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The Iranian Revolution in U.S. Intelligence Assessments and
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Abstract:

This study examines how U.S. intelligence agencies and diplomatic
institutions assessed the developments of the Iranian Revolution during
1978-1979, drawing on intelligence reports and official diplomatic
correspondence. The research focuses on American perceptions of the
resilience of the Pahlavi regime, the scale of popular opposition, the role of
religious forces led by Ayatollah Khomeini, and the accuracy of
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assessments regarding the Shah’s ability to remain in power or the
likelihood of his downfall.

The study concludes that U.S. assessments were marked by significant
shortcomings and misjudgments, as they overestimated the regime’s
cohesion and capacity to contain the protests while underestimating the
religious and organizational dimensions of the opposition. Diplomatic
correspondence also reveals hesitation and inconsistency in U.S. decision-
making, as well as a gap between intelligence analysis and the rapidly
changing realities on the ground, which contributed to an inadequate
political response to events. The research argues that this failure of
assessment represented one of the most notable U.S. intelligence failures in
the Middle East during the Cold War and had profound consequences for
subsequent U.S.—Iranian relations.

Keywords: : Ayatollah Khomeini, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, Jimmy

Carter, Central Intelligence Agency, U.S. State Department.
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Record, "British-American Planning Talks, Washington," October 10-11, 1978.
(*®)Quoted in: FCO 8/3216, Minute, B.L. Crowe to R.S. Gorham, "Anglo-American Planning
Talks: Iran," October 12, 1978.
(*)Quoted in: U.S. Embassy Tehran, William Sullivan, Telegram to State Department, “Looking
Ahead: The Military Option,” Secret, November 2, 1978.
(%% Ibid.
(") Ibid.
(**)John F. Devlin and Robert L. Jervis, Op. Cit.
(**)Quoted in: U.S. Embassy Tehran, William Sullivan, Cable to State Department, “Thinking the
Unthinkable,” Secret, November 9, 1978.
(**)Quoted in: Ibid.
(*)Quoted in: George Ball, Report to President Carter, “Issues and Implications of the Iranian
Crisis,” [with cover memo: “Summary Memorandum for President”], Secret, December 12, 1978.

244


http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3403300508.html

(1979-1978) &5 dusloghieldl SOl Mg Olylsuans V) OV s & G511 350

(*%)Quoted in: Ibid.
(%) Ibid.
208 Lo gladdl ssall el puas 1§ pusiaa (™)
1986 Jo¥1 0153 26 <3954 suiall ccusSTl e La¥l daymn ()
Sepehr Zabih, Iran Since the Revolution, New York, 2011, P. 12
(*)Quoted in: U.S. Embassy Tehran, William Sullivan, Eyes Only Telegram for the Secretary,
“USG Policy Guidance,” Secret, January 10, 1979.
(Sl Lisy damma 416 o 1980 (g 1979 — 1906 dadluddl! 55201 o & s9iectd] 539201 0 Ol cmgiizme JHUL(H)
3981 Ogzar Jl oLad) Iy (pa ¢ ELAN OluaT £459 (o (18 1372 (0l cpgmn il cOlnlyisnl (s dozys ()l 4 essly
o b dds el Juls Bz Aasdl 85580 (Olal (JBsS G £ 29600 1999 (g 2L (Bsb Hlo Aazys
70 4o <2 2008
A IS 3 gdide s siwrle Wlusy (19791964 (15l & Auls ) Bssliad ! il pslatll (g radidl ]y g bl e cLég (¥)
lalys Azme 1979 21, ¥1 85930y Gudgad] slni¥l iy ¢ slatll Jusls 13y ¢3le £204 4o (2006 (i yuailud] dnalsll
393 o Y VA ¥l (1938 e g diendly ol suadl B yuadl Bl - sl U1 3LS (s s
s e s 1110 (o 2010 (3dws T ccuniall (alill G830 Al 55sil) DLl (goliall dll wie azme (V)
Aasl> - 2l S Az (1979 Lol 11 - G 0g58 1 btz 590ld 2agSo s § Oyl ol 20,031 daliand | ¢ Sl
1979 21,3 ¥1 53530 cya illauadl agll laidl Lals 13y eMle £161 — 160 (o 2015 Lt « yie cpaltll suall Laals
136 o 2018 11 almll Jg¥1 sl (Alud ¥l aglald 201 48 - il daale (Ailud Y aglall clg g Azs
o Ol Aile daxl 1485 (o VTV ol ol iz csw () 2 5231y 2l 4 Ol MBS (o Sidiga Lol e ()
221 4o (1999 oS (1979 — 1906 (15 558 O swelieed el s ¢ Saaed) JLal €383 Lo 1989 (5,ala)1 slLaals LI
ISy 3 hylsradl &pe gos @3 0y 1977 Jo¥1 00,45 11 § 55,01 T gl sl 9581 eusadd @losdl 3S,01(%)
& 354 2y 58,all T, (Robert R. Bowie (§s: .5 oy 9y (g Auibogl culyliseradl bl S ae (CIA) 458,01 ool Ll
o1 oy Syl Gyl Ll Slpaatas slas] 31 Zege <ty L Tl wass 25,11 clliendl W) yae e
o lanll e il (STl slus¥ly clalas¥l ol Bumall cilidell 2ogSnd 2oLl ol Flg Sloglall Ladl @uuisy «agall
2zln
National Foreign Assessment Center (NFAC), General CIA Records, No. (FOIA) /ESDN

(CREST): CIA-RDP90-01137R000100100001-7, October 12, 1977.
(*)Quoted in: John F. Devlin and Robert L. Jervis, Op. Cit.

a=1llgelall

B gadd ) ae gligll : Yol

:2.55.94‘21 Fligl -1

1. Central Intelligence Agency, National Intelligence Estimate, “Draft NIE" Secret,
September 1,1978.

2. Defense Intelligence Agency, Intelligence Appraisal, “Iran: Religious-Inspired

Opposition,” Unclassified, March 29, 1978.

245



Sl Jsls @13y s3e o ]

3. George Ball, Report to President Carter, “Issues and Implications of the Iranian Crisis,”
[with cover memo: “Summary Memorandum for President”], Secret, December 12, 1978.
4. John F. Devlin and Robert L. Jervis, Analysis of NFAC's Performance on Iran’s Domestic
Crisis, Mid-77 — 7 November 1978, Top Secret, June 1979, Jun 1, 1979.
5. National Foreign Assessment Center (NFAC), General CIA Records, No. (FOIA) /ESDN
(CREST): CIA-RDP90-01137R000100100001-7, October 12, 1977.
6. State Department, Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Report No. 704, “The Future of
Iran: Implications for the US,” Secret, January 28, 1977.
7. U.S. Embassy Tehran, Charles Naas, Airgram to State Department, “Uncertain Political
Mood: Religious, Developments, Tougher Royal Line on Demonstrators,” Secret/LIMDIS,
August 1,1978.
8. U.S. Embassy Tehran, telegram to State Department, “Iran: Understanding the Shi'ite
Islamic Movement,” Confidential, February 3, 1978.
9. U.S. Embassy Tehran, William Sullivan Airgram to State Department, “Straws in the
Wind: Intellectual and Religious Opposition in Iran,” Confidential, July 25,1977,
10. US. Embassy Tehran, William Sullivan, Cable to State Department, “Thinking the
Unthinkable,” Secret, November 9, 1978.
11. US. Embassy Tehran, William Sullivan, Eyes Only Telegram for the Secretary, “USG
Policy Guidance,” Secret, January 10, 1979.
12. U.S. Embassy Tehran, William Sullivan, Telegram to State Department, “Looking Ahead:
The Military Option,” Secret, November 2, 1978.
il I Blgdl — o
1. FCO 8/3216, Minute, B.L. Crowe to R.S. Gorham, "Anglo-American Planning Talks: Iran,"
October 12, 1978.
2. The National Archives of the UK (TNA): Public Record Office (PRO) FCO 8/3216, File
No. P 333/2, Folder, "Iran: Release of Confidential Records,” 1 Jan - 31 Dec 1978,
Summary Record, "British-American Planning Talks, Washington,” October 10-11, 1978.

246



(1979-1978) 4.5 3e¥1 Grsla gl OVt Mg Oyl O s § dit ¥ 8580

1B y9-l | 4 ¥l Bligd : Lals
1. Foreign Relations of the United States, 1977—1980, Volume I, Human Rights and

Humanitarian Affairs, United States Government Printing Office, Washington, 2013.

2. 1977-1980, Volume XVIII, Middle East Region; Arabian Peninsula,
United States Government Publishing Office, Washington, 2015.
sl ,Sakl cas i
Byl Aasls - Gyall mdsdl Slulys 3850 e ys osld Loy deme solzll ol sla @l Sde 1
1980 (54!

e pad) 43Ul Apnaland! lbo¥ 1y Jiluo 1 <Lyl
Uluy 19791964 olyal § 2l Il Zaliad) Sl pelazll (Spadid) witly gl e cliy .1
2006 (4 ypmiial| Zaaladl il 40 8 ysdde e piuabe
e Lals
Ayl 23Ul -
1999 (g 2L 3ok (Gyle a3 Byl Ogzean ) oLidl LMy (y0 « £LUI Lt 1
1989 (3,alall Asloally z Wl (s (31l (Bl o
1999 (s8I 1979 — 1906 ¢ 555 e swoliaad! 031y 0,5 ¢ Saad! Jal
2008 ey Td (Juls dos | Jubs Ao y3 cduased) 859301 (3l JedoS S
2015 czg 0 LiS539 0¥ o lall il e (gpad! s
1980 ¢ g 1 <1979 — 1906 Auadldl! 359101 G & ygiaotdl 53920 (30 31! cgiizma Sl
(Gl @yl e dazys galedl mandl @ Olnl olall LA ol (il Loy Mo 7
2008 (08 « 5l Aagdan (ol LS 1 Luia b
2010 ¢ gdms b caall (sbell G830 il ¥l 893l el ¢ gal5all il die dozs .8
SO L -

o U x W oN

1. Sepehr Zabih, Iran Since the Revolution, New York, 2011.
Aylall Gl -~
VY Ol ol ol o 2 2 3250 il 4 Glial MBS (Soun Sidiga Lyl pe -2
(A1353 0l il umcls ISl 589 31 o Olnl Enl 59Sdne s> daxs -3
(o3 1372 Ol cpams ol Oleligsl (s dazyd il 4wy (Golee Lisy o -4
247



Sl Jsls @13y s3e o ]

rilulyudly gt sl

Appall UL

0558 T sl 55als AagS> s @ 0l oy LS Aulead (LSl als e suis -1
Ol b caltdl suall dawly Aasle - Al 28 Ama 1979 Llea 11 - Sl
2015

pslall oo Alma 1979 Aul¥l 5sill oo Gillagndl Cadsll ledll sle i3, odle -2
2018 11 aell Jg¥ soadl Aslud ¥l pglald 2l 3,8 - Gill Aaal> (Asludy!

AS Ay ls bl Alma (1979 Al Bostdl (0 Sedgadl ol Cadgn e -3
YNNI 0958 (9 dieally ualsed) suall o8y I daals - cilindd 20l

1- Behzad Ghasemi, The Islamic Revolution as a Value-Oriented Movement: A Case Study:
An Explanation of Events during the Premiership of Jamshid Amouzegar, Contemporary
Researches on Islamic Revolution, 7 (26), University of Tehran, 2025.
rbmegall La.sl..w
1986 Jg¥! (153 26 :3954 sl e S o LWl Aaymin .1
1977 ST 91 11971 suadl ool « el Aimrm .2
1Y) A abl ga tlials

1- Encyclopedia Britannica. Cited in: http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-

3403300508.html.

248


http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3403300508.html
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-3403300508.html

	أشارت المذكرة التي اعدها مجلس الأمن القومي الأمريكي National Security Council (NSC)، إلى مساعد الرئيس لشؤون الأمن القومي زبغنيو بريجينسكي Zbigniew Brzezinski، في 2 شباط 1977، إلى أن إيران تقف على أعتاب تحول اجتماعي واقتصادي سريع، وستتاح للولايات ...

