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range of readers, his account remains most-
ly descriptive. This might not always sat-
isfy the scholarly expert; although there is 
no doubt that the author’s insights through 
interviews and field research clearly demon-
strate his competency in the field. A more 
analytical approach could have tightened up 
the content and helped omit tiresome repeti-
tion. Nonetheless, Answering the Call pres-
ents an insightful account of Islamic student 
activism. As such, it offers a much-needed 
counterbalance to the bulk of works which 
investigate the rise of militant movements 
during Sadat’s time.

Barbara Zollner, Lecturer in Middle East 

Politics, Department of Politics, Birkbeck 

College
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Iran and the United States: An Insider’s 
View on the Failed Past and the Road to 
Peace, by Seyed Hossein Mousavian with 
Shahir Shahidsaless. New York: Blooms-
bury Academic, 2014. 344 pages. $35 
cloth; $30.99 eBook.

Reviewed by William O. Beeman

This extraordinarily timely book may 
arrive too late to affect the current round 
of talks between the permanent members 
of the United Nations Security Council and 
Germany (the P5+1 nations) and Iran over 
Iran’s nuclear program, but it should be re-
quired reading for those diplomats involved 
and for anyone wishing to deepen their un-
derstanding of the tortured relationship be-
tween Iran and the United States over the 
past four decades. Iranian political actions 
are often seen as opaque in the West. Iran 
and the United States convincingly goes 
beneath the surface to show the motivations 
and emotional landscape of Iranian officials 
in their frustrating dealings with the West.

Many readers will be astonished at the 
major conclusion of this book: that Iran’s 
leaders have been on a continual quest to 
achieve rapprochement with the United 
States for the years since the Iranian Revo-
lution of 1978/79, only to be undermined 

by forces hostile to improved relationships 
between the two countries. These include 
anti-Iranian forces inside the United States, 
the government of Israel, and Iranian groups 
such as the People’s Mojahedin Organiza-
tion of Iran or Mojahedin-e Khalq (MEK) 
who have sabotaged every move toward im-
proved relations down to the present. 

Dr. Seyed Hossein Mousavian has been 
intimately involved in Iran’s political life 
since the Iranian Revolution of 1978/79. He 
has an extraordinary, authoritative pedigree 
in Iran’s foreign policy community hav-
ing held a large number of foreign affairs 
posts as advisor and ambassador. He has 
also been a seasoned journalist as editor of 
the influential Tehran Times newspaper, an 
authoritative source for information about 
Iran’s internal political dynamics. 

The principal value of this book is Dr. 
Mousavian’s personal experience. He has 
been a direct witness to, and major influ-
ential figure in Iran’s major foreign policy 
decisions. His intimate connections to Iran’s 
highest officials are illustrated in the book 
by extensive accounts of his interactions 
with them. Presidents ‘Ali Akbar Hashemi-
Rafsanjani and Mohammad Khatami, as 
well as Supreme Leaders Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini and Ayatollah ‘Ali Khamenei 
are all treated first-hand. 

There are many surprises in the book. 
Ayatollah Khomeini is shown to have disap-
proved of the taking of American hostages 
in the US embassy in 1979. Contrary to 
popular American opinion, Ayatollah Kho-
meini was in the city of Qom at the time and 
did not even know about the embassy take-
over until it was a fait accompli. On hearing 
of the crisis, his first question was: “Who 
are these people?” When told that they 
were students, and apprised of the interna-
tional implications for the crisis, he ordered, 
“Kick them out” (pp. 57–58). 

The authors go on to show that Kho-
meini was powerless to stop the occupation, 
so he accepted it and tried to find a way to 
end it that would not endanger the fragile 
Islamic Republic. Iran’s chief condition for 
the release of the hostages was a guarantee 
that the US would never again intervene in 
Iranian internal affairs — a provision of the 
Algiers Accords that ended the crisis. The 
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US agreed to the nonintervention clause 
(pp. 71–73), but has blatantly ignored it in 
subsequent years. 

Dr. Mousavian’s fascinating narrative il-
lustrates the Iranian chagrined reactions to US 
support of Saddam Husayn and the MEK in 
the eight-year Iran-Iraq War (pp. 96–102), the 
Iranian view of the Iran-Contra scandal un-
der President Reagan (pp. 92-96), the strange 
hostility toward Iran’s overtures for improved 
relations during the Clinton Administration 
(pp. 126–32), and their shock at the US fe-
tishization of the 40-year-old Iranian nuclear 
program under President George W. Bush — 
a shock that continues to the present day.

One surprise in the book is the account 
of the extraordinary diplomatic efforts 
of President Rafsanjani, with whom Dr. 
Mousavian had perhaps the most intimate 
contact during his illustrious career. Presi-
dent Rafsanjani, who served from 1989 to 
1997, emerges as a continual force for im-
proving US-Iranian relations, and his frus-
tration at the failure of his attempts is a cen-
tral story in the narrative of the book.

The authors theorize that the United 
States has suffered from a continual misinter-
pretation of Iran’s actions and motives, but-
tressed by political forces directly hostile to 
the Islamic Republic. This toxic atmosphere 
has bred mutual distrust that has culminated 
in the current standoff over Iran’s nuclear 
program — a development that dates only 
from 2003 as an offshoot of American neo-
conservative desires to effect regime change 
in the Islamic Republic along with other 
Middle Eastern nations perceived as hostile 
to Israel. The authors reiterate that there is 
no evidence anywhere that an Iranian nuclear 
weapons program exists or is even contem-
plated, but hostile political propaganda con-
tinues to promulgate the false assertion that 
Iran plans to develop a nuclear bomb. 

Despite this somewhat grim portrait of 
US-Iranian relations, the authors are ultimate-
ly optimistic that the two nations will eventu-
ally reach an accord. They point out the many 
commonalities shared by Washington and 
Tehran and the palpable benefits in regular-
ization of political and economic relations.

Having demonstrated a clear pattern of US 
hostility toward Iran that long predates the cur-
rent nuclear negotiations, they conclude that:

Americans are in the driving 
seat . . . so the onus is on the 
US to initiate change . . . Un-
less the US endgame is a reduc-
tion of tensions with Iran — and 
preferably a normalization of 
relations — then any agreement 
on individual issues will be in-
secure and likely to be broken 
by one side or the other, or both 
(pp. 278–79).

Iran and the United States will be read 
by historians and political analysts for 
many years. Though many Westerners who 
do not know Iran may be skeptical of some 
of Dr. Mousavian’s interpretations, they 
cannot ignore his direct observations of 
this troubled history.

William O. Beeman, Department of Anthro-

pology, University of Minnesota

Nixon, Kissinger, and the Shah: The 
United States and Iran in the Cold War, 
by Roham Alvandi. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014. 255 pages, $55.

Reviewed by Douglas Little

Thirty-five years after the fall of Shah 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and a quarter-
century after the fall of the Berlin Wall, the 
United States and Iran seem on the verge 
of a rapprochement that could reverse three 
decades of frosty relations between the two 
most important players in the geopolitics 
of the Persian Gulf. Roham Alvandi, who 
teaches international history at the London 
School of Economics, has given us a beauti-
fully written and thoroughly researched ac-
count of the “special relationship” between 
the Nixon Administration and the Shah dur-
ing the early 1970s, a relationship whose 
collapse would put Washington and Teh-
ran on the road to estrangement after 1979. 
Challenging the conventional interpretation 
put forward by Amin Saikal, James Bill, and 
many other scholars, who contend that Pres-
ident Richard Nixon and his chief foreign 
policy strategist, Henry Kissinger, actively 
recruited the Shah as an American puppet 
and proxy, Alvandi argues that events actu-


