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Iran a conundrum caught in historical tangle of ties
o the surprise of
many, a recent study
showed Iran is a far
more secular society
than many believe.

As talks about Iran's nuclear
programme pick up again, the
survey showed what a
conundrum Iran is within the
imbroglio of Middle East
developments and byzantine
US politics.

Pooyan Tamimi Arab and
Ammar Maleki of the
Netherlands-based Group for
Analysing and Measuring
Attitudesin Iran (Gamaan),
found after analysing 40,000
responses to a 2020 survey that
only 40% Iranians self-identified
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as Muslim, while 20%
expressed no particular
affiliation and 9% said they were
atheists.As for religion in
legislation, 68% did not want
any of that, and 72% opposed
the law requiring women to
wear the hijab.

Before the 1979 Islamic
revolution there were two other

powerful forces in Iran: the
repressive but secular
machinery of the pro-US Shah
Mohammad Reza, and a range
of left and liberal views,
including the powerful, pro-
Soviet Tudeh Party and
nationalists such asMohammad
Mossadegh, who became prime
minister in 1951.

Mossadegh's radical
assertion of Iran's sovereignty,
including the nationalisation of
British-controlled oilfields,
incurred the wrath of the West,
leading to the CIA's first-ever
coup in 1955.This led to the
Shah being reinstalled, placing
Iran firmly in Washington's
sphere of influence, with the US

providing Iran with its first
nuclear reactor and nuclear
fuel, and then weapons-grade
enriched uranium.

When the Shah was
overthrown in 1979, the US's
refusal to extradite him to Iran
resulted in the 444-day-long
occupation of the US embassy.
Western support for Iraq's
strongman Saddam Hussein,
resulting in the bloody eight-
year Iran-Iraq War, further
hardened attitudes towards
the West.

The Tudeh Party, which
initially co-operated with the
Islamic government, was
subjected to mass executions
and imprisonment in 1983 after

the CIA passed on details of its
membership to the new
government. This was part of
the complex Iran-Contra affair,
in which the US sold arms to
Iran to secure the release of
hostagesheld by Hezbollah in
Lebanon, as well as using the
money to fund antigovernment
forces in Nicaragua.

Talk of an imbroglio in a
conundrum!

This period of repression
was also characterised by the
extinguishing of even moderate,
liberal political organisation in
Iran and the consolidation of a
hardline Islamist agenda.This
was best illustrated by the 2005
ascension of Mohammad

Ahmadinejad, former mayor of
Tehran. He drew popular
support from his opposition to
the clerical classes, who had
become enriched and corrupted
while in power.

However, his re-election in
2009 through vast actsof voter
fraud unleashed the Green
Movement, and the mobilisation
ofmillions countrywide. The
regime responded with the
harsh repression that had
become its signature since the
1980s, aswell as its support for
a range of proxy forces in the
region. Partsof the reformist
movement accommodated itself
to the regime, while others were
pummelled into oblivion.

It was a long and tortuous
road, which eventually led to
the Barack Obama
administration and major
powers signing the Iran nuclear
deal in July 2015.Instead of
burdening the negotiationswith
a wide range of issues, the
agreement focused on curbing
Iran's ability to produce nuclear
weapons.

President Donald Trump's
retreat from the deal and the
imposition of harsher sanctions
has removed any incentive for
the Iranians to rejoin the talks.
This can be reversed, according
to the Internal Crisis Group, if
theUS doesnotblock the$5bn
IMF loan to Iran for dealing with

Covid-19 and other
humanitarian needs, if Iran
agrees to reverse its breaches of
limits on developing its nuclear
weapons capacity, and if the US
lifts the Trump-era sanctions.

Looming large on this year's
diary is the June21Iranian
presidential election.
Negotiationswill probably be
resumed once that is settled,
and if a reformist candidate
comes in. Thatis a lot of ifs -
but then this is Iran, the Middle
Eastand the US we are talking
about.
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