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an alliance of necessity: the secret friendship of the shah

The Arabs could tolerate the substance of close Iran-Israel relations

as long as this was not apparent from surface indications.

—De-classified Memorandum of Conversation,U.S. embassy

in Tehran, Iran, October 14, 1972 After the First World War, the British
controlled Palestine in quasi-colonial fashion, in a mandate sanctioned by the
League of Nations. The Zionist movement, which had begun at the end of the
previous century and encouraged Jewish immigration to Palestine with the
eventual goal of creating a Jewish State, flourished under the mandate. The
growing Jewish population clashed repeatedly with the Arab majority, which
was unalterably opposed to a Jewish State and which itself wanted
independence from Britain.

At various periods during the mandate, the British suppressed both Arab and
Jewish guerrilla rebellions. Exhausted after the Second World War,



financially broke, and torn between bitterly opposing demands from the Arab
and Jewish populations, the British finally threw in the towel and asked the
UN to settle the problem. On May 15, 1947, the United Nations created a
Special Committee on Palestine, UNSCOP, to recommend a resolution.

Iran was selected to be part of the eleven-state committee.

After several months of laborious hearings a plan was presented with the
support of only eight of the committee’s eleven members. The majority
favoured a partition of Palestine and the creation of independent Arab and
Jewish States, with Jerusalem to be placed under international administration.
Iran, together with India and Yugoslavia, opposed this idea and preTHE
COLD WAR ERA 20 dicted that partition would lead to more rather than less
violence.! At the time, Iran was ruled by Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, the
second emperor in the Pahlavi dynasty. His father, Reza Shah, had staged a
coup d’état in February 1921 and ousted the ruling Qajar dynasty. Twenty
years later,Reza Shah was deposed by the British and the Russians, who put
his young son, Mohammad Reza, on the throne. Even before the creation of
the Jewish State, Mohammad Reza Shah had predicted that partition of
Palestine would lead to decades, if not centuries, of violence. Only through
the creation of a single federal state containing both Jewish and Arab
constituent states could peace be established, the Pahlavi regime maintained.
Against Tehran’s quiet objections, the partition plan was adopted by the
General Assembly as Resolution 181 on November 29, 1947. Fighting
immediately broke out between Jews and Palestinians, and less than six
months later David Ben-Gurion declared the independence of the State of
Israel. Iran, which together with twelve other nations voted against partition,
chose not to formally recognize the new nation, a decision the Shah stuck to
throughout his thirty-seven-year reign.?

At Israel’s inception, Iran faced a dilemma that has characterized its dealings
with the Jewish State ever since. The Shah knew that the creation of a non-
Arab, pro-Western state in the Middle East could improve Iran’s security by
absorbing the attention and resources of the Arab states, which were Iran’s
traditional rivals in the region. But if the Shah were to officially recognize
Israel or publicly support its creation, part of that Arab wrath would fall on
Iran.Thus it behooved Iran to tread a path between overt hostility and overt
alliance. For the next three decades, the Shah handled this balancing act with
great astuteness.

CAUGHT IN THE SUPERPOWER GAME



The two clear winners of the Second World War were the United States and
the Soviet Union. But their defeat of the Axis powers entangled them in a
global rivalry, and soon after the war they began carving up the world into
their respective spheres of influence. The Middle East was no exception; its
abundance of oil made it a particularly valuable piece in the geopolitical
chess game played by Washington and Moscow, which drew regional states
into their respective camps. In return for their cooperation, those states were
offered friendship and protection. For Iran, the choice was clear. Centuries of
war between Iran and Russia had bred in the Shah a natural suspicion of
Soviet intentions. The Communist ideology was a real threat to the Shah’s
rule in Iran, where the uneven distribution of wealth created fertile ground for
pro-Soviet groups such as the Iranian Tudeh (“People’s”) Party.

The Shah hoped that joining the Western camp would entitle Iran to
economic and military assistance from the United States in order to prevent
Soviet adventurism in the Middle East and the Persian Gulf.

Israel’s strategic options were more complex. The newly created Jewish State
depended on the West for capital investment, but it was also in dire need of
immigration from the Jewish communities in both the East and West to grow
and survive. With the demographic balance tilted strongly against it—by
1948 there were approximately 1.35 million Arabs and 650,000 Jews in
historic Palestine—Israel could not prosper without more Jewish
immigrants.While Ben-Gurion always favored the United States as a primary
patron, in the country’s early days many Israelis felt an emotional and
ideological affinity for the Soviet Union, because not only did strong socialist
sentiment exist in Israel, but many Israelis identified the Soviet Union as the
country primarily responsible for defeating Nazism. For the Shah, who saw
the world primarily through the prism of the Cold War, Israel’s ambiguous
relations with the Soviet Union and its efforts to cultivate ties with both
superpowers made it suspect. The Shah adopted a policy of “calculated
ambivalence,” maintaining a healthy distance from the Jewish State while
waiting for it to clarify its allegiances.For the first two years of Israel’s
existence, Iran recognized it neither de facto nor de jure. But as Tel Aviv
distanced itself from the Soviet camp, and as its pro-Western orientation
solidified, Iranian suspicions were dispelled.3 In 1951, the Mossadeq
government in Iran recognized Israel as a fact in the region but still refused
de jure recognition, meaning that it did not officially establish relations with
the Jewish State.4 Still, the de facto recognition had significant political



implications—it essentially meant that Iran recognized the creation of the
state of Israel and would not seek or support its undoing.

But choosing the Western camp did not resolve Israel’s security dilemma.
Israel was a lone state for Jews in a sea of hostile Arab states, some of

which were developing closer ties to the Soviet Union. Since breaking the
circle of Arab enmity appeared impossible, Israel put its faith in reaching out
to the non-Arab states of the region, including Iran. This outlook gave birth to
Ben-Gurion’s doctrine of the periphery, a foreign policy concept that came to
dominate Israeli strategic thinking till the end of the Cold War.

The doctrine held that the improbability of achieving peace with the
surrounding Arab states forced Israel to build alliances with the non-Arab
states of the periphery—primarily Iran, Turkey, and Ethiopia—as well as
with non-Arab minorities such as the Kurds and the Lebanese Christians.
This network of alliances would drive a wedge between Israel’s
enemies,weaken the Arab bloc, and halt the spread of pan-Arabism in the
region, the reasoning went.’

Meanwhile, Iran’s relationship with the Arab states was swiftly
deteriorating.® Though Iran sympathized with Arab nationalism and its quest
for Arab independence from the European colonial powers (Iran was, after
all, still emerging from its own painful history of British and Russian
interference), the Shah felt increasingly uncomfortable with its pro-Soviet
expressions.” In Egypt, for example, the free officers’ coup of 1952 ousted
King Farouk and achieved final independence from Britain, slowly drifting
into the Soviet orbit as a result. By no choice of their own, Iran and Israel
soon found themselves facing a common security dilemma. Both feared
Soviet designs on the region and the threat of radical pro-Soviet Arab states,
and both saw the pan-Arab, anti-Western regime in Cairo, led by Gamal
Abdel Nasser, as the main villain of the Middle East.® Next to Israel, Iran’s
pro-Western emperor was one of Egypt’s prime targets.’ Iran was particularly
concerned about the territorial expansionism of pan-Arabism and Arab claims
over Iran’s southern oil-rich province of Khuzestan because this pushed Arab
nations to ally against Iran even though their respective national interests may
have dictated a different course.'” “The Iranians felt like [they were]
surrounded by the Arabs. And the Arabs always adopted policies that were
anti-Iranian,” said Fereydoun Hoveyda, who served as Iran’s ambassador to
the UN during the 1970s while his brother, Amir Abbas Hoveyda, served as
the Shah’s prime minister.!!



By the late 1950s, an Israeli-Iranian entente had taken shape, fueled by the
solidification of Egyptian-Soviet relations and the emergence of Nasser as the
leader of the Arab masses after the 1956 Suez war.The collusion of Israel,
Britain, and France in the attack on Egypt in 1956 cemented Nasser’s and the
wider Arab world’s suspicion and hostility toward both their former colonial
masters and Israel. But Ben-Gurion, ever so cautious and suspicious of the
outside world’s attitudes toward the Jewish State, feared that Iran and the
periphery states wouldn’t enter into full strategic relations with Israel unless
pressured by the United States. On July 24, 1958, he sent a personal letter to
U.S. President Dwight Eisenhower in which he warned about the spread of
pan-Arabism and Communism in the Middle East, and requested U.S.
support for Israel as a means of defending Western interests.

He wrote that “with the purpose of erecting a high dam against the Nasserist-
Soviet tidal wave, we have begun tightening our links with several states on
the outside of the perimeter of the Middle East—Iran,Turkey and Ethiopia. . .
.Our goal is to organize a group of countries, not necessarily an official
alliance, that will be able to stand strong against Soviet expansion by proxy
through [Egyptian President] Nasser, and which might save Lebanon’s
freedom and, maybe in time, Syria’s.”!? Eisenhower heeded Israel’s call and
offered America’s backing to the periphery alliance.

Compatibility between Iran and Israel went beyond their two common
threats. Israel’s impressive economic growth and the Arabs’ refusal to sell oil
to Israel made Tel Aviv desperate for a commodity that Iran possessed in
abundance.'® After the 1956 Suez crisis, Iran helped finance the construction
of an eight-inch oil pipeline from Eilat in southern Israel through Beersheba
to Israel’s Mediterranean coastline. This pipeline, called the Eilat-Ashkelon
pipeline, connected the gulf of Aqaba and the Mediterranean and enabled
[ranian oil exports to bypass the strategically vulnerable Suez Canal.
Lessening the dependence on the Egyptian-controlled Suez was of utmost
importance to the Shah because 73 percent of Iran’s imports and 76 percent
of its oil exports passed through the canal. The deal, which took several days
to conclude, was brokered in the suburbs of Tel Aviv in the summer of 1957
during a secret visit by a representative of the National Iranian Oil Company.
The pipeline was laid in a record-breaking one hundred days and came into
operation in late 1957, transporting Iranian oil to Israel at the price of $1.30
per barrel. The pipeline was later upgraded to a sixteen-inch pipe after direct
negotiations between Israeli Prime Minister Levi Eshkol and the Shah in



1958. This was the first direct meeting between an Israeli cabinet minister
and the Shah.'* Though neither Iran nor Israel acknowledged the oil trade or
the pipeline cooperation, their relationship was an open secret and the subject
of intense Arab criticism. Fearing that the Shah might abandon the project
because of his Arab sensitivities, Washington granted the pipeline project its
strong support only after receiving reassurances that Iran’s financial interest
in seeing to the completion of the pipelines outweighed Tehran’s interest in
appeasing Arab sentiments.

Washington clearly sensed that the Shah wanted to keep Israel at a healthy
distance and wanted assurances that pressure from the Arab states wouldn’t
prompt the Shah to renege on his commitments to the pipeline.15

And there were other reasons for the cultivation of stronger Israel-Iran
relations: Iran had a sizable Jewish community, which Israel was eager to
bring to the Jewish State, and Tehran was willing to provide Iraqi Jews with a
safe passage to Israel as well. Iran, in turn, coveted Israel’s influence in
Washington and was in dire need of advanced Israeli technology for its own
economic growth. Israel’s expertise in irrigation was highly valued by the
technology-starved Iranians. The arid and uninviting climate and terrain of
Iran and Israel opened up opportunities for extensive cooperation in the field
of agriculture, even though political factors motivated this cooperation more
than Iran’s agricultural needs. The Shah often ordered his ministries to hire
Israeli consultants as a means of cementing the relationship—even though
their expertise wasn’t always needed and their skill sets often were irrelevant
to their assigned projects.“We had Israelis who weren’t even agriculturalists
who didn’t collect salary, yet they were still involved in the projects,” Iran’s
former deputy minister of agriculture explained.'® But hiring redundant
Israeli consultants was a politically safe way for the Shah to balance his
public distance from the Jewish State.!” Nonetheless, while there was a
political aspect to the technological exchange, the Israelis did provide Iran
with badly needed know-how and expertise. According to Arich Eliav,
former Israeli labor minister, Israel trained some ten thousand Iranian
agricultural experts.'® Last but not least, Israel and Iran’s common non-Arab
makeup provided the two with an emotional dimension to their growing
cooperation.

AN UNBALANCED PARTNERSHIP

Clearly, as the most powerful country on Israel’s periphery, Iran was a
critical factor in Tel Aviv’s political grand strategy. But Israel wasn’t equally



important to Iran despite Iran’s need for Israeli technology. Throughout the
1950s, Iran viewed Israel primarily as a vehicle to prevent Soviet—and not
Arab—advances in the region.?® The Soviet Union constituted Iran’s primary
threat because it was eyeing the oil reserves of the region and using Nasser’s
Egypt as its surrogate to penetrate the Persian Gulf.?' “The Shah saw these
Soviet twin pincers coming down through Afghanistan and Iraq,” explained
Charles Naas,who served as an American diplomat in Iran at the time.?
Clearly, Iranian fears of the Soviet Union benefited the United States because
it made Iran all the more eager for the Western superpower’s protection.
Soviet support for the pan-Arab states, in turn, caused the Arab danger to Iran
to be seen in Tehran as a mere extension of the Soviet threat, while the pan-
Arab ideology was perceived more as a facilitator than as the root of this
threat.

The Shah strongly believed that in the face of Soviet subversion or even a
direct assault, no one could guarantee Iran’s security but Iran itself.?* This
conviction was partly born out of a conversation between the Shah and an
American ambassador in the late 1940s. At the time, the Shah was young,
inexperienced, and impressionable. He had seen how Iran’s weakness had
enabled the great powers to control the destiny of his country. This was an
affront he was determined to change. “America would never go to war with
the Soviets on account of Iran, to save Iran,” the ambassador told the Iranian
monarch matter-of-factly. The Shah never forgot that conversation.*

The Soviets, on the other hand, did little to alleviate the Shah’s fears.
Moscow supported leftist [ranian opposition groups such as the Mujahedin-e
Khalgq, the Tudeh Party, and the Fedayeen-e Khalq in the hope that a
Communist revolution would make Iran a Soviet satellite.” In a December
1974 interview with Beirut’s al-Hawadis newspaper, the Shah emphasized
that Iranian nervousness about pan-Arabism was rooted in Moscow’s
influence over the Arab governments that championed that ideology.With the
Arabs, the Shah pointed out, Iran did not seek any enmity, even though the
Palestinians supported Iranian opposition groups. What the Shah sought to
avoid was a situation in which the activities of Palestinian and Arab
nationalists would enable the Soviets to up the ante on Iran.“We have stood
and we will stand at the side of the Palestinians, despite the fact that some of
the groups of the resistance trained Iranian saboteurs to infiltrate our territory,
kill our people, and blow up various installations,” he said.



“We know how to discriminate between the justness of the Palestinian
question and the wrongdoing directed against us by some Palestinians.

What I fear is that the Palestinians may allow international circumstances to
make their cause a tool of Soviet or some other international strategy.

Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and the other Arab states would do well to help
the Palestinians avoid such pitfalls.”26With time, however, the Arab threat
came to play a greater role in Iranian strategic thinking.As the Arab threat to
Iran increased, so did Iran’s military need for Israel and—paradoxically—its
need to keep Israeli dealings secret.

A NOT-SO-SECRET MARRIAGE OF CONVENIENCE

Iran preferred to keep most of its collaboration with Israel out of the public
eye. On the one hand, the Shah believed that overt relations with Israel would
harm Iran’s standing with the Arab nations and fuel Arab opposition to
Iranian policies in the Persian Gulf. On the other hand, he needed Israel in
order to balance the threat from the Soviets and pro-Soviet Arab states.

To minimize the visibility of his Israeli dealings, the Shah decided to have
interactions with Israel handled by Iran’s dreaded secret police—Sazeman-e
Ettela’at va Amniyat-e Keshvar (Organization of Information and State
Security, or Savak).?” In 1957, the Shah ordered the Iranian intelligence
service to establish relations with the Israeli intelligence agency, the Mossad,
and manage Iran’s sensitive dealings with the Jewish State, which often kept
the Iranian Foreign Ministry in the dark. Iranian military and secret police
operatives were secretly trained by Israeli intelligence officers in both Iran
and Israel. Israel also trained four hundred Iranian pilots, paratroopers, and
artillery men and sold Iran high-tech military equipment.*®

According to one former Iranian ambassador, the Mossad also trained the
Savak in torture and investigative techniques as well.”

Still, Tehran kept secret the visits of its officials to Israel. The Iranians
traveled to Israel via Turkey and never had their passports stamped upon
arrival in the Jewish State. This procedure ensured that the travel logs listed
only a visit to Turkey and no trace of the Israel leg of the trip.*° (To this day,
Iranian Jews traveling to Israel follow the same route with the tacit approval
of the Iranian government.) Even the deployment of Iranian diplomats in
Israel was kept secret. During the 1970s, six Iranian diplomats manned the
[ranian secret mission in Israel, but their records indicated that they were
serving in Bern, Switzerland. The Iranian embassy in Israel was referred to as
“Bern 2” in Iranian Foreign Ministry documents.?! The Iranians even tried to



withhold the true location of their posting from American diplomats, despite
the United States’s awareness of both the existence and the activities of the
Iranian diplomats in Israel.>* Although Israel had grown accustomed to Iran’s
secretive approach, and though Israel was well aware of the Shah’s
precarious balancing act between living up to Iran’s obligations as a Muslim
nation and neutralizing the tide of Arab radicalism, Iran’s contradictory
policy and stance on Israel was never fully accepted in Tel Aviv. If Iran, a
predominantly Muslim nation, were to openly recognize Israel, it would help
advance Israel’s quest to convince the Arabs that the Jewish State was a
permanent feature of the Middle East. After all, Israel had proven its utility to
the Shah and to Iran’s national interest, yet the Iranian emperor refused to
grant Israel full recognition.

Ben-Gurion’s first visit to Iran in 1961 set the precedent on the secretive
protocol.** The groundbreaking visit was kept secret, and successive trips of
Israeli prime ministers to Iran simply followed the same protocol. A few
years later, Israeli diplomats in Tehran urged Prime Minister Golda Meir to
take a more aggressive line with the Shah on this matter and change the
protocol.

By bringing its relations with Iran into the open, Iran would have no

choice but to recognize Israel de jure, decision-makers in Tel Aviv figured.
The Israelis jumped on every opportunity to make their dealings with Iran
public.>* Meir’s advisers proposed putting a sign on the building of the Israeli
mission in Tehran to clearly identify it as such. She dismissed this proAN
posal but accepted the recommendation of the head of the Israeli mission,
Meir Ezri, to convince Western powers such as the United States and the
United Kingdom to pressure the Shah into publicly recognizing Israel. But
the Shah wouldn’t budge, and he further rebuked the Israelis by refusing for
more than three years to meet with Israel’s representative to Iran.>”
Throughout the 1970s, Iran succeeded with its diplomatic acrobatics of
maintaining a geostrategic alliance with a state it did not officially recognize,
and of permitting a large Israeli presence in Tehran without officially
recognizing its mission as the embassy of the Jewish State. The Israeli flag
wasn’t flown at the mission and Israeli diplomats did not participate in
ceremonies that protocol required other diplomats to attend.But in all matters
except ceremony, the Israeli mission functioned like any other
embassy.Despite the unofficial nature of the relationship, the head of the
Israeli mission was commonly referred to as the Israeli ambassador to Iran,



and by the 1970s he enjoyed ready access to the Shah. Israeli officials visited
Iran frequently and met with the Shah one-on-one, often without the
knowledge of the Iranian Foreign Ministry.*® Although the symbolic value of
winning the recognition of a major Muslim state in the Middle East was
significant, Israel was careful not to push this issue too hard because it could
negatively affect the substance of its relations with Tehran.?” At the end of
the day, it was an arrangement that, while not optimal, still worked to Israel’s
benefit.

According to Amnon Ben Yohanan, a high-ranking Israeli diplomat serving
in Tehran in the 1970s, the Israelis “were willing to forgo the ceremonial
trappings of diplomacy as long as the real substance was present, while the
Arabs could tolerate the substance of close Iran-Israel relations as long as this
was not apparent from surface indications.”38 Iran, in turn, needed Israel
militarily but had to keep its dealings with the Jewish State out of the public’s
eye to avoid attracting the attention of the pan-Arab governments.

THE GROWING IRANIAN-EGYPTIAN ENMITY

The Shah learned the hard way how public knowledge of his Israeli dealings
undercut Iran’s strategic interest. In July 1960, a foreign journalist asked
whether Iran had decided to recognize Israel. Without further reflection, the
Shah pointed to Iran’s de facto recognition of Israel in 1951 by the Mossadeq
government and said that “Iran has recognized Israel long ago.”*

The Shah’s comments provoked a fiery response from Egypt’s Nasser, who
hastily cut diplomatic relations and embarked on a venomous propaganda
campaign against Iran.** But Nasser wasn’t concerned primarily about Iran’s
relationship with Israel. Rather, the Shah’s unguarded statement proTHE
vided the Egyptian leader with an opportunity to expand Egypt’s influence in
the Persian Gulf and to counter Iran’s expanding relations with the Persian
Gulf Arabs. Increasingly, the center of anti-Iranian Arab propaganda shifted
from Baghdad—Iran’s traditional Arab rival in the region—to Cairo.*!
Egypt’s aggressive posture and willingness to collaborate with Moscow were
not taken lightly in Tehran. The Shah viewed the risk of a military
engagement with Egypt, either directly or through Iraq, as substantial.

“Iran was under direct threat of the military activities of the Egyptians in the
Persian Gulf area,” a former Iranian intelligence officer involved in the
[ranian-Israeli collaboration explained. “[ The Egyptians] were trying to build
up naval forces that could be sent to the Persian Gulf in support of Iraq in
direct military confrontation with Iran.”*



If Iran was weakened by Egypt and Iraq, the Arab side would be bolstered
and the Iraqi army would be freed up to participate in a potential Arab attack
on Israel. But as long as Iran balanced Iraq and diverted the Iraqi armed
forces eastward and away from the Jewish State, Israel was provided with a
small but important window of safety. So Israeli intelligence provided Iran—
whose military was constantly preparing for potential Iraqi or Egyptian
attacks—with extensive intelligence on Egyptian military movements and
planning. Together with Turkey, the Iranian and Israeli intelligence services
constantly monitored Soviet-Egyptian-Iraqi military cooperation.

The three non-Arab countries observed Soviet military shipments destined for
Egypt and Iraq as they made their way from the Black Sea to the Persian Gulf
through the Suez Canal. But as the 1960s came to a close, the strategic
context that had inspired the Israeli-Iranian entente in the early 1950s was
slowly withering away.



