The Persian Puzzle: The Conflict between Iran and America by Kenneth M. Pollack. New York: Random House, 2004.

This timely, tightly written and thought-provoking book provides a detailed narrative of the tumultuous period of U.S. –Iranian relations from the overthrow of the Shah in 1979 to 2004.  Author Kenneth M. Polack is superbly qualified to undertake such a work, having served as a CIA analyst for Persian Gulf affairs and as Director of Gulf Affairs at the National Security Council, where he had a key role in formulating and implementing U.S. policy concerning Iran. He is now the Director of Research at the Brookings Institution’s Suban Center for Middle East Policy. 

The book includes a concise history of the Persian Empire and the peoples who fought for, held, and expanded its territory.  Over the centuries, the Persian Empire became the largest in the then-known world through a series of Greek conquests.  It was vulnerable to Roman wars, a myriad of conflicts among Muslims and eventually to Shiite and Sunni religious factions. 

Pollack rightly perceives that Iran’s foreign policy goal has been to rid the nation of foreign influences, if not outright domination, which Iranians have long believed to be the primary source of all their problems. Reza Shah, who rose to power in the early 1920s, tried to modernize the country, but could not keep the British and Russians from occupying Iran during World War II.  He was forced to abdicate in 1941 in favor of his son Mohammad Reza Shah.  After the war, Americans fared no better than the British and Russians in gaining popular support.  Imbedded in the Iranian psyche is resentment of America for backing Mohammad Reza Shah’s despotic regime and for helping overthrow Prime Minister Mohammad Mosaddeq, who had nationalized British oil interests in Iran.  The Iranians cannot forget American interference.
Pollack introduces a Triple Track Theory for dealing with Iran in the future and argues for each method in a very readable pro and con fashion.  However, he admits that there is no easy way to convince the Iranians to back down on their nuclear program; the best chance for the United States involves working with its allies.  U.S. policy towards Iran over the past fifty years and its negative imprint upon the Iranian public might just constitute too big an obstacle for any new Iranian government, however unlikely, to overcome.   

While not a comprehensive history of Iran, The Persian Puzzle provides an excellent historical overview as well as an exceptional assessment of U.S.–Iranian relations since the Second World War.  It should be a key source for anyone interested in American relations with Iran. 
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