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Abstract

The relationship between religion and state is one of the most fundamental topics of political
thought in the Islamic world, which found a new formulation in the contemporary century
with the introduction of the theory of “Velayat-e Faqih” (Guardianship of the Jurist) by
Imam Khomeini (RA). The main problem of this research is to explicate the philosophical
and epistemological foundations of Islamic government in Imam Khomeini’s (RA) system of
thought and to analyze how religion and politics are linked within the framework of his
political philosophy. The article aims to clarify the ontological, anthropological, and
epistemological foundations of the theory of the Guardian Elected by the People and to
demonstrate its relationship with the modern concept of the state. This research has been
conducted using an analytical-interpretive method, utilizing Imam Khomeini’s (RA) original
written sources, particularly his jurisprudential, mystical, and philosophical works. The
research findings indicate that in Imam Khomeini’s (RA) thought, Islamic government—
based on the theory of the Guardian Elected by the People—is not merely a legal or political
structure, but the objective manifestation of Tawhid (monotheism) in the social sphere and
the continuation of divine guardianship in the historical life of humanity. Accordingly, the
legitimacy of the government stems from Sharia and divine guardianship, and reason,
jurisprudence, and mysticism constitute the three complementary dimensions of the Imam’s
political philosophy. Consequently, the philosophy of Islamic government in Imam
Khomeini’s (RA) system of thought is based on the inherent link between religion and state,
and its ultimate goal is the realization of justice, servitude, and human perfection in society.

Keywords: U.S Embassy Documents; United States; Provisional Government;
Bazargan; Imam Khomeini.

Doi: 10.22034/irsj.2026.558443.1190 | Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International CCBY 4.0 !g 1



https://www.irsjournal.ir/article_197293.html

Extended Abstract

Introduction

The occupation of the U.S. Embassy in Tehran on November 4, 1979, by Iranian
students represents one of the most consequential political events in post-
revolutionary Iran, with enduring implications for Iran's foreign policy and
international relations. This event not only led to the severance of diplomatic ties
between Iran and the United States but also inaugurated a new phase in Iran's regional
and global engagements. Despite the passage of over four decades since this incident
and the subsequent release of embassy documents—along with persistent calls from
Ayatollah Khamenei for scholarly examination of these materials—academic
research on this subject remains remarkably scarce. The present study seeks to
address this lacuna by systematically examining the U.S. Embassy's assessment of
Iran's post-revolutionary power structure and the policy approaches Washington
pursued in response to the Islamic Revolution.

The theoretical framework underpinning this investigation draws upon Crane
Brinton's Thermidorian theory of revolutions, which posits that revolutionary
societies progress through five distinct phases: the pre-revolutionary stage, the initial
revolutionary phase, moderate rule, radical rule, and finally the Thermidorian phase
characterized by the return to pragmatism and moderation. This framework appears
particularly relevant for understanding American officials' mental constructs
regarding the trajectory of the Iranian Revolution. American policymakers, operating
within this theoretical paradigm, anticipated that following the overthrow of the
Pahlavi regime, moderate elements would initially assume power, to be subsequently
replaced by radical factions, before ultimately yielding to a pragmatic Thermidorian
restoration that would realign Iran with Western interests. The embassy's operational
mandate in Tehran was consequently structured around facilitating this anticipated
transition while preserving American strategic interests.

Research Questions

The central research question guiding this investigation is: How did the U.S. Embassy
in Tehran analyze the post-revolutionary power structure in Iran, and what policy
strategies did it pursue in this context? The study advances the hypothesis that
American officials operated under the conviction that Ayatollah Khomeini, due to his
advanced age and cardiac condition, would pass away within a relatively short
timeframe. Consequently, U.S. strategy focused on cultivating and strengthening
moderate political currents aligned with Western perspectives, anticipating that these
elements would eventually ascend to power and restore favorable bilateral relations.

Methodology

This research employs a documentary analysis methodology, utilizing primary
sources from the U.S. Embassy documents seized during the hostage crisis. Data were
systematically collected through purposive sampling, focusing on documents
pertaining to American assessments of Iran's political structure, analyses of key
political figures, and strategic policy recommendations during the crucial nine-month
period between the revolution's victory and the embassy occupation. The
documentary evidence is supplemented by relevant secondary sources, including
memoirs, contemporary newspaper accounts, and scholarly analyses of U.S.-Iran
relations during this formative period.



Results and Discussion

The documentary evidence reveals that American officials possessed a sophisticated,
albeit ultimately flawed, understanding of Iran's post-revolutionary power structure.
The embassy's analyses accurately identified a vertical power hierarchy with
Ayatollah Khomeini at its apex, surrounded by revolutionary institutions including
the Revolutionary Guards (Sepah-e Pasdaran) and revolutionary committees that
operated independently of the provisional government. American officials
recognized the fundamental tension between Khomeini's uncompromising anti-
American stance and the more conciliatory approach favored by Prime Minister
Mehdi Bazargan's provisional government.

The documents demonstrate that the embassy developed a dual-track strategy based
on these assessments. In the short term, U.S. policy aimed to maintain functional
relations with the provisional government while avoiding provocations that might
inflame anti-American sentiment. The long-term strategy sought to strengthen
moderate and nationalist elements within Iran's political landscape, anticipating that
this coalition would eventually dominate the political arena as the revolution
matured. The embassy identified three key pillars for this moderate coalition:
Ayatollah Seyyed Kazem Shariatmadari and his Muslim People's Republican Party,
the National Front of Iran under figures such as Khosrow Qashqai, and the Radical
Movement of Iran led by Rahmatollah Moghaddam-Maraghei.

American strategy encompassed three operational dimensions designed to preserve
and expand U.S. influence in post-revolutionary Iran. First, the documents emphasize
efforts to reconstitute commercial networks and encourage the return of American-
affiliated businessmen who had fled during the revolutionary upheaval. These
commercial actors were viewed not only as economic instruments but also as
valuable intelligence assets and conduits for American influence. Second, the
embassy prioritized rebuilding intelligence networks that had been severely
compromised during the revolution, with particular attention to recruiting former
SAVAK operatives and establishing new intelligence channels within revolutionary
institutions. Third, the documents reveal concerted efforts to maintain military
cooperation, particularly through the supply of spare parts and technical assistance
for American-origin equipment, with the explicit goal of retaining allies within the
Iranian military establishment.

The documentary evidence also illuminates significant tensions within the
revolutionary coalition. While Bazargan's provisional government demonstrated
willingness to maintain and develop relations with the United States—driven partly
by economic necessities including military spare parts and technical support—
Khomeini and the revolutionary institutions remained implacably opposed to
normalized relations with Washington. This fundamental divergence created a dual
foreign policy structure, with the provisional government pursuing pragmatic
engagement while revolutionary institutions maintained anti-American postures that
resonated with popular sentiment.

Crucially, the documents reveal that American officials were aware of the precarious
position of the provisional government and the mounting anti-American sentiment
among the lranian populace. The embassy recommended various measures to
improve America's image, including emphasizing human rights concerns, expressing
support for Palestinian causes, and utilizing the U.S. International Communication
Agency to shape Iranian public opinion. However, these recommendations proved
insufficient to overcome the deep-seated anti-Americanism that had crystallized
during decades of U.S. support for the Pahlavi regime.



Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that while American officials possessed substantial
intelligence regarding Iran's immediate political dynamics, they fundamentally
miscalculated the revolution's trajectory and the durability of its anti-American
orientation. Operating within the Brintonian framework, U.S. policymakers
anticipated that radical elements would inevitably be supplanted by pragmatic forces,
leading to a Thermidorian restoration that would realign Iran with Western interests.
This theoretical framework, however, proved inadequate for understanding the
distinctive character of the Iranian Revolution, particularly the central role of Islamic
ideology and Khomeini's charismatic authority in sustaining revolutionary fervor.
The American decision to admit the deposed Shah for medical treatment in October
1979—despite full awareness of Iranian popular demands for his extradition and
trial—represents a particularly consequential miscalculation. This decision directly
precipitated the hostage crisis, the collapse of the provisional government, and the
complete severance of diplomatic relations. The embassy documents reveal that
American officials never anticipated that the embassy occupation would lead to a
permanent rupture in bilateral relations. Their expectation that the revolution would
follow the Western revolutionary model proved fundamentally erroneous, reflecting
a deep-seated failure to comprehend the Islamic character of the Iranian Revolution
and the enduring appeal of its anti-imperialist, anti-Western ideology.

The study concludes that the American failure to predict the hostage crisis and its
aftermath stemmed from three interrelated factors: an overreliance on Western
revolutionary paradigms, insufficient appreciation of the ideological dimensions of
the Islamic Revolution, and a tendency to discount the depth of popular anti-
American sentiment that had accumulated over decades of U.S. intervention in
Iranian affairs. The documentary evidence underscores the dangers of applying
universalist revolutionary theories to culturally and historically specific contexts and
highlights the limitations of intelligence assessments that fail to incorporate genuine
understanding of local political dynamics and popular sentiment.

KeyWords: U.S Embassy Documents, United States, Provisional Government,
Bazargan, Imam Khomeini.
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