei publicly accused it of being linked to 

Washington. — The United States and Iran, though, have reportedly begun to 

collaborate in an effort to contain it. 1 1 4 

Those opposed to improving U.S.-Iranian relations also advance several 
arguments to buttress their position. On the American side, they argue there has 
been no diminution in Iranian hostility toward the United States, and that the only 
reason why Iran has not met with more success in pursuing its anti-American 
aims is because U.S. sanctions against Iran have limited the resources available 
to the ayatollahs. Lifting these sanctions, they insist, would not alter Tehran's 
hostility toward American interests, but would simply allow it greater resources to 
pursue these aims. They also argue that, even if Khatami's call for improved 
U.S.-Iranian relations is sincere, Khatami is subordinate to the spiritual leader, 
Ayatollah Khamenei, who continues to express [End Page 172] undiminished 
hostility toward the United States. And to the extent that Khatami's election and 
policies do represent a real moderating trend in Iran, they see this as evidence 
that American sanctions are working, and that they should not be weakened until 

a much greater degree of moderation occurs. — 

On the Iranian side, the opponents of improved Iranian-American relations 
similarly argue that there has been no reduction in American hostility toward Iran. 
They point to the Clinton Administration's strenuous efforts to prevent Caspian 
Basin petroleum from being exported via Iran even if this means shipping it out 
through more costly and less secure routes. They also point to the tightening of 
American economic sanctions with the passage of ILSA by the 
Republican-controlled Congress, as well as the overt calls of House Speaker 
Newt Gingrich for the overthrow of the Islamic Republic. 1 6 

Shortly after Khatami's CNN interview, the Iranian spiritual leader Ayatollah 
Khamenei (who, under the Iranian constitution, exercises greater power than the 
elected president) signaled his opposition to any Iranian-American 
rapprochement when he declared, "Talks with the United States have no benefit 
for us and are harmful to us....The regime of the United States is the enemy of the 

Islamic Republic." — 

Given what they see as permanent American hostility toward the Islamic 
Republic, Iranian hardliners regard the acquisition of weapons of mass 
destruction - especially nuclear weapons - as a necessary defensive measure to 
deter an American attack. Nor do they see Iranian support for groups such as 
Hizballah in Lebanon and other Islamic revolutionary groups as "terrorism," but as 
support for "freedom fighters" defending themselves against an illegal occupation 



by Israel which America supports. Khatami himself, during his CNN interview, 
stated that "supporting peoples who fight for the liberation of their land is not, in 

my opinion, supporting terrorism." — Finally, Iranian hardliners do not feel obliged 
to support the American-sponsored Arab-Israeli peace process which they see as 
biased in favor of Israel and against the Palestinians. 1 1 9 

Weighing the balance 

Will it be the proponents or the opponents of improved U.S.-Iranian relations who 
prevail? A key factor in addressing this question is an assessment of the relative 
political strength of these groups in each country. [End Page 173] 

In the United States, those in favor of improved ties with Iran include many 
prominent members of the foreign policy-making community and, it increasingly 
appears, many foreign policy-makers within the Clinton Administration. In 
addition, the American business community as a whole has long favored a 
relaxation of economic sanctions against Iran. Those most opposed to improved 
ties with Iran are pro-Israeli groups who see the Islamic Republic as the enemy of 
the Jewish State, and foreign policy conservatives (including several prominent 
members of the foreign policy-making community) who see Tehran as the enemy 
of American interests in the Middle East as a whole. The most important 
stronghold of these groups, of course, is Congress. Indeed, since the Iranian 
revolution of 1979, Congress has displayed virtually no interest in attempting to 
improve relations with Iran. Underlying this Congressional attitude is the 
American public's longstanding negative image of Iran stemming from the 
1979-81 hostage crisis. 

In Iran, the public at large appears to be ambivalent about improving relations 
with the United States. 2 0 Those most strongly in favor of improved ties with it 
include President Khatami and his political allies. Those most strongly opposed 
are the revolutionary clerical establishment, the hardliners who control the Majles, 
and the leadership of revolutionary institutions such as the Revolutionary Guard. 
It must be emphasized, however, that these groups are not monolithic. A highly 
influential cleric, Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri, has criticized Ayatollah 
Khamenei for being unqualified for the office of supreme religious leader 

(velayat-e faqih) and for "living like a king." — Another important cleric, Abdol 

Karim Soroush, has called for the democratization of the Islamic Republic. 2 2 In 

addition, many clerics have called for the withdrawal of the clergy from politics. 2 3 

This questioning of the authority of Ayatollah Khamenei, as well as the lack of 
unity within the ranks of the clergy, may have contributed to President Khatami's 
willingness to make his historic overture to the American public despite 
Khamenei's opposition to it. 

Yet even though the proponents of an U.S.-Iranian rapprochement have powerful 
supporters in both countries, it will be much more difficult for them to prevail over 
the opponents of such a rapprochement than for its opponents to prevail over its 



proponents. For in order to prevail, the proponents of improved relations must be 
able to convince a substantial number of their opponents that the other country is 
capable of cooperating with their country, and that this cooperation would 
enhance their own [End Page 174] national interests. This will only occur, 
however, if the proponents of rapprochement appear likely to prevail on both 
sides. If they only gain strength in one country, the proponents of rapprochement 
are likely to be discredited and its opponents vindicated if there is no 
corresponding increase in strength for the proponents of rapprochement in the 
other country. 

By contrast, the opponents of Iranian-American rapprochement in both countries 
need to expend far less effort to prevail over its proponents. Each country already 
pursues a foreign policy that the other considers to be hostile. Each side's 
opponents of improved relations, then, need only maintain those aspects of their 
foreign policy which the other side objects to. This will further persuade the 
opponents of rapprochement on the other side that they must retain their hardline 
policy "in response" to the first side's continued hostility. To the extent that this 
occurs, of course, it will only reconfirm the suspicions of the opponents of 
rapprochement on the first side about the other side, thus perpetuating the vicious 
cycle of mutual mistrust that has long plagued U.S.-Iranian relations. 

If this is an accurate depiction of the dynamics at work, then the proponents of 
U.S.-Iranian rapprochement in both countries will encounter far greater difficulty in 
changing their government's hostile foreign policy toward the other than the 
opponents of rapprochement will face in maintaining it. Thus, despite whatever 
merit exists in the arguments of those favoring improved U.S.-Iranian relations, it 
is doubtful that each country's proponents of rapprochement will be able to 
convince their domestic opponents to change course under present 
circumstances. 

The Broader International Context 

In international relations, however, "present circumstances" are constantly subject 
to change. How they might change with respect to U.S.-Iranian relations can be 
explored through examining first, the conditions under which U.S. ties have 
dramatically improved with other revolutionary regimes and second, the evolution 
of revolutionary regimes over time. 

The conditions for rapprochement 

There have been several instances when there was dramatic improvement in 
American ties with other revolutionary regimes. Can such a dramatic 
improvement occur in U.S.-Iranian relations? The history of [End Page 175] U.S. 
relations with revolutionary regimes in Cuba, Libya, and - up to now - Iran 
indicates that this is not destined to occur. Obviously, conditions have to be right. 
But just what are those conditions? 



A review of U.S. relations with revolutionary regimes since the end of World War II 
indicates that once U.S. relations with them have become hostile, Washington 
has not been willing to improve relations except when one of three conditions is 
present. 

First, and highly ironically, Washington has shown a willingness to improve 
relations with revolutionary regimes which pose an increasing threat to our 
security interests. The classic case of this occurred during the 1970s when 
Washington pursued detente with a Soviet Union that it believed had acquired 
superior nuclear and conventional military forces, and which was doing more to 

support Marxist revolutionaries in the Third World than it ever had before. 2 4 A 
more recent example is how the United States responded to the development of 
nuclear weapons by North Korea by offering Pyongyang a generous aid package 
in exchange for halting its weapons program. 2 5 

Second, the United States has been willing to drastically improve relations with 
revolutionary regimes it used to revile if a common threat emerges. The classic 
case of this occurring was with China in the early 1970s. Although Washington 
had (with considerable justification) viewed China as more rabidly revolutionary 
than the USSR during the 1960s, increasing Chinese and American fear of 
Moscow led to close cooperation between Washington and Beijing by the early 

1970s. 2 6 Similarly, U.S.-Iraqi relations improved dramatically in the mid-1980s, 
when Washington feared that Tehran might prevail in the Iran-Iraq war. 2 7 More 
recently, the growing sense that China is becoming a threat to its neighbors 
appears to have provided the basis for the emerging rapprochement between 

Washington and Hanoi. 2 8 

Third, the United States has been willing to embrace any revolutionary regime 
that denounces its past and swears allegiance to democracy and capitalism -
even if basically the same people remain in power who limit democratization and 
see capitalism as the process by which they can turn state enterprises into their 
own personal property, as has been occurring in so many former Marxist regimes. 
29 

When none of these conditions has been present, the United States has not been 
willing to improve relations with revolutionary regimes. This explains why there 
has been no serious effort toward better relations with states such as Cuba and 
Libya. For if a [End Page 176] revolutionary regime does not really threaten the 
United States, or there is no common threat, then the United States has no strong 
national security incentive to improve relations with it. Furthermore, if a 
revolutionary regime does not renounce its revolution but continues both to 
uphold it and to remain hostile to the United States, then Washington has no other 
strong incentive to seek improved ties with it either. 

Does Iran meet any of these conditions? It does not really meet the first condition 
of posing an increasing threat to American interests. The Islamic Republic has not 



tried, and does not have the capacity to, directly attack and defeat a neighboring 
state allied to the United States. And while many complain about Iranian support 
for Islamic revolutionaries seeking to overthrow U.S.-allied governments, it is 
increasingly understood that the extent that such groups are strong is mainly due 
to the political situation in the countries they are operating in, and only 

peripherally - at most - to Iranian support. 30 In addition, it appears that the level of 

support Iran provides for such groups has declined markedly since the 1980s. 3 1 

Nor does Iran possess nuclear weapons. Ironically, while Iranian acquisition of 
them would worsen U.S.-Iranian relations in the short run, it might serve to 
improve them in the long run. The U.S. response to the development of nuclear 
weapons by North Korea was to arrange for Pyongyang a generous aid package 
in exchange for halting its weapons program. This is something the United States 
would have felt no incentive to do if North Korea had not developed nuclear 
weapons. And if a state as poor as North Korea can acquire them, it seems highly 
likely that a much richer one like Iran could too. Thus while this first condition of 
being able to pose an increasing threat to American interests through acquiring 

nuclear weapons is not yet present, it could well be in the not too distant future. 32 

It is ambiguous whether the second condition relating to a common threat to both 
the United States and Iran has emerged. Clearly, the prospect that Iraq has 
developed a strong biological weapons capability indicates that the potential 
exists for collaboration against it. But even at the height of the Iran-Iraq war, 
Washington and Tehran only achieved a limited degree of cooperation during the 
Iran-Contra episode, which collapsed once it became public knowledge. 3 3 Nor 
did the United States seek active Iranian involvement in the coalition it put 
together to oust Saddam Hussein from Kuwait. Similarly, there has been no overt 
collaboration between the United States and Iran during the [End Page 177] 
present crisis with respect to Iraq. 

Finally, Iran cannot be said to have met or not met the third condition. The Islamic 
Republic has obviously not denounced its revolutionary heritage or abandoned 
hostility toward Washington. But as the election of Khatami demonstrated, Iran 
has made important progress toward democratization and moderation. Although 
the political transformation of the Islamic Republic is far from complete, it has 
definitely begun. To the extent this trend continues, the prospects for improved 
Iranian-American relations should increase. 

How evolutions evolve 

Looking at Iran in relation to other revolutionary regimes, the literature on the 
evolution of revolutionary regimes suggests that once this moderating trend 
begins, it tends to continue, although not always along a straight path. David 
Armstrong observed that while highly ambitious revolutionary regimes may at first 
reject the existing system of international relations entirely and earnestly attempt 
to transform it radically, they slowly but surely lose their fervor for this task. Initial 



efforts to spread their brand of revolution are usually frustrated, and regimes 
eventually tire of expending scarce resources on unsuccessfully spreading 
revolution when they have serious domestic problems (and they all do) that need 
to be addressed. Slowly but surely, revolutionary regimes which initially set out to 

destroy the status quo become status quo powers themselves. 3 4 Iran may not 
have reached the end of Armstrong's delineation of the evolution of revolutionary 
regimes, but it is clearly well past the initial phase of naively thinking it can 
single-handedly transform international relations. Though not completely problem 
free, Iran has reasonably good relations with all the status quo Western powers 
except the United States. 3 5 

Another stream in the literature focuses on the long-term internal transformation of 
revolutionary regimes through the process of embourgeoisement. Revolutionary 
regimes require an educated elite to keep themselves in power. Although the 
initial revolutionary leadership may be highly anticapitalist, the educated elite that 
it raises up sooner or later comes to understand that efforts to foster economic 
development through central planning are fraught with far greater problems than 
a market-based approach. Furthermore, although the initial revolutionary elite 
may also be highly anti-Western, the educated elite it raises up comes to see 
cooperation [End Page 178] with the West as a useful means of achieving their 
most important goal: keeping the regime in power. The embourgeoisement of the 
regime itself, then, comes about not through its conversion to democracy, but 
through the practical consideration of how to keep itself in power as well as grow 

wealthier. 3 6 

The Moroccan scholar, Abdallah Laroui, described how this process occurred in 
states where Arab nationalist regimes had come to power. 3 7 Jerry Hough 

described how it took place in the Soviet Union. 3 8 Although he did not use the 
term embourgeoisement, Iranian scholar Farhang Rajaee described how this 
process is occurring in Iran. He noted that although the bazaaris of the late 1970s 
were among the strongest supporters of Ayatollah Khomeini and were highly 
anti-Western, it is their more educated children who now see cooperation with the 
West as useful. 3 9 This is a trend that appears likely to continue. 

An examination, then, of both the conditions under which rapprochement occurs 
between the United States and revolutionary regimes, as well as the normal 
evolution of revolutionary regimes, suggests that the prospects for a U.S.-Iranian 
rapprochement are improving and that this is highly likely to occur eventually. 

Conclusion 

We are left, then, with something of a paradox. A U.S.-Iranian rapprochement 
seems unlikely now in the current context of the bilateral relationship, but 
increasingly likely in the changing international context. In other words, a 
U.S.-Iranian rapprochement is probably not going to occur until some significant 
change takes place that either persuades or forces Washington and Tehran to 



cooperate. 

In my view, the most likely catalyst for an improvement in U.S.- Iranian relations is 
the emergence of a common threat to both. One such possibility is an increasingly 
nationalist post-Yeltsin Russia ruled by an ultranationalist such as Alexandr 
Lebed or Vladimir Zhirinovsky, or by a hardline communist such as Evgeny 
Zyuganov. Once in office, any of these might attempt to reassert Russian control 
over the Caucasus and Central Asia as well as their oil resources. Washington 
and Tehran might then quickly recognize a joint interest in cooperating to ensure 
the continued independence of these republics and to secure petroleum export 
routes for them through Iran, which would be less subject to Russian interference 
than most other possibilities. Just as Nixon [End Page 179] responded to a Soviet 
Union that appeared to be growing stronger and more threatening by pursuing 
detente with Moscow while at the same time allying with Beijing against it, the 
U.S. response to a Russia that was threatening its southern neighbors might be to 
try to improve relations with Moscow while simultaneously cooperating against it 
with Tehran. 

Another scenario that could lead to a rapid U.S.-Iranian rapprochement would be 
an Islamic fundamentalist revolution in Saudi Arabia. It might appear at first that 
Iran would ally with an Islamic fundamentalist Arabia. This, however, would not be 
likely. An Islamic revolution in Saudi Arabia would in all probability be led by 
Sunnis, and a Sunni fundamentalist Arabia would never defer to Shi'a Iran. 
Should they ever come to power, Sunni fundamentalists in Arabia are far more 
likely to compete with Iran for influence in the Islamic world than to cooperate with 
it. Iranian hostility toward the Taliban indicates that Iranian, as well as U.S., 
interests would be threatened by the rise of Sunni fundamentalism in Saudi 
Arabia. Whether or when either of these or any other "significant change" in the 
international context affecting U.S.-Iranian relations will occur cannot be foretold. 
This significant change, however, will have to be of sufficient gravity to enable the 
proponents of rapprochement in both countries to persuade a sufficient number of 
its opponents that, despite all previous hostility between them, improved 
U.S.-Iranian relations would now not just be desirable, but vital for both. 

This, of course, is a rather indefinite statement. What can be said, though, is that, 
more than at any other time since the Iranian Revolution, there is now a greater 
appreciation in Washington and Tehran for how beneficial an Iranian-American 
rapprochement would be for both countries. This alone may serve to help the 
proponents of rapprochement on both sides overcome the legacy of the past and 
seize upon any opportunities to improve the Iranian-American relationship 
whenever they might arise. 
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