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 Between the Berlin Blockade of 1948 and the Berlin Crisis of 1961, the economy of West 
Germany underwent a massive transformation, overseen by then Chancellor Konrad Adenauer, as it 
tried to reintegrate into the world market—a system by this time thoroughly controlled by the 
Americans. The economic minister of the Adenauer administration was a fellow CDU (Christian 
Democratic Union) affiliate named Ludwig Erhard. The public credited Erhard (along with 
Adenauer) with what is termed the Witschaftswunder or the economic miracle. The West German 
economy recovered at a rate that, in comparison to other European countries, seemed miraculous.  
 Erhard is often described as the father of West German economics. He grew up in a lower-
middle class family in Bavaria. Newspapers described a rotund, cigar chomping, rosy faced man with 
an unflappable charisma.1 Erhard’s new economic program combined with the relative prosperity of 
the West German state proved both the blessing and diplomatic tool that the United States 
government felt necessary to help foster strength and prosperity in the West. The wealth of this new 
German state, however, had unintended consequences. Through economic reform, the position of 
the Germans started to shift from a burden to the United States to an affirmation of its values, 
which increased West Germany’s significance throughout the Cold War. As a result, tensions 
between the United States and Soviet Union grew and culminated in the building of the Berlin Wall 
(1961), a visual manifestation of the Iron Curtain drawn across Europe. This signaled the end of the 
Adenauer era and kickstarted a short era under Erhard as chancellor.  

This paper begins by examining the background of the Cold War in terms of economics, 
focusing on Germany’s significance in the emerging economic system. It starts with the beginning of 
the occupation where people lived on rations and traded in cigarettes and cognac. Then it moves to 
Erhard’s early years as the economic minister, when his actions both clashed with and impressed the 
US occupying forces, as he shut down price controls and presided over the creation of the 
Deutschmark. After this point, the study shifts to explain the role of Erhard’s economics in the realm 
of diplomacy between the United States and West Germany in the leadup to the second Berlin 
Crisis. Finally, the work will touch on the broader implications of the economic state of West 
Germany up until the end of the Berlin Crisis under Kennedy in 1961. Erhard came up with his 
own, albeit somewhat unorthodox solution to the 1961 Berlin crisis, but was ultimately shot down. 
After which point, West Germany transferred from the Adenauer age to Erhard’s own short-lived 
chancellery. The impact of West German economics on diplomacy lasts even to the present day in 
our globalized world.  We begin, however, in a very different world where the roots of the German 
economic revival lie in the end of the occupation and beginning of the Cold War.    

After World War II, the remnants of Weimar Germany’s Catholic Central Party reformed 
their party as the new Christian Democratic Union. Its purpose was to be a more inclusive Christian 
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party in 1945 to move beyond the religious divisiveness of the past. The CDU was not always 
United States’ ardent anti-communist ally in central Europe. Early on, Adenauer was baffled by the 
initial distrust the CDU faced from the allies, particularly from the British forces, who seemed to 
trust Social Democrats or even the German Communist Party, rather than this new center right 
Christian party. Adenauer attributed this to British suspicions that the CDU was founded by former 
Nazis.2 Nevertheless, by 1946, Adenauer’s CDU was represented within the provincial government 
with seven fixed seats, putting it on par with the communists and the Social Democrats in the North 
Rhine Province.3 By the late 1940s, the CDU would assert itself as a dominant force within the new 
Germany. To Adenauer, only a party with great moral conviction and strong roots within the 
‘Western-Christian’ tradition could halt the threat of communism to Germany.4 Adenauer described 
the function of his authority as mainly economic, seeing as this council controlled the industrialized 
Ruhr valley. Erhard was quick to point out, the Ruhr Authority was independent of the British High 
commission, since it was established as an independent body in the late 1940s, due to the struggle 
between the occupying powers to control what was then the industrial heartland of Germany, even 
though the Ruhr itself was under British control. The French and the Russians demanded 
international control of the Ruhr.5 Secretary of State James Byrnes struck a compromise through the 
Ruhr Agreement, which formed an independent international body with France, Germany, the US, 
and UK to oversee Germany’s coal.6  Despite its independence, the organization depended on US 
loans.7  

At the start of 1947, it seemed unlikely that West Germany would become the bastion of 
American style liberal economics in the face of Soviet Communism. While the Christian Socialists in 
Erhard and Adenauer’s party rejected Stalinism, their faction within the CDU was heavily critical of 
capitalism. Yet Adenauer himself was no fan of socialism. In the party’s protocols, Adenauer was 
once quoted saying: “With the word socialism we win five people, and twenty others run away.”8 
Nevertheless, Adenauer eventually compromised with the more socialistic elements of his party in 
the Christian Socialist Union, and thus in February 1947, the CDU created the Ahlen Program. The 
program was heavily critical of capitalism. At a meeting in the British zone of occupation, the CDU 
put forth the following proclamation:  

 
The content and goal of this new social and economic order can no longer be the capitalistic 
pursuit of power and profit; it must lie in the welfare of our people. A socialist economic 
order must provide the German people with an economic and social framework that accords 
with the rights and dignity of the individual, serves the intellectual and material development 
of our nation, and secures peace both at home and abroad.9 
 
Erhard was good friends with a figure responsible for reviving a style of economics long 

considered the antithesis to socialism—Friedrich Hayek, a man who would go on to found what is 
commonly known as the Austrian school of economics, a revival of the free market, classical liberal 
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economics. Erhard was Bavarian himself; Hayek from Austria, which gave him a similar cultural 
background to Hayek’s. He belonged to an economic group that called themselves the Ordoliberals in 
the University of Freiberg. This group did not buy wholly into the laissez faire ideas of some classic 
liberals.10 Erhard portrayed himself as more of a moderate in his economic thought, and he 
espoused a golden middle path for the future of the German economy.   

Despite the perceived economic power of the West’s brand of capitalism, Erhard put forth a 
program for a new type of “hybrid” economy, dubbed the “social market economy,” which 
continues to drive German economic policy even today.11 Erhard loosely defined this new economy 
in his preface of his book, Prosperity Through Competition, as: “overcoming the age-old antithesis of an 
unbridled liberalism and a soulless State control, to finding a sound middle way between out-and-out 
freedom and totalitarianism.”12 Erhard made frequent use of the press, such as the American backed 
Neue Zeitung, to promote his economic ideas in concert with other organizations of neoliberal 
economists. Through the Neue Zeitung, he called on the Allies to adopt currency reform as soon as 
possible.13 At this point, the Germans still heavily relied on an underground market of bartering with 
cigarettes and cognac. People hoarded goods as they would have under a communist system, so 
there was no real economic growth from about 1945 to early 1947.14  

 Erhard envisioned a bigger role for Germans to determine their fate through deregulation. 
While some of the occupation authorities, particularly the British, viewed this as a threat, others 
sought to use Erhard as a counterweight against the forces of socialism. For this reason, Americans 
involved in the restructuring of Germany saw an opportunity to showcase the power of capitalism in 
contrast to communism. Erhard offered his services to the occupying forces as early as 1945, which 
earned him a post as the economic Minister of Bavaria, the largest province in Germany and right in 
the heart of the American zone of occupation. His house still lay in ruins after an Allied bombing, so 
Erhard was staying with friends in Fürth-Dambach. His main task was to restore the municipal 
economic office and promote the reindustrialization of the region.15 Erhard was put on an economic 
council formed by General Lucius Clay, US military governor of Germany. There he spoke out 
against the dismantling of BMW and argued for more German responsibility in the economy. Many 
of the occupying forces were wary of these ideas.16 But Clay was more open. In particular, the 
general had wished to push for West German economic superiority in relation to the East since the 
very beginnings of the occupation. Rations became a means of economic competition in Clay’s eyes. 
The general rejected the authority’s proposal to reduce rationing in the US zone. He wrote: “there is 
no choice between becoming a Communist on 1500 calories and a believer in democracy on 1000 
calories. It is my sincere belief that our proposed ration allowance in Germany will not only defeat 
our objectives in middle Europe, but will pave the road to a Communist Germany.”17 Over time his 
attitude only intensified. In 1947 Clay wrote in a letter, “I still believe we must proceed vigorously 
with revival of German economy…. if we are to save Germany from chaos and communism.”18  
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With Clay’s support, Erhard was appointed the joint British-American zone’s economic 
director in 1948. He played an integral part in the German recovery, as it was Erhard who delegated 
the flow of supplies from the US military into Germany. During this time, he was still working part 
time as a professor of economics.19 One of his first acts would be to pass the Leitsätze Gesetz or 
“guiding principles law” through the economic council, behind the backs of the allied powers in 
June of 1948. This law would in affect ban all rationing. It would also lift all the price controls. 
Erhard believed that the British would veto this bill if given the chance, so he circumvented 
authorities. When the French, British, and Americans found out about Erhard’s plan, they initially 
grew nervous.20 According to the oft repeated story from Erhard’s friend, Hayek, Lucius Clay called 
Erhard to his office. “Professor Erhard, my advisers tell me you are making a big mistake,” Clay told 
him. “Don’t worry, they told me the same thing,” replied the economist.21 Erhard maintained that he 
acted within his authority.22 Clay agreed. In fact, he sympathized with what Erhard was doing.  The 
Allies decided to approve Erhard’s plan, which truly went into effect June 30, 1948.  

This, combined with Erhard’s currency reforms just three days earlier, made his new free 
market policies a success in the eyes of many. In just a few weeks after Erhard announced currency 
reform, the vendors of West Germany could acquire products in quantities not seen since 1938. The 
bizonal economy was revived, productivity rose, and German workers no longer had to rely on the 
black market for basic goods.23 From this point on, Erhard was known as the father of the 
Wirtschaftswunder. The Americans, French, and British would not dare remove him from his post due 
to his growing popularity. Occupying authorities like Clay knew they could work with Erhard, but to 
some extent they were still wary. The CIA noted his rapid rise from an economics professor to an 
international political figure. Erhard campaigned almost as much as Chancellor Adenauer. He even 
wrote for American and English newspapers. Despite this, authorities noted he was noticeably quiet 
on international affairs outside of his support of NATO and integration within Europe.24 In the 
Spring of 1949, Erhard attended meetings with the Soviets where the German leaders discussed the 
policy of political unity, but the real subject of concern was the maintenance of East and West 
Germany’s economic united front in the face of the first Berlin Crisis.25 Many revisionist historians 
attributed the partition of Germany to growing differences between the two zones.26 Erhard’s 
economic reforms did in fact drastically increase disparities between the two zones. Despite his later 
popularity, in some ways, the Bavarian professor turned economic minister made West Germany a 
victim of its own success. The consul general, however, noted the opportunistic nature of the West 
German politicians, which only seemed to be fueled by the fact that Russia could be on Germany’s 
doorstep any minute.27  

After the resolution of the Berlin Blockade and the elections of 1949, Erhard advocated 
close cooperation with both America and Britain. Those who advocated such ties were known as 
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Atlanticists. However, this would also put Erhard at odds with people like Adenauer, who advocated 
closer ties with France (also called Gaulists). The culmination of ties between Germany and France 
became an important foundation of the integration of Europe. Erhard was involved in the creation 
of France and Germany’s shared market, despite his protestations to the office of German affairs. 
Erhard told the office’s director that he was there to focus purely on economic issues, rather than 
the larger political issue of Franco-German relations.28 Meanwhile, Erhard made frequent trips to 
Washington to talk economics with the Americans. In 1953, the United States enacted a cultural 
exchange program with Germany which promoted a “free cultural exchange” between the nations. 
Erhard was both a participant and a proponent of the program. The idea was that it would increase 
German understanding of the United States.29 

Erhard did not just have to contend with improving his understanding of the United States. 
In the new world of the Cold War, the United States labored to facilitate the Schuman Plan to 
promote unity between old rivals turned Cold War allies. Once again, economics became the basis 
of solving the longstanding political problem between Germany and France: in this case, the Saar 
region, which had been heavily industrialized and a source of contention between the two nations 
for decades. Erhard drafted an economic settlement which said that the Saar region would be 
liberalized and made an area for French goods to enter duty-free.30 During the early 1950s, the 
United States also mediated between Erhard and the British government. One issue was West 
Germany’s inability to provide sufficient scrap metal to Britain. Parliament expressed hope that it 
could reach a satisfactory agreement with Erhard, who rejected the British proposals without making 
a counterproposal. The British hoped US officials could press the West Germans to meet the 
obligations, or there would be very serious consequences.31 In the end, Erhard became a proponent 
of an integrated Europe, countering Secretary Dulles’ more pessimistic view on the matter. Erhard 
believed not only that Germany could be unified, but so could Europe through free trade and travel. 
In addition, he believed wealthier nations could fund aid to weaker ones such as Italy.32 

In 1957, Erhard was appointed to vice-chancellor, and by 1959, Erhard seemed like a likely 
candidate for the next German chancellor, so US officials were already predicting how he would act 
in that position. Adenauer grew to resent Erhard’s popularity over the two-year period they worked 
together in the chancellery. Adenauer went on record saying that Erhard did not have what it took 
to be chancellor, even if he was talented.33 Their relationship quickly became embittered over time as 
the result of differing approaches to foreign policy. Erhard frequently overreached in his capacity as 
minister, but his position as the father of the Wirtschaftswunder, as well as his unusual charisma, made 
him a powerful candidate for the office. His platform was not backed by nationalism, but rather his 
vision of “Prosperity for All.”34 This applied not only to his domestic policy, but his foreign policy 
as well.  
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Erhard’s use of economic soft power continued after Adenauer resigned in 1963, and the 
economist took the position of chancellor. Upon his appointment, Erhard concocted a scheme that 
may have very well been the ultimate culmination of his belief in soft power. When he faced the 
second Berlin Crisis as the Soviets blocked off East Berlin, it occurred to him that perhaps he could 
simply buy East Germany. Erhard would offer grants in return for Khrushchev giving the Germans 
something back in return: a gradual phasing out of the wall, culminating in reunification. While the 
Americans concluded the idea was unrealistic, they did not wish to discourage Erhard from using his 
“economic tools.”35 The acting Secretary of State George Ball sent a message to President Kennedy 
that Erhard became preoccupied with this idea.36 Erhard had spoken of how he wished for German 
unity after all. Kennedy would be assassinated before Erhard could truly discuss this with him. The 
plan did not come to fruition, and Erhard abandoned the idea of a reunited Germany. Lyndon 
Baines Johnson, however, would come to be a very close friend of Erhard, and throughout this 
period, the US president and Erhard would maintain close relations between their respective 
countries.37  

The Adenauer era and the Erhard era are said to be one in the same by the more 
sympathetic biographers of Ludwig Erhard.38 Erhard’s economic policies greatly influenced relations 
between East and West. It also influenced the formation of the modern economies of Europe, the 
study of economics, and even brought consumer culture into Germany. Erhard proudly called West 
Germany “a free nation of consumers,” as he perused through the modern household appliances 
and gadgets in Berlin’s 1950 German industrial exhibition.39 West Germany would truly become 
Westernized—even Americanized to some of the detractors of this culture. In many ways, Erhard’s 
career was the culmination of economics as soft power. Erhard came to be one of the larger-than-
life political figures in postwar Germany, and, while infighting dealt a heavy blow to his political 
party, the CDU under Erhard and Adenauer became the major political force in postwar Germany. 
Although Erhard may not have considered trade political, trade became the biggest tool in West 
German foreign policy. The CDU’s new economic order thus shaped West Germany’s place in the 
Cold War and relationship with the rest of the First World.40 

 

  

                                                   
35 “Telegram from the Embassy in Germany to the Department of State,” October 3, 1963, in FRUS 1962-1963, Berlin 

Crisis, vol XV, doc 217. 
36 “Memorandum from Acting Secretary of State Ball to President Kennedy,” October 26, 1963, in FRUS 1962-1963, Berlin 

Crisis, vol XV, doc 233. 
37 Margarita Mathiopoulos, “The American President Seen Through German Eyes: Continuity and Change from the 

Adenauer to the Kohl Era,” Presidential Studies Quarterly 15, no. 4 (1985): 682-683. 
38Granieri, The Ambivalent Alliance, 191 
39 Erica Carter, How German is She?: Postwar West German Reconstruction and the Consuming Woman (Ann Arbor : University of 

Michigan Press, 1997), 26. 
40 Special thanks to Dr. Edmund Wehrle and George Anaman for their input on this paper  



71 
 

_____________________________________________________________ 
 

The Exceptionalism of the 1979 Iranian Revolution: Religion and Diplomacy 
Emma Dambek 

 
Emma Dambek is a junior history major from Decorah, Iowa. After attending graduate school, she plans on pursuing 
a career in public education. 
________________________________________________________________________ 

 
The 1979 Iranian Revolution appears an aberration from previous revolutions and revolts in 

Iranian history due to the circumstances leading to the revolution and its aftermath. By the 1970s, 
the Iranian people had tired of living under an oppressive regime, which offered little to the citizens, 
while taking the fruits of the nation’s wealth for lavish displays of luxury to impress the outside 
world, as the Iranian population suffered. In an effort to empower the people and to reinstall Islam 
in the country, Iranians turned to revolution and to a new leader, Ayatollah Khomeini. The 1979 
Iranian Revolution should be considered an outlier from previous Iranian revolutions as the secular 
ideals of Iran changed suddenly with the installation of an Islamic ruler, Khomeini, who reversed 
domestic socioeconomic policies, changed diplomatic relations between countries, and altered the 
role of the government during the hostage crisis.  

Following its reinstatement in 1953, the Pahlavi regime subjected its citizens to drastic 
secularization in its attempt to westernize the country. These policies included land reforms which 
took land away from wealthy owners and gave small chunks of land to peasants.1 Because these 
pieces of land were not sufficient to sustain an existence, peasants were forced to sell their land back 
to the original owners and move into urban areas.2 With this relocation, uprooted peasants became 
exposed to new ways of life and people with whom they had never interacted before. They were 
often left a poor, neglected population.3 Another faction in Iran who began to feel marginalized 
after the reinstatement of the Pahlavi regime and the secular government were religious groups. Due 
to increased secularization in Iran, many of the religious orders began to feel as though the Pahlavi 
dynasty was attempting to push away Islam in all aspects of Iranian life. This is how Ayatollah 
Khomeini viewed the series of reforms, known as the “White Revolution,” instituted by the Pahlavi 
monarch in the 1960s.4 Khomeini saw the White Revolution as “an anti-Islamic sacrilege aimed at 
destroying the role of the clergy in Iran.”5 The regime also banned head scarves for women in a 
drive to promote secularization throughout all aspects of Iranian society.6  

The uniqueness of the 1979 Iranian Revolution centers around the role of the ulama, or 
religious class. Iran is an Islamic country largely dominated by Twelver Shi’is, though there is a small 
population of Sunni Muslims as well. Religion always has had a role in Iranian politics, however 
great or small depending on the time period. Early in its establishment, the ulama decided its 
involvement in politics would be minimal in order to keep ideology apart from the political systems. 
Unless the government became so corrupt that the ulama felt the need to interfere in order to save 
the country and its people, it stayed away from politics. But even after becoming involved in politics, 
rarely did the ulama maintain its involvement after achieving its goals in stopping corruption. 
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Historian Nikki K. Keddie explains, “some revolutions have had religious ideologies, but clerical rule 
after a revolution was new.”7  

The Tobacco Protest (1891-1892) is an Iranian example of how the ulama’s involvement 
ceased after attaining its goals. The Shah at the time of this revolt, Nasir al-Din Shah, issued full 
rights to a foreign entity over the tobacco industry in Iran, which led to great upheaval throughout 
Iran as the company raised prices and made it difficult to buy and sell tobacco. Ayatollah Shirazi 
issued a fatwa against buying and selling tobacco for all Iranian citizens. The fatwa proclaimed that if  
people smoked cigarettes, they did so in defiance of the Hidden Imam. The Hidden Imam is 
Twelver Shi’is belief that the son of the Eleventh Imam went into “occultation,” and this Hidden 
Imam is the true leader of the Shi’i Muslims who will return at some point in the future.8 To do 
something against the will of the Hidden Imam—in this circumstance smoking cigarettes—is 
incredibly disrespectful. Following several days of no smoking, the Shah retracted the concession 
over tobacco. After the ulama helped eradicate the meddling of outside forces in tobacco dealings, it 
stepped back from the political mainstage to allow the people to continue fighting the small 
injustices.  

Iran’s Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) also showcased the ulama’s active role in the 
government during the revolution and its withdrawal once goals had been met. During the Qajar 
Dynasty’s rule, there was great unrest, stemming from the rising sugar prices.9 The Iranian 
government forced price controls on the bazaaris, or merchant class, in order to limit the power of 
the bazaaris.10 Along with their ulama allies, the bazaaris also had support from the intellectuals and 
the British government.11 Starting in 1905, the ulama instigated multiple riots and strikes in order to 
protest the Qajars.12 Anti-Qajar forces were able to escape the Qajar forces by camping out in the 
British Embassy, where the protestors demanded the establishment of a “house of justice.”13 After 
the creation of a parliament, the ulama held many seats in the new form of government and had 
great influence on the new constitution that was being written.14 Ayatollah Mohammad Husseim 
Na’ini stated, “constitutional government was the best form of rule in the absence of the Hidden 
(Twelfth) Imam,” which was greatly contested by other members of the ulama who said 
“constitutional government was a Western-inspired heresy.”15 Clearly the ulama still had a lot of 
power within the Iranian government at this time, though this power was protested by the members 
of the secular side of the Iranian government, and the ulama would eventually leave the Iranian 
government after the signing of the new constitution.16  

The ulama’s expanded involvement in politics after the 1979 Revolution was likely due to the 
high status of Khomeini, who held the highest position in the ulama as an ayatollah. Khomeini stated 
that “neither he nor the ulama would hold direct power in a new government.”17 Though this was 
likely a sincere statement, Khomeini was the de facto leader of the revolution, even if he never 
formally took control of the people. Historian David Farber argues in his book, Taken Hostage, that 
Khomeini believed that “only in Islam could the Iranian people find their destiny and the Iranian 
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state its political legitimacy.”18 Harnessing this sentiment with pointed rhetoric, Khomeini was able 
to rally the disgruntled people behind his religious takeover of the secularized government.  

The seriousness of the corruption in the Iranian government determines how involved the 
ulama would be in a revolution. The 1979 Revolution saw great religious involvement from the start, 
especially compared to previous revolutions in Iran. After the Tobacco Protest, when the ulama 
decided its involvement would end after the fatwa was taken back and the people once again had 
access to tobacco. Of course, there were personal reasons for issuing the fatwa, as a fair amount of 
the money the ulama used for its organizations came from the assistance of the merchant class. 
These merchants gave money to the ulama, but were unable to do so after they could no longer sell 
tobacco. Though its initial involvement in the 1979 Revolution was to return Iran to a religious 
power, the ulama did not end its involvement there. Religious figures, in fact, enjoyed a large jump in 
social status and financial security due to the higher power of the Ayatollah as the leader. 

Discontent with the regime had boiled throughout Iran for many years. Increasingly, the 
people wanted a leader to help eradicate the Pahlavi dynasty. As many of their problems rested with 
the growing secularization of Iran, many looked to the religious clerics to lead them to revolution. 
The outstanding member in the eyes of the Iranian people was Khomeini. An ayatollah is one of the 
highest-ranking clerics in the Islamic faith, which offers a logical reason why the people would 
choose Khomeini as their leader. He was also a longtime critic of the Shah’s leadership and was 
exiled from Iran for multiple years, until he returned around the time of revolution.  Khomeini was 
not a silent protester against the Pahlavi government. In fact, Khomeini often spoke to students and 
against the Pahlavi Shah to persuade the Iranians to fight their current government. In the early 
months of 1970, Khomeini gave a series of lectures to Iraqi students of religion about implementing 
Islamic political principles in Iran. He used his charismatic leadership to present his beliefs on the 
role of Islam in Iran in the following section of his lecture.  

 
So, courageous sons of Islam, stand up! Address the people bravely; tell the truth about 
situation to the masses in simple language; arouse them to enthusiastic activity, and turn the 
people in the street and the bazaar, our simple-hearted workers and peasants, and our alert 
students into dedicated mujahids [those engaged in jihad or holy struggle]. The entire 
population will become mujahids. All segments of society are ready to struggle for the sake of 
freedom, independence, and the happiness of the nation, and their struggle needs religion. 
Give the people Islam, then, for Islam is the school of jihad, the religion of struggle; let them 
amend their characters and beliefs in accordance with Islam and transform themselves into a 
powerful force, so that they may overthrow the tyrannical regime imperialism has imposed 
on us and set up an Islamic government.19 

 
By appealing to students, Khomeini set up the educated youth to oppose western powers and the 
Pahlavi government with religion.   

The Pahlavi regime viewed Khomeini as a threat, which led to a pro-Shah Iranian newspaper 
releasing an attack on Khomeini in January of 1978. This sparked protests throughout Iran, 
especially in Qom, where protests resulted in the deaths of at least 70 people in the span of two 
days.20 This bloodshed is widely considered to be the catalyst for the Iranian Revolution as it showed 
the people how far the Pahlavi were willing to go in order to continue their rule. As Khomeini’s 
popularity grew, it became very clear to the Shah and his administration that they would not hold 
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power in Iran much longer. The Shah fled from Iran, and after a few days of political stand off, 
power officially transferred to Khomeini in February 1979.21   

One standout feature leading up to the 1979 Revolution was the public hatred for western 
powers, especially the United States.22 A few incidents altered the revolutionary mood, turning the 
Iranian people further against the United States. The first mistake made by the Carter administration 
was allowing Mohammad Reza Shah into America for medical treatment in the fall of 1979.23 To 
some, this represented America’s loyalty to its allies, but others perceived this action as Americans 
refusing to acknowledge the new Iranian government by aiding the previous regime, which was put 
in place by the CIA. The Carter administration debated heavily admitting the Shah for medical 
treatment, knowing the Iranian people would likely not view this decision in a positive light, and 
could potentially harm Americans. Just days before the Hostage Crisis began, a second diplomatic 
faux pas the United States made was at a meeting between President Carter’s national security 
adviser, the Pahlavi Shah’s Iranian prime minister, and the Iranian foreign minister.24 By meeting 
with those who were against the new Iranian government, Americans appeared to be against the 
revolution. The meeting generated apprehension among Iranian citizens about whether the United 
States planned on repeating a coup, much like the coup that occurred in 1953.25  

Already, in February 1979, Iranian students seized the American Embassy in Tehran for 
several days. The Carter Administration reiterated to the Iranian government that it needed to stick 
to its obligations and coerce the students to let go of the embassy.26 During this takeover in 
February, Khomeini told the students to stand down from taking over a foreign building.27 

That same year, a similar occurrence took place on November 4, but it resulted in a different 
outcome. The Carter Administration believed Khomeini would order the students to stand down 
like the February attack, but Khomeini did the opposite.28 Both the cleric and his son condoned the 
students for overtaking the embassy.29 This was a brazen, unprecedented move by a government, as 
embassies are viewed as being a part of another country. To attack an embassy amounts to attacking 
a country as a whole. Though the students were eventually convinced to release some hostages, 
mostly women and black men, they still kept 52 hostages for 444 days. According to Michael M. 
Gunter, the seizure of the embassy and the taking of hostages violated two principles of the 
international law of diplomacy created by the 1961 Vienna Convention on Diplomatic Relations.30 
These principles are “the immunity of diplomatic personnel from local arrest, detention, or trial, and 
the inviolability of embassy premises.”31   

The February takeover of the U.S. Embassy was a difficult time, but for the most part, the 
two countries came out of the takeover unscathed. This was not true for the November 1979 
takeover of the American Embassy. After the students raided the embassy, they discovered 
Americans within the building shredding and burning government documents. Eventually they 
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stopped the shredders and locked the hostages away. But they noticed some documents that had not 
yet been shredded, which held valuable information about U.S. involvement in the 1953 Coup, a 
CIA-supported coup to instate the Pahlavi Shah back in power instead of the elected prime minister, 
Mohammad Mosaddeq. England and the United States enacted the coup in order to quell concerns 
about oil in Iran and the defensive position against the Soviet Union.32 Already aware of this 
incident, the Iranian people were distrustful and angry toward the United States.33 But as the extent 
of U.S. involvement in the 1953 coup was discovered in these documents, anger grew to a fevered 
pitch. Naturally, the students figured out the most valuable documents were shredded first, leaving 
the less important documents for last. Students then went through each shredder and pieced back 
together every document that had been shredded, which took years to complete. As they found out 
about the involvement of foreign powers in their government, tensions grew to an all-time high 
between Iran and the United States. This was the catalyst for change in diplomacy between nations, 
especially Iran and the United States.  

Prior to the 444-day incident, relations between Iran and America were relatively normal, 
though perhaps a little tense. The United States supported any country’s government that was anti-
communist, especially during the postwar period and the beginning of the Cold War. At its creation, 
the Pahlavi regime was anti-communist and supported by the United States, as the Pahlavis called 
for sweeping reforms that went along with the policies of the Americans, i.e. abolishing religion in 
the government and daily society. Tensions grew again after Mosaddeq was elected prime minister in 
1951, then thrown out of office by a CIA sponsored coup. Following the coup, the United States 
supported the subsequent regime that ruled over the country. Though the regime was authoritarian, 
it was anti-communist. These diplomatic relations stalled completely after the Hostage Crisis began.  

At the beginning of the Hostage Crisis, the Carter administration sent representatives to 
Tehran hoping to meet with Khomeini or his close cabinet. Yet anyone Carter sent to speak with 
Khomeini was seen as an enemy.34 Carter would eventually choose former Attorney General Ramsey 
Clark and former Foreign Service Officer William Miller to speak with Khomeini to ask for the safe 
return of the American hostages.35 But Khomeini ordered that no one in Tehran was to speak with 
the ambassadors from the United States.36 Foreign Service Officer Miller recalled of communication 
between Iran and the United States,  

 
We said we were sent by President Carter to discuss all these matters. The response was that 
they would consult with the Ayatollah and would have an answer in a day or two. The next 
stage was very frustrating because the Revolutionary Council, we were informed, had been 
ordered by Ayatollah Khomeini to have no contact with us. 

 
Although the Ayatollah and his cabinet would not speak with the representatives directly, messages 
from the United States would be relayed through secretaries to the Iranian cabinet.37 Without 
meetings and only indirect communication, the contact between the two nations was strained.  

The United States then moved to the position of not negotiating with the captors until the 
release of all the hostages.38 The Iranians responded with three demands: a return of the Shah’s 
assets, an end to the American interference in Iran’s affairs, and an apology from America for 
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previously committed crimes against Iran.39 There was little movement on the demands made by the 
Iranians.40 Eventually, the captors released thirteen women and black hostages back to the United 
States.41 The Carter Administration continued to concern itself with the rights and treatment of the 
hostages during this time, often attempting to go through back channels in order to find out about 
the welfare of the hostages.42 After the refusal to release all hostages, the United States adopted an 
embargo against Iranian oil, which extended to other American allies as well.43  

Diplomacy had never been as tense between the two countries as it was at this point in the 
Hostage Crisis. The Iranian revolutionaries and Khomeini were unwilling to meet and come to an 
agreement with the American representatives since the discovery of more documents in the embassy 
revealing the extent of American involvement in Iranian politics. Fanning anger after these findings, 
Khomeini dubbed America the “Great Satan.” The intensely political cleric clearly saw American 
involvement in Iran as an attack on Islam itself.44 Assistant Secretary of State Harold Saunders sent a 
briefing memorandum to Secretary of State Cyrus Vance about the contact situation with Khomeini 
in September of 1979. An excerpt of this memo stated,  

 
We have had no direct contact with the man who remains the strongest political leader in 
Iran. His hostility towards us in unlikely to abate significantly, although there have been 
fewer venomous statements against us recently. Clearly, a first meeting could be a bruising 
affair.45  

 
Communication between Iran and the United States was not only difficult, but also a 

political minefield, as the United States also strove to maintain ties to different groups. Saunders’ 
memorandum continues about this political minefield.  

 
A meeting with Khomeini will signal our definite acceptance of the revolution and could 
case somewhat his suspicions of us…On the other hand, we would risk appearing to cave in 
to a man who hates us and who is strongly deprecated here and by Westernized Iranians. 
Thus, we would want to be careful not to appear to embrace Khomeini and the clerics at the 
expense of our secular friends… 

The symbolism of a call on Khomeini would not attach to visits to the other 
religious leaders, but they will not see us until we have seen him. We badly need contacts 
with…moderate clerics. We want to reassure them of our acceptance of the revolution as 
their influence may rise in the months ahead.46 

 
Rarely in Iran or elsewhere has diplomacy between two nations come to a virtual stand still, 

as was seen during the 1979 Revolution. Diplomatic principles had been upheld by governments 
throughout history. Rulers of Ancient Greece recognized their political mistakes after killing 
representatives from the Persian kingdom, which was resolved after two men from the Grecian 
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kingdom offered their lives in return.47 Hugo Grotius, considered to be the father of international 
law, once stated, “two points with regard to ambassadors which are everywhere recognized as 
prescribed by the law of nations, first that they be admitted, and then that they be not violated.”48 
Clearly the treatment of representatives from other countries has been well established throughout 
time, and is generally understood throughout all nations. This knowledge was lost on the Iranian 
revolutionaries and Khomeini himself as they refused to release over 50 hostages until America 
caved to pressure and granted them their demands. A few days after the Hostage Crisis began, 
Ayatollah Khomeini spoke out about the Hostage Crisis and the discontent with the Pahlavi regime 
in an unapologetic voice.  

 
The young people of our nation, after long years of oppression and misery, have decided to 
hold in that nest of spies a few individuals who were spying on our nation and conspiring 
against it, or rather, against the whole region…We fear neither military action nor economic 
boycott, for we are the followers of Imams who welcomed martyrdom…we are warriors and 
strugglers; our young men have fought barehanded against tanks, cannons, and machine 
guns, so Mr. Carter should not try to intimidate us… As for economic pressure, we are a 
people accustomed to hunger. We have suffered for about thirty-five or fifty years.49 

 
Khomeini’s outward defiance in the face of international law and proper hostage conduct 

was not a normal occurrence, a fact upon which President Carter commented during a press 
conference on the Hostage Crisis a few days after Khomeini’s address. Carter focuses on how Iran 
had broken not only international law, but also the laws of most religions.  

 
The actions of Iran have shocked the civilized world. For a government to applaud mob 
violence and terrorism, for a government actually to support and, in effect, participate in the 
taking and the holding of hostages is unprecedented in human history. This violates not only 
the most fundamental precepts of international law but the common ethical and religious 
heritage of humanity. There is no recognized religious faith on Earth which condones 
kidnaping. There is no recognized religious faith on Earth which condones blackmail. There 
is certainly no religious faith on Earth which condones the sustained abuse of innocent 
people.50 

 
As President Carter mentioned in his speech, there has been nothing like the Hostage Crisis in 
human history, since it is so unheard of that a government would participate in the kidnaping and 
blackmail of another country’s embassy.  

The 1979 Iranian Revolution continues to baffle historians because of its deviation from 
normal Iranian revolutionary standards. Rarely in history were revolutions largely inspired by 
religion, and even more unique was the emergence of a religious-based government (a theocracy) 
following the revolution. This variation from past Iranian revolutions is clear in the role played by 
the ulama in politics. The ulama had great power that was deeply rooted in Iranian history; to fail to 
see their large role in the 1979 Revolution would be impossible. Another way the 1979 Revolution 
changed the idea of revolutions was the issue of diplomatic relations. It is unusual that a government 
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would support the taking of hostages, and even praise their citizens for taking a foreign embassy. 
Though many revolutions or governmental disruptions have occurred during Iranian history, the 
1979 Revolution was a stand-alone event due to the unprecedented involvement of the religious 
class and the lack of concern for proper diplomatic proceedings.  
 


