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The Hostage Crisis:

PETER W. RODMAN 0(/ J

The Carter administration’s diplomacy to free the American hostages in Iran
should serve as a classic case study In negotiation—or at least of a particular
approach to negotiation. The U.S. govermment's behavior in those fourteen and a
half months was by no means as aimless and haphazard as it may have seemed. On
the contrary, it embodied a consistent negotiating strategy, indeed a distinct philoso-
phy of how nations behave. The results should therefore be instructive.

When the hostages were sct free on January 20, 1981, Carter administration offi-
cials hailed the release as the result of their hard work, patience, and mature re-
sponse to a complex challenge. More specifically, they claimed vindication for the
threefold strategy they had pursued fmm the beginning of the crisis:

® Except for the aberration of thc rescue mission, they had avoided the
dangerous use of force or other hostile actions that might have provoked

® They had effectively mobilized intemational pressures to isolate Iran, in-
cluding diplomatic and economic sanctions.

@ . They had convinced Iran of America’s good faith and willingness to set-
tle, and indeed of U.S. support for Iran against its external enemies.

Yet there also is evidence for a very different proposition: that the release of the
American diplomats was brought about by events that bore no relation to the strategy
the Carter administration was pursuing, and that the negotiating philosophy of the
administration may have had more to do with the humiliating prolongation of the
crisis than with its resolution.

By now we have the benefit of various *‘inside” accounts of the hostage negotia-
tions: Pierre Salinger's ABC television program, various post-mortem interviews
with Carter administration officials, and the relevant portion of the recent New York
Times Magazine investigation.! These accounts are largely sympathetic to the Carter
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administration, essentially consistent, and remarkably revealing—sometimes inad-
vertently.

Their focus, for example, has been almost entirely on the many exotic inter-
mediarics to whom the United States resorted. Some negotiating channels proved
fruitful and others did not—with some puzzlement expressed as to why this was so. __ _.
The many setbacks and frustrations are ascribed to bad luck or the turbulence of Ira-
nian politics, making the administration’s perseverance appear all the more noble.
The striking feature of all these versions, however, including the more critical ones,
is their fascination with the protracted negotiating process as if it occurred in a vac-
uum. They consistently fail to provide any serious analysis of the external con-

. text—o{ what factors determined the attitude of the key Iranian decision makers; of -
how extemal pressures (or lack of them) may have affected their decisions; or of how
the United States might have chosen to influence the context and shape events. Hard
work and patience are important in all negotiations, and it is a commonplace that any
crisis of this sort involves a form of bargaining, whether tacit or explicit. But these
accounts have rarely even addressed the decisive question: What led the Iranians
eventually to want to settle? What made them suddenly willing to compromise over
the terms, where they were unwilling before?

Thc answer is that successful negotiation depends not only on communication but
on leverage. Diplomacy divorced from power is futile. Good faith must be shown in
any negotiation; positive incentives have a role as well as negative incentives. But
Iran, wallowing in its defiance, was in the end moved more by objective necessity
than by appeals to reason. The Iranian domestic system, whatever its manifest in-
tractability, could be shaken by external events. Yet the American negotiating ap-
proach only guaranteed that Iran paid no serious price for perpetuating the crisis and
that no Iranian faction could point to a compelling reason in the Iranian national
interest to settle. In the end, two pivotal extemal pressures did force the resolution:
the Iraqi invasion and the imminence of Ronald Reagan’s presidency. The prolonga-
tion of the conflict for fourteen and a half months can only be understood, therefore,
as the result of an extraordinary diplomatic strategy that deliberately threw away or
frittered away almost all of its bargaining leverage.

INITIAL RESPONSE
Thc seizure of the U.S. Embassy and its diplomats on November 4, 1979, was

followed within a day by the Ayatoliah Khomeini's ringing endorsement of the
takeover and within two days by.the fall of the Bazargan govemment, cn whose as-

surances the United States had relied for the hostages® release. By Novembet 6 1t rimur e e
was apparent that the United States faced not an unruly mob but the deliberate action
of a hostile government. The Carter administration reacted cautiously—not in itself
unreasonable. To its credit, it ruled out retumning the shah to the Iranian crowd
howling for his head. But then it began sending all the wrong signals.
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Administration officials helpfully announced to Iran through the New York Times

. of November 6 that the United States had *‘virtually no leverage in the situation.”

Every effort was being made, sources told the Washington Post the same day, to
*‘appeal to the Iranian govemnment's sense of reason, humanitarianism and intema-
tionally accepted standards of conduct.”” White'House Press Secretary Jody Powell
then stunningly announced on November 6 that the use of force had been ruled out.
Authoritative leaks from two National Security Council meetings on November 6,
moreover, stressed to the Washington Post that there would be **no change in the

status quo-—no military alert, no movement of forces, no resort to military con-
tingency plans.”” President Carter wanted ““to avoid any hint of provocation,”” the -

Washington Star was told.

The administration appealed publicly to the United Nations; Secrctary of State
Cyrus Vance soon began meeting secretly in New York with UN Secretary-General
Kurt Waldheim. The United States sought help-from friendly Islamic countries.
Former Attomey General Ramsey Clark and William Miller, liberal staff aide of the
Senate lnt_clhgcncc Committee, were dispatched as emissaries on November 7 with a
letter from the president reportedly calling for the release of the hostages and for
U.S.-Iranian discussions on how to improve relations. Clark and Miller were denied
entry to Iran and cooled their heels in Istanbul for a week before shecpishly returning
home. The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) sent an emissary to the ayatol-

lah, in a move publicly welcomed by Secretary Vance on November 7 and probably
encouraged by the U.S. government. Pope John Paul II pleaded for the hostages’ -

release and was denounced by the ayatollah. As indignation surfaced in the Congress
and as public demonstrations erupted spontaneously around the United States, Sec-
retary Vance on November 8 appéaled to his countrymen for calm: *“It is a time not
for rhetoric but for quiet, careful, and firm diplomacy.” .

Thus, before the first week was out, the Carter administration had embarked upon
the threefold course that it was to pursue consistently for the next fourteen and a half
months: avoiding force or provocation; appealing to international opinion; and at-
tempting to demonstrate goodwill.

LEST WE PROVOKE

The first lesson to be leamed from the hostag"e crisis is that to announce that forcc_; S
. is ruled out is to consolxdatc the advcrsary s vzctory and to rclmquxsh control ovcr';_._, N
cvcnts. - » S ‘ :

or. cmng temtog‘»as&countcr—hostagng 4t thxs i

Accordmg to vanous accounts the mzhtants

_;Unul ‘this point nny sclf-rcspectmg Iraman rcvolutxonary to0kK it for granted that*‘
_thc Grcaz Satan had dlabohca! -powers.

g
| -

IR AL RN S ST

,f e SN

o i e S S




:__ the xmuauvc but as a.forced . qumsc to: anothcr,!raman a.ffmnt. Not ‘until’ ﬁv
""""'_'i""months later o Apul'] 1980, did the administration sever diplomatic relations with

2 B CGAYRROIE o

o
L W, rﬂ"‘.h_ﬁ,> o .

12 The Washingron Quarterly / Summer 1981

who seized the hostages originally intended only a temporary sit-in. They were sur-
prised at the lack of initial resistance; they had expected many of their number to die
in the attempt. They feared for several days that the United States might attack.? But
then they were reassured by Washington that they had nothing to fear; the United
States confirmed their unanticipated success. A fluid situation Was thereby allowed
to solidify.

It is extraordinary that even alert measures were ruled out. In past crises, placing
U.S. intervention forces on alert or ordering naval ships close to the scene was a
natural precautionary step. In the Jordan crisis of 1970, or the Middle East alert of
1973, readiness measures were a simple-way of bringing pressure without public
bluster; in the Mayaguez case in 1975 the rapid deployment of U.S. naval forces
probably induced the release of the ship and crew even before the Marine assault on
Koh Tang Island. The purpose of such measures is to seize the initiative, to demon-
strate that a price will be exacted, to convey implacable determination, and to begin
to dominate events. Excluding these steps mdxcatcd to the Iranians that a very differ-
ent philosophy was at work. )

The administration chose to await events, and not to shape them. The spontaneous
anger of Americans was an annoyance, a form of pressure to-retaliate, which the
administration was not in 2 mood to do. (Among other things, Senator Edward Ken-
nedy had just announced his presidential candidacy on November 7, 1979.) The sole
response to public fecling was a presidential directive to the Justice Department on
November 10 to deport Iranian students who were in this country xllcgally On No-
vember 12 the president appealed again foppubhc *‘restraint,”’

At the same time, the president u:xminatod oil imports from Iran, but this was as
much to dampen the public fervor as to punish Iran. The quantity of Iranian oil im-
ported was minuscule; the president used the cutoff 2s another occasion to lecture the
American people on the importance of an energy program. Had he waited for the
Iranians to cut off oil exports to the United States, which they weie likely to do, he -
would have been faced with additional public calls for retaliation with now a pow-
erful strategic as well as a human justification. But this was a casus belli that he dev-
outly did not wish to have. He therefore preempted it.

Nonmilitary actions were explored eagerly, but even these were reactive. On
November 14, Carter froze Iranian assests in U.S. banks, their foreign branches, and
subsidiaries—but it was done only after word came a few hours ¢arlier that Iran in-
tended to withdraw its funds from American banks. It might not have bccn done
otherwise.? This action, the only step taken that had any significant xmpact came ten
days after the cmbassy takeover, not as a swift pumshmcnt convcymg our seizure of -

i cxpc!ith&rcai’a“ﬁng’*hn *"'ﬁxipfomatsﬁﬁﬁﬂ'mpcsc’a’fomma’égcmbarg ¥
As public outrage mounted, 5o 'did the pn:s:dcnt s thetoric. In'a spéech to thc ‘
AFI,CIO convention on November 15, 1979, he declared in ringing terms that we

i l_’would not y;:ld to an. “act of tcmnsm." thau.he Iramans would bc “hcld accounta- g TN
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ble"" for the safety of the hostages—but also that our policy was one of *‘firmness,”’
‘‘restraint, calm leadership,” *‘patience,”’ and *‘perseverance.’’ He called for
“‘measured action,”” which he defined as *‘deliberate actions that clarify the real is-
sues, reduce the likelihood of violence, protect our interests, and insure justice.'’

*

LA Y

“At precisely the moment when the Iranians were
frightened and vulnerable, because of the Soviet
invasion of their neighbor, the administration again
threw away its bargaining leverage.”

The administration took heart from the Iranian decision on November 17 to re-
lease 13 women and blacks, apparently with the help of PLO mediation. But the
ayatollah tightened the screws the next day with a threat to try the remaining hos-
tages as spies if the shah left the United States for any country other than Iran. In a
televised address on November 20, the ayatollah mocked U.S. efforts to organize
economic sanctions; he crowed that Carter did not have the *“guts for military ac-
tion.”* Only in response to this did the administration hint for the first time that it

might resort to force. The White House issued a statement on November 20 that Spy .

trials would be a flagrant violation of “m;cmauona.l law and basxc religious prmcx-
ples’’ and that Iran would ‘“bear full responsibility for any ensting consequences.”’
The statement warned that a peaceful solution was *“far preferable to the other reme-
dies available to the United States.”’ The president ordered a sccond carrier task
force into the Indian Ocean.

But within a week, these menacing signals were undercut, indeed nullified, by'

fresh reports of reliance on a diplomatic solution. The theory was that the United
States would try to work out a deal with the *“moderates’” in Iran and hope that they
could *“sell it to Khomeini and the students.’’'¢ It was revealed to the Iranians that
military action was contemplated only if the hostages were harmed, not if they con-
tinued to be held unharmed.® In a news conference of November 28, Carter reiter-

atcd the wamings of the previous week—but he also cautioned his audience that"j.

“‘excessive threats’® of military action could harm the hostages. He pmscd the:
American pcoplc once agam for their patu:ncc. pcrslstcncc and * matunty.'_:_? On
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not going to take any military action that would cause bloodshed or arouse the unsta-
ble captors of our hostages to attack them or to punish them.”" He declared De-
cember 18, 1979, as National Unity Day, calling upon all citizens and organizations
to observe that day by prominently displaying the American flag. The White House
Christmas tree was left unlit to symbolize the country’s concem.

It was inevitable that the American public would view the crisis in human terms,
solicitous of the personal fate of the hostages. It is not one of America’s worst qual-
ities. Nor was it surprising that the media would be obsessed with the human drama.
It was not inevitable, however, that the U.S. govemment would cater to these emo-
tions—and thereby undermine its own bargaining position. It paid a stiff price for
making the personal fate of the hostages the central focus of the crisis: this magnified
in the eyes of the Iranians the value of the prize they held, and it could only add to
American inhibitions about taking any risks to punish Iran or vindicate Amcncan

honor.

APPEALS TO WORLD OPINION

Thc second lesson to be leamned from this crisis is that the. preoccupation with
world opinion can erode, rather than strengthen, one’s bargaining position. What the
administration professed to see as diplomatic pressure on the Iranians was in fact its
opposxtc

On December 4, 1979 the United Nations Security Council responded to the U.S.
appeal by a unanimous resolution “urgcntly calling for the release of the American
hostages. This resolution and the margin by which it passed were hailed as a victory
for American diplomacy. Unfortunately, the fine print of the resolution served as
pressure more on the United States than on Iran. Four separate paragraphs of the res-
olution urged both parties (the United States and Iran) to avoid endangering interna-
tional peace and security, to “‘refrain. .. from the threat or use of force,”” to resolve
the problem ‘‘peacefully,”” and to “‘exercise the utmost restraint in the prevailing
situation.'” If the United States chose to act unilaterally to vindicate its rights, it.
would have been in contravention of the resolution. The ineffectual moral pressure
on Iran was coupled with yet anothcr all-too-effective inhibition on the United
States.

The United States then took its case to the Intemnational Court of Justice in The
Hague. On November 29, the United States asked the court to declare the embassy
scizure illegal and to order the release of the hostagcs. The court issued a preliminary

opinion on December 15, 1979, that, indeed, the seizure was illegal and that Iran,
which had refused to participate, was obligated o release the ‘hostages . *‘immedi-

awaxtmg a rulmg soug Rt in thc name of - pcaocful sctﬂcmcnt the Umtcd Stcs as'i :
hardly likely to prc_)uchcc the case by acting unilaterally with violence. The United - - ©
Statcs thus relzeved thc prcssurc on Iran through thc first half of Doccmbcr. and bc- S
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yond. In return for this self-denial the United States gained an authoritative state-
ment of international law that had never been in doubt in the first place and that Iran
had no intention of heeding.

Thc energies of the U.S. government were thereafter mobilized to appeal to almost
every segment and every institution of world opinion. President Carter wrote per-
sonal notes to 25 or 30 world leaders, including Leonid Brezhnev. Friendly Islamic
countries were asked to bring pressure. The North Atlantic Council made a statement
in December and another in May. An attempt was made to organize international
diplomatic and economic sanctions, but this was blocked when the Soviet Union
vetoed a sanctions resolution in the Security Council on January 13, 1980. Warren
Christopher visited Europe to mobilize the allies in collective sanctions but they
backed away; the United States let the matter fade in February to avoid provoking
Iran while it installed its new *‘moderate’” president, Abol-hassan Bani-Sadr. The
European Community came close to breaking diplomatic relations with Iran in
March 1980, but no action was taken until limited collective sanctions were imposed
in May. The Intemational Court of Justice issued a final opinion on May 24, 1980,

confirming its decision of the previous December. A group of nine countries main- -

taining diplomatic ties with Iran (Australia, Austria, Finland, Greece, New Zealand,
Norway, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland) appealed to the Iranian Parliament in
August 1980. In the same month, four U.S. allies (Japan, Italy, Belgium, and The
Netherlands) appealed in vain to the speaker of thc Parhamcnt to pcnmt an intcma-
tional mission to visit the hostagcs.

The allies’ footdragging on economic sanctions only undcrlmcd the hollowncss of
the retaliation that was threatened. That they would try to distance themselves from
the United States over economic sanctions was to be expected, given the European
and Japanese need for Iranian oil. They also stood to profit economically from the
U.S. trade cutoff. Ironically, European dissociation could have been turned to this
country’s advantage if a bolder policy had been pursued. Had the United States been
on the verge of some drastic military action that might have damaged Iranian oil
fields, the allies would have had a powerful stake in a resolution of the crisis as
rapidly as possible, instead of an economic interest in its prolongation. They would
have communicated to the Iranians their genuine alarm that the Americans were ob-
sessed and there was no telling what might be done—thus adding to the credibility of
U.S. threats instead of subtracting from it. As it was, the administration reassured
the allies that it would not act rashly, thus also reassuring the Iranians.
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... meini reneged on all that had been agreed. After being dragged through the usual :
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Americans find it congenitally difficult to grasp the possibility that an adversary
can be implacably hostile, uninterested in compromise, determined only on deing
America harm. The expression of bitter grievances against the United States rather
tends to evoke sympathy, triggering a reflex to show understanding, on the assump-
tion that the embittered must be, and can be, conciliated. Paradoxically, the more vi-
cious the assault on the United States, the more a forthcoming response is thought to
be required. The alternative assumption—that an implacable enemy can only be
fought—has implications that no democracy can relish.

In the Iranian case it is clear that the militants who took over the U.S. embassy did
it deliberately to bring down a moderate government and to prevent any conciliatory
dcalmgs with the United States. The hostage-taking interrupted assiduous American
efforts to ingratiate ourselves with the revolutionary lcadcrshxp by promoting trade,
continuing the sale of military equipment and spare parts,” not to mention Dr.
Brzezinski's handshake with Bazargan at the Algerian independence day celebra-
tions three days before the takeover. According to Barry Rubin's highly regarded ac-
count of the Iranian revolution, ‘‘the Bazargan-Brzezinski meeting in Algiers was as
influential in sparking the embassy takeover as was the shah's arrival in the United
States.”’® The most viciously anti-American clements thereby succeeded in
dominating the policy of the new regime. 'I'tns is the Iran that the Caxwr adxmmstra-
tion then tncd to placate.

Undoubtedly regretting its decision to admit the shah into the United States, the

administration made no secret of its hope to speed his departiire. Its undignified

struggle to distance itself from an American ally of 37 years was meant as a pacify-
ing gesture to the Iranians. Ironically, it was hoist with its own petard when Mexico
refused in late November 1979 to take him back, seeing no reason to run more risks
for an ally of the United States than the United States itself was willing to run. The
shah found refuge in Panama in December, until March when Iran filed an extradi-

tion request and Assistant to the President Hamilton Jordan reportedly connived with -

the Panamanians to place him under house arrest. By all accounts the shah’s escape
to Egypt was a shattering disappointment to those in the administration, including
the president, who thought this ploy might satisfy, at least in part, Iran’s grievances.
But Egyptian President Anwar Sadat, who had more reason than the United States to
fear the wrath of the Islamic fundamentalists, had a different notion of how one
treats a longstanding ally.

In January and February 1980, UN Secrctary-General Waldheim organized a~
_ five-member commission of inquiry to visit Iran and hear out Iran’s historical com-. - -
- plaints against the United States. President Carter approved the procedure on condx‘ et
~ tion that the commission hear both sides; verify the well-being of the. hostagcs,

lead to their qmck.:clcasc, Its members rcprcscntcd such'countries known for thei
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issue a preliminary report immediately on the horrors committed by the United
States in Iran; it was not allowed to see the hostages; and Khomeini announced that
the hostages could not be freed except by decision of the new Pariiament that was
scheduled to be elected in March and April.

To this shock, a U.S. official responded, “’In effect, we're proceeding as though
the Khomeini statement had never been made."*? The president allowed the UN
commission to proceed and agreed to the commission's issuance of a preliminary re-
port, without its having seen the hostages and with no hope of their early release.
According to Piemre Salinger, only the outrage of the Venczuelan commissioner,
who rejected the ayatollah’s terms as unacceptable blackmail, prevented further
American humiliation. In any case, the commission left Iran on March 10 and dis-

banded.

thn the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in late December 1979, the admin-
istration found another rationale for the attempt to conciliate Iran: The United States
was to be Iran’s protector. When two divisions of Soviet troops in Afghanistan
moved to within 70-100 miles of the Iranian border, the State Department spokes-
man, Hodding Carter, assured Iran (on January 15, 1980) that the United States was
prepared to honor a 1959 agreement pledging to defend Iran's territorial integrity.
President Carter affirmed on the ‘‘Meet the Press’’ television show on January 20
that the United States wanted to see Iran remain united, stable, independent, and
secure; the real threat to Iran came from the Soviet Union, he said, not from the
United States, The administration leaked that all consideration of ‘economic sanc-
tions, or of a possible economic blockade, had been dropped; even that it had made a
policy decision to offer future economic and military aid to Iran if the hostages were
released unharmed.!®

The generosity was not rcc1procatcd. Washington's presumption that the U.S.
government was more solicitous or discerning of Iran’s safety vis-a-vis the Soviet
Union than Iran was, did not impress the Iranians. Therefore the administration re-
sorted to yet another argument for why the Afghan crisis required dropping Ameri-
can threats of retaliation against Iran: The Soviet Union was seen as ‘‘on the defen-
sive diplomatically”” in the Islamic world, and the United States did not want to for-
feit this moral advantage by taking military action that would *‘divert the anger and
fear now being directed at Moscow towards the United States.”'!!

Thus, at precisely the moment when the Iranians were frightened and vulnerable
because of the Soviet invasion of their neighbor, the administration again threw
away its bargaining leverage. Instead of adding new American pressures to Soviet
pressures in a way that might have compelled Iran to pay some price for relief from
the former, the United States lifted its weight from Iran to offset the Soviet menace.

when Iraq invaded Iran.”: “ =77 -
The compulsion to pmvc Amcncan goodwxll was also the one common thread

running through the.bizame collection of intermediasics that the United States re- . -0 -
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sorted to in quest of a solution. The busy scarch for go-betweens and would-be
channels only advertised our eagemess to do business—always a mistake in a nego-
tiation—while the Iranians remained coolly uninterested. The choice of inter-
mediarics advertised the U.S. govenment’s desire to demonstrate sympathy, as if
proof of American goodwill were the missing ingredient.

Ramscy Clark and the PLO in the very first week were only the first of a string of
intermediaries whose pronounced left-wing coloration was presumed to make them
attractive to the ayatollah. In this case the medium was clearly the message. The
content of our communications, which could have been conveyed by any number of
other govemments, was apparently thought less important than the assurance of our
:good faith implicit in the selection of intermediaries who with few exceptions were
distinguished by their hostility to the United States.

The right intermediary can make some difference. In 1970 and 1971, the Nixon
. administration sent Peking various signals of its interest in contacts: Romania and
Pakistan were the two principal vehicles. The Chinese eventually replied through
Pakistan, considering it more reliable. But that example only confirms that the con-
tent of the communication, not its courier, decides the outcome. Both sides then
wanted a reconciliation and the ‘‘negotiation®’ was successful. When both sides
waat to settle, they will find an intermediary easily. When one side does not want to
settle, no intcrmcdiary will make a difference, and indeed the eager pursuit of medi-
ation only connotes that one's posmon is wcak addmg to the intransigent oppo-
nent’s incentive to hold fast, '

The ayatollah, unlike Chairman Mao,. was not interested in reconciliation.
Therefore, he had no conceivable interest in assurances of American good faith. Nor
was he interested in mediation. The ayatollah told Time magazine in the issue nam-
ing him Man of the Year at the end of 1979:

People . .. should not try to mediate between the oppressor and the oppres-
sed. Such mediation itself is a great injustice. . . . The right approach, under
these circumstances, is to rush to the side of the oppressed and implacably
attack the oppressor. It is for this reason that we rcjected offers of mediation
and will continue to do so. :

-

Y;t the administration persisted. Pierre Salinger’s sympathetic account argues that
the intermediaries failed because the moderates in the Iranian leadership were re-
peatedly frustrated by the religious hardliners. This is undoubtedly true—but the
wrong conclusions weré drawa from it. As in the hoary folklore about moderates
versus hardliners in the Kremlin (where it may not be true), the theory is that if the
United States presents a conciliatory face, it streagthens the moderates; American

. intransiger.ce only plays into the hands of the hardliners. Experience rather suggcsts. o .
] the opposite: Only by . confrontingthe «Iraniag’ jcadc:shxp thh"xhc“‘ccna‘xﬁt?ﬁba( Y gt
" penalty would be exacted for continuation of the crisis would the United States give -

the moderates a persuasive argument to make to their colleagues for settling.
The strenuous exertion of goodwill unfortunately scat the wrong message. Like

-
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the abjuring of force and the appeals to world opinion, it was counterproductive. The
more the United States implied sympathy with Iranian grievances, the more this
confirmed the correctness of the radicals’ course. The radicals were not interested in
American goodwill but in American humiliation. This they were achieving without
cost.

It was probably lucky that Ramsey Clark was dénied admission to Iran when he
went as President Carter’s emissary; seven months later he visited Iran on his own as
a participant in a *‘Crimes of America’’ symposium. The PLO, unwilling to risk its
capital further, alternated between claiming credit for the release of the 13 women
and blacks and denying that it had ever sought to mediate. It reaffirmed its support
for the Iranian revolution.

“The more the United States implied sympathy with
Iranian grievances, the more this confirmed the
correctness of the radicals’ course.”

The exotic cast of characters was then expanded to include the Secretary General
of the Islamic Conference, the Secretary General of UNESCO, the terrorist fellow-
traveler Archbishop Hilarion Capucci, and the viciously anti-American Sean Mac-
Bride, holder of the Lenin Peace Prize. Then came Christian Bourguet, a left-wing
French lawyer of fortune, close to Iranian Foreign Minister Sadeq Ghotbzadeh, and
his Argentine partner, Hector Villalon, an international wheeler-dealer whom Bour-
guet reportedly had defended against kidnapping charges. This channel petered out
after the April 25 desert raid. One of the depressing highlights of the Salinger broad-
cast was Bourguet’s account of how he met with President Carter in 2 room on the

ground floor of the White House living quarters in late March 1980 and lectured the -
president that the hostages were “‘not innocent’* because they represented a country”

that had committed crimes against Iran. Another go-between was Mohammed Hei-
kal, the Egyptian former editor and confidant of Nasser. His attractiveness to Iran
was that he had been fired from Al Ahram by Sadat because of his strident opposition
to Egypt’s friendship with the United States.

The final breakthrough came, of course, with the help of Algeria. One cannot
fault the Algerians for their conduct of the final negotiations; they acted profession-
ally and at the behest of the United States. But a price was paid in the coin of Ameri-
can interests. Algeria, a revolutionary country that has been largely hostile to us in
all intemmational forums, is currently involved in 2 proxy war with Morocco, a

longstandmg ally ef the United States and suppon.cr of the Middle East peace proc- o

peshireIaTAIgeraTor.1ts-he Py

liveries of tanks and aircraft needed by Morocco for its campaign against the radxcal B

Polisario guerrillas in the former Spanish Sahara—guerrillas trained and aided by

., Algeria, The Reagan administration values the U.S. friendship with Morocco and is
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resuming the military deliveries. How to do this without affronting Algeria is
another dilemma that the new administration has inherited from its predecessor.

WAITING FOR PARLIAMENT

And so the impasse persisted through 1980. After the failed April rescue mission,
the United States resumed the policy that the State Department spokesman, Hodding
Carter, had described as “‘watchful waiting”*—waiting patiently for the Iranian Par-
liament, in whose hands the ayatollah had left the decision. Although elections were

scheduled for March and April, they were not held until May 13; the legislature did

not convene until May 28 and did not take over formal legislative power from the
Revolutionary Council until July 20. After 2 month and a half of squabbles over
cabinet nominees, the Parliament did not take up the hostage question until Septem-
ber 14—and then deferred it because of the Iraqi invasion.

Throughout this period of humiliating postponements the United States effectively
had no policy. According to the New York Times post-mortem interview with War-
ren Christopher:

Throughout the summer, the United States virtually stopped saying and
doing anything about Iran. Mr. Christopher said, **We were in a position of
some frustration” as the Administration awaited the formation of a new
Government in Teheran. ..

It was not a heroic performance. In late July, 175 pro-Khomeini Iranians were ar-
rested in Washington for violent demonstrations after news of the shah’s death in
Cairo. In retaliation the Iranian Parliament announced another delay of the debate on
the hostages. The administration then hastily released the arrested Iranians, an-
nouncing that they had valid visas after all—over the protest of Immigration and
Naturalization Service officials who charged that visa checks had not been com-

pleted as the administration claimed. Thus did the United States advertise its vul-.

nerability to pressure.

The turmoil of Iranian politics remains the prmcxpal explanation offered by the
administration for the prolongation of the crisis. This was treated as a fact of life, a
given, an unalterable reality that the United States could not—dare not—disturb.
The United States brought no pressure to bear, threatened no consequences, posed
no risks. As a result, the Iranians had no compelling reason even to organize them-
selves sufficiently to make a decision.

"Was this inevitable? No. Whatever ths apologetics of the Carter administration,
the endgame gave the game away.

On September 12, 1980, the Ayatollah Khomeini concluded a lengthy speech with
a bricf cnumeration of four terms for the hostages® release: return of the deposed

o



(R PR

22 The Washingron Quarterly / Summer 1981

he was convinced America was fomenting: **We are at war with America and today
the hand of America has come out of the sleeve of Iraq.””
Suddenly the stubborn lethargy of the Iranian political system, all the intemal

feuding and procrastinating and jockeying for position, jelled under the pressure of

Sforce majeure; suddenly the economic sanctions took on a new bite as the threat of
protracted war impended. Whether Khomeini genuinely believed that the United
States was in collusion with Iraq is irrelevant. We know, even if the Imam did not,
that the blow that broke the log jam came from Saddam Hussein, not Jimmy Carter.
The second dimension of pressure was the American presidential election. There
is a good recent historical analogy. In September 1972 came the first signs that North

Vietnam was easing its terms for a cease-fire with the United States; Le Duc Tho -

pressed Henry Kissinger to commit himself to a settlement by October 31—days
before the presidential election. Why? By September, the North Vietnamese had
come to the conclusicn that Nixon was certain to win reelection and there was no
point waiting for better terms from George McGovemn; secondly, they hoped to
squeeze better terms from Nixon before his reelection than after. Therefore, Hanoi
began making concessions in September and accelerated in October.

In 1980, the Iranians likewise saw election day as a deadline. They undoubtedly as-
sumed they could squeeze better terms from President Carter before November 4
than afterwards. But secondly—unlike 1972—they saw Jimmy Carter in serious
danger of losing and wanted to help him win. A revealing Reuters dispatch of Sep-
tember 16, 1980, printed in the New Yorlc  Times the next day, quotcd the outgoing
Iranian foreign minister:

Mr. Ghotbzadeh said he thought the hostage crisis could be resolved before
the American Presidential elections of November 4 and expressed the hope
that Parliament would move fast enough to make such a timing possible.

Otherwise, he said, Ronald Reagan may win the election and that, ““in our
estimation, will be a disaster."”’

This was the *‘October surprise®’ feared by the Reagan campaign—not realizing that
it had already occurred the month before!

In the last weeks before November 4, the Iranian leadership made a strenuous ef-
fort to secure parliamentary approval of 2 settiement; it was blocked, to the leader-
ship’s evident discomfiture, by a hardline minority's filibustering. The Iranians
bungled it, and helped produce the electoral result they most feared. The cynical as-
sumption in this country that President Carter was manipulating the hostage crisis for

his political advantage in the last two weeks, it must be said, was almost certainly
wrong. The Iranians, not the Americans, were forcing the pace of events, out of fear

of Rcagan Ca:tefhad no.control.over. what- wasahaypcnmg-no more than he:
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ment of his presidency, and he paid the price for it.
When the Iranians’ first deadline of November 4 passed, there was sull a second:
January 20, 1981. The negotiations resumed in November through the Algerians,

““had control over events in the previous 10 months. This is a t’ar more serious indict-
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he was convinced America was fomenting: *‘We are at war with America and today
the hand of America has come out of the sleeve of Iraq.””

Suddenly the stubbom lethargy of the Iranian political system, all the internal
feuding and procrastinating and jockeying for position, jelled under the pressure of
force majeure; suddenly the economic sanctions took on a new bite as the threat of
protracted war impended. Whether Khomeini genuinely believed that the United
States was in collusion with Iraq is irrelevant. We know, even if the Imam did not,
that the blow that broke the log jam came from Saddam Hussein, not Jimmy Carter.

The second dimension of pressure was the American presidential election. There

is a good recent historical analogy. In September 1972 came the first signs that North

Vietnam was easing its terms for a cease-fire with the United States; Le Duc Tho
pressed Henry Kissinger to commit himself to a settlement by October 31—days
before the presidential election. Why? By September, the North Vietnamese had
come to the conclusion that Nixon was certain to win reclection and there was no
point waiting for better terms from George McGovem; secondly, they hoped to
squeeze better terms from Nixon before his reelection than after. Therefore, Hanoi
began making concessions in September and accelerated in October.

In 1980, the Iranians likewise saw election day as a deadline. They undoubtedly as-
sumed they could squeeze better terms from President Carter before November 4
than afterwards. But secondly—unlike 1972—they saw Jimmy Carter in serious
danger of losing and wanted to heip him win. A revealing Reuters dispatch of Sep-
tember 16, 1980, printed in the New York Times the next day, quotcd the outgoing
Iranian foreign minister:

Mr. Ghotbzadeh said he thought the hostage crisis could be resolved before
the American Presidential elections of November 4 and expressed the hope
that Parliament would move fast enough to make such a timing possible.

Otherwise, he said, Ronald Reagan may win the clection and that, ““in our
estimation, will be a disaster.”’

This was the **October surprise’’ feared by the Reagan campaign—not realizing that
it had already occurred the month before!

In the last weeks before November 4, the Iranian leadership made a strenuous cf-
fort to secure parliamentary approval of a settlement; it was blacked, to the leader-
ship's ‘evident discomfiture, by a hardline minority's filibustering. The Iranians
bungled it, and helped produce the electoral result they most feared. The cynical as-
sumption in this country that President Carter was manipulating the hostage crisis for
his political advantage in the last two weeks, it must be said, was almost certainly
wrong. The Iranians, not the Americans, were forcing the pace of events, out of fear
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of Reagan. Carté} had no control over what was s happening—no_more than he had "l o ke

had control over events in the previous '10 months. This is a far more serious indict-
ment of his presidency, and he paid the price for it.

When the Iranians’ first deadline of November 4 passed, there was still a second:
January 20, 1981. The negotiations resumed in November through the Algerians,
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simmered for a while, and then speeded up in the final two weeks. From administra-
tion officials one heard various explanations: Their hard work and perseverance were
finally paying off; Iran's economic burden suddenly became too great; it was no
longer in Iran’s interest to prolong the crisis. But why did the breakthrough come
then? '

In the end, January 20 was the Great Divide for the Iranians as well as for Presi-
dent Carter's negotiators. The Iranians made it no secret that they feared what lay
beyond. The president-elect’s sharp denunciations of the Iranian ‘‘barbarians’’ only
heightened their nervousness. It is more advantageous to be feared than to be loved,
wrote the wise Florentine, the first national security adviser. Had Iran ever feared
Jimmy Carter as it unmistakably feared Ronald Reagan, the crisis could not possibly
have lasted so long.

2 N LT

1

THE ACCORDS

thn the agreement was concluded early on January 20, 1981, there was a flurry
of debate over whether the Reagan administration should repudiate it. There were
valid arguments on both sides, though the public discussion managed as usual to
obscure the real issue.

The United States would have been justified in renouncing the accords. The Vi-
enna Convention on the Law of Treaties, like American domestic law, provides that
agreements made under duress are not binding. A chorus of bipartisan voices (in-
cluding liberal stalwart George W. Ball) urged renunciation. But there was a more =
fundamental argument. Nothing would have been more salutary than for the Reagan -
administration to acquire at the outset of its term a reputation for boldness and
strength of will. What simpler way to send a loud message that America was not to
be trifled with, that the new administration was capabie of responding sharply to
challenges? Its moderation thenceforward would be more appreciated and, even
more importantly, more likely to be reciprocated. No recent president has had such
an opportunity to reassert American firmness with such a solid base of domestic sup-
port.

There was also a valid argument on the other side, not the erroneous concermn for
the sanctity of America’s word but a dictate of prudence. The new administration
had a more fundamental agenda before it: restoring America’s defenses, alliances,
and economic health, the basic conditions of our strength. It could not be eager to
start a fresh presidency with another Iranian crisis, which inevitably would have en-
sued. With all its top personnel not yet even in place, it would have bought itself a
period of sustained teasion and risk. If any complications developed—if American
claimants were hurt by the collapse of the arbitration scheme; if the U.S. allies’ ea- 3
gemess 1o resume ties with Iran deprived the United States of leverage needed for a - ST
new confrontation with Iran—the strong domestic approval would have quickly '
croded. As in previous negotiations over Vietnam and SALT, the public mood can
change quickly. Liberal critics would have reverted to form, crying **fiasco.™” It can
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be exceedingly unhealthy and sometimes even fatal to begin an administration amid
a cloud of accusations of incompetence—as President Carter's SALT iniuative of
March 1977 exemplifies.

The Reagan administration opted to avoid the near-term risks. It signaled as early
as January 22 that it intended to comply with the accords—forgoing even the oppor-
tunity of playing ominously enigmatic while scrutinizing them. Thereby it did not
avoid, but only postponed, the long-term responsibility that any new administration
must face: to establish its credibility. All the more importance, therefore, rests now
on its performance of the more basic task for which it freed itself: restoring this
country’s world position so that it will never have to endure such humiliation again.
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The Hostage Crisis: =
‘How Not To Negotiate =

PETER W. RODMAN

The Carter administration’s diplomacy to free the American basteges in Iran
should serve as a classic case study In negotiation—or at least of a particular
approach to negotiation. The U.S. govemment's behavior in those fourteen and a
half months was by no means as aimless and haphazard as it may have seemed. On
the contrary, it embodied a consistent negotiating strategy, indeed a distinct philoso-
phy of how nations behave. The results should therefore be instructive.
When the hostages were set free on January 20, 1981, Carter administration offi-
cials hailed the release as the result of-their hard work, patience, and-mature re- : 2
~ sponse to a complex challenge. More specifically, they claimed vindication for the L -
threefold strategy they had pursued from the beginning of the crisis:

® Except for the aberration of the rescue mission, they had avoided the
dangerous use of force or other hostile actions that might have provoked
Iran. ) :

® They had effectively mobilized intemnational pressures to isolate Iran, in- i
cluding diplomatic and economic sanctions.

®.They had convinced Iran of America’s good faith and willingness to set-
tle, and indeed of U.S. support for Iran against its external enemies.

A

T T

Yet there also is evidence for a very different proposition: that the release of the
Amercan diplomats was brought about by events that bore no relation to the strategy
the Carter administration was pursuing, and that the negotiating philosophy of the
administration may have had more to do with the humiliating prolongation of the
! crisis than with its resolution.

By now we have the benefit of various “*inside’” accounts of the hostage negotia-
tions: Pierre Salinger's ABC television program, various post-mortem interviews
with Carter administration officials, and the relevant portion of the recent New York
Times Magazine investigation.! These accounts are largely sympathetic to the Carter
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administration, essentially consistent, and remarkably revealing—sometimes inad-
vertently.

Their focus, for example, has been almost entircly on the many exotic inter-
mediaries to whom the United States resorted. Some negotiating channels proved
fruitful and others did not——with some puzzlement expressed as to why this was so.
The many setbacks and frustrations are ascribed to bad luck or the turbulence of Ira-
nian politics, making the administration’s perseverance appear all the more noble.
The striking feature of all these versions, however, including the more critical ones,
is their fascination with the protracted negotiating process as if it occurred in a vac-
uum. They consistently fail to provide any serious analysis of the external con-

. text-—of what factors determined the attitude of the key Iranian decision makers; of -

how extemal pressures (or lack of them) may have affected their decisions; or of how
the United States might have chasen to influence the context and shape events. Hard
work and patience are important in all negotiations, and it is 2 commonplace that any
crisis of this sort involves a form of bargaining, whether tacit or explicit. But these
accounts have rarely even addressed the decisive question: What led the Iranians
eventually to want to settle? What made them suddenly willing to compromise over
the terms, where they were unwilling before?

r1‘;«: answer is that successful negotiation depends not only on communication but
on leverage. Dxplomacy divorced from power is futile. Good faith must be shown in
any negotiation; positive incentives have a role as well as negative incentives. But
Iran, wallowing in its defiance, was in the end moved more by objective necessity
than by appeals to reason. The Iranian domestic system, whatever its manifest in-
tractability, could be shaken by extemal events. Yet the American negotiating ap-
proach only guaranteed that Iran paid no serious price for perpetuating the crisis and
that no Iranian faction could point to 2 compelling reason in the Iranian national
interest to setde. In the end, two pivotal external pressures did force the resolution:
the Iraqi invasion and the imminence of Ronald Reagan’s presidency. The prolonga-
tion of the conflict for fourteen and a half months can only be understood, therefore,
as the result of an extraordinary diplomatic strategy that deliberately threw away or
frittered away almost all of its bargaining leverage.

INITIAL RESPONSE

Thc seizure of the U.S. Embassy and its diplomats on November 4, 1979, was
followed within 3 day by the Ayatollah Khomeini's ringing endorsement of the
takeover and wnhm two days by.the fall of the Bazargan govemment, cn whose as-
surances the United States had relied for the hostages® release. By Novembér 6 it™
was apparent that the United States faced not an unruly mob but the deliberate action
of a hostile government. The Carter administration reacted cautiously—not in itself
unreasonable. To its credit, it ruled out retuming the shah to the Iranian crowd
howling for his head. But then it began sending all the wrong signals.
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) balance in the ba:gumng that was to follov«r.”

Rodman ' _ 11

Administration officials helpfully announced to Iran through the New York Times

. of November 6 that the United States had **virtually no leverage in the situation.”

Every effort was being made, sources told the Washington Post the same day, to
**appeal to the Iranian govemment's sense of reason, humanitarianism and interna-
tionally accepted standards of conduct.” White'House Press Secretary Jody Powell
thea stunningly announced on November 6 that the use of force had been ruled out.
Authoritative leaks from two National Security Council meetings on November 6,
morcover, stressed to the Washington Post that there would be “‘no change in the

status quo-—no military alert, no movement of forces, no resort to military con-
tingency plans.’” President Carter wanted *‘to avoid any hint of provocation,” the -

Washington Star was told.

The administration appealed publicly to the United Nations; Secretary of State
Cyrus Vance soon began meeting secretly in New York with UN Secretary-General
Kurt Waldheim. The United States sougnt help- from friendly Islamic countries.
Former Attorney General Ramsey Clark and William Miller, liberal staff aide of the
Senate Intelligence Committee, were dispatched as emissaries on November 7 with 2
letter from the president n:poncdly calling for the release of the hostages and for
U.S.-Iranian discussions on how to improve relations. Clark and Miller were denied
entry to Iran and cooled their heels in Istanbul for a week before sheepishly retumning
W8me. The Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) sent an emiissary to the ayatol-

1ah, in a move publicly welcomed by Secretary Vance on November 7 and probably
encouraged by the U.S. government. Pppc John Paul I pleaded for the hostages® - .

release and was denounced by the ayatollah. As indignation surfaced in the Congress
and as public demonstrations erupted spontaneously around the United States, Sec-
retary Vance on November 8 appéaled to his countrymen for calm: *‘It is 2 time not
for rthetoric but for quiet, careful, and firm diplomacy.'" .

Thus, before the first week was out, the Carter administration had embarked upon
the threefold course that it was to pursue consistently for the next fourteen and a half
months: avoiding force or provocation; appealing to intemational opinion; and at-
tempting to demonstrate goodwill.

>

LEST WE PROVOKE

Thc first fesson to be leamed from the hostage crisis is that to announcé that force -
is ruled out is to consolxﬂatc the advcrsary s vxctory and to rchnqmsh contml ovcr L
cvcnts S e ~f—' ; :
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who seized the hostages originally intended only a temporary sit-in. They were sur-
prised at the lack of initial resistance; they had expected many of their number to die
in the attempt. They feared for several days that the United States might attack.? But
then they were reassured by Washington that they had nothing to fear; the United
States confirmed their unanticipated success. A fluid situation Was thereby allowed
to solidify.

It is extraordinary that even alert measures were ruled out. In past crises, placing
U.S. intervention forces on alert or ordering naval ships close to the scene was a
natural precautionary step. In the Jordan crisis of 1970, or the Middle East alert of
1973, rcadiness measures were a simple-way of bringing pressure without public
bluster; in the Mayaguez case in 1975 the rapid deployment of U.S. naval forces
probably induced the release of the ship and crew even before the Marine assault on
Koh Tang Island. The purpose of such measures is to seize the initiative, to demon-
strate that a price will be exacted, to convey implacable determination, and to begin
to dominate events. Excluding these steps indicated to the Iranians that a very differ-
ent philosophy was at work. .

The administration chose to await events, and not to shape them. The spontaneous
anger of Americans was an annoyance, a form of pressure to-retaliate, which the
administration was not in a mood to do. (Among other things, Senator Edward Ken-
nedy had just announced his presidential candidacy on November 7, 1979.) The sole
respons¢” public feeling was a presidential directive to the Justice Department on
November 10 to deport Iranian students who were in this country xllcgally On No-
vember 12 the president appealed again for public ‘‘restraint.”’

At the same time, the president terminated oil imports from Iran, but this was as
much to dampen the public fervor as to punish Iran. The quantity of Iranian oil im-
ported was minuscule; the president used the cutoff as another occasion to lecture the
American people on the importance of an energy program. Had he waited for the
Iranians to cut off oil exports to the United States, which they were likely to do, he -
would have been faced with additional public calls for retaliation with now a pow-
erful strategic as well as a human justification. But this was a casus belli that he dev-
outly did not wish to have. He therefore preempted it.

Nonmilitary actions were explored cagerly, but even these were reactive. On
November 14, Carter froze Iranian assests in U.S. banks, their foreign branckes, and
subsidiaries—but it was done only after word came a few hours earlier that Iran n-
tended to withdraw its t'unds from American banks. It might not have been done
otherwise.? This action, the only stzp taken that had any significant i impact, came ten

days after the cmbassy takeover, not as a swift pumshmcnt conveying our. seizure of v

the initiative’ but ‘as a forced . response to-another, Ifanian” affront: Not until*five .~

o months later on’ ApalJ '1980, did the admiinistration sever diplomatic rclatxo , ‘zh.lp

mkan, Fexpel the e aiaining” MMWMbmm A
~ As public outrage mounted; o did the president’s thetoric. In'a spech to the
AFL-CIO convention on November 15, 1979, he declared in ringing terms that we
would not yxeld to an, "act of u:rmnsm." thauhc Iramans would bc **held accounta-:
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ble'" for the safety of the hostages—but also that our policy was one of *‘firmness,""
“‘restraint,’” ‘‘calm lecadership,’® *‘patience,’’ and “‘perseverance.’’ He called for
{ " **measured action,’’ which he defined as *“deliberate actions that clarify the real is-
sues, reduce the likelihood of violence, protect our interests, and insure justice.!’ .

“At precisely the moment when the Iranians were
frightened and vulnerable, because of the Soviet
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- b invasion of their neighbor, the administration again
¥ - threw away its bargaining leverage.”

The administration took heart from the Iranian decision on November 17 to re-
lease 13 women and blacks, apparently with the help of PLO mediation. But the
ayatollah tightened the screws the next day with a threat to try the remaining hos-
tages as spies if the shah left the United States for any country other than Iran. In 2
televised address on November 20, the ayatollah mocked U.S. efforts to organize
economic sanctions; he crowed that Carter did not have the “‘guts for military ac- =~
tion.”* Onf¥ in response to this did the administration hint for the first time that it
might resort to force. The White House issued a statement on November 20 that Sy .
trials would be a flagrant violation of “m;cmatmnal law and basnc religious pnncx-

‘ ples** and that Iran would **bear full responsibility for any enstiing consequences.’

: The statement warned that a peaceful solution was *“far preferable to the other reme-
! dies available to the United States."”” The president ordered a scoond carrier task
force into the Indian Ocean.

But within a2 week, these menacing signals were undercut, indeed nullified, by
fresh reports of reliance on a diplomatic solution. The theory was that the United
States would try to work out a deal with the *‘moderates’® in Iran and hope that they
could “‘sell it to Khomeini and the students.”** It was revealed to the Iranians that
military action was contemplated only if the hostages were harmed, not if they con-
tinued to be held unharmed.® In a news conference of November 28, Carter reiter-
atcd the wamings of the previous week—but he also cautioned his audience that
‘““excessive threats’” of rrulua.ry action could harm the hostages. He pra:scd the:
American people once agdin for their patience, persistence, and “marunty.ﬂ: On..
December 2, the president again argued for patience, pointing out that’ “tbxs cn H
may not be resolved easily or quickly.”” ‘A few days later—one month’ aftcr thc crisi
»bcgan—-lhe administration Jeaked word that the président had decided Ol &.neW DT
FEramof diplomatic and £oonomic measures to Tesolve the crisis; the ‘State.Depart
""" ment spokesman ‘stressed their nonmilitary nature,® Thus the Iranians swere sent th
comfomng message that the United States was scttling in for the long haul:.
On Dcccmbcr 7 thc prcsndcnt pubhcly assured 2 group of hosxagc families: “I am 2
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not going to take any military action that would cause bloodshed or arouse the unsta-
ble captors of our hostages to attack them or to punish them.'’ He declared De-
cember 18, 1979, as National Unity Day, calling upon all citizens and organizations
to observe that day by prominently displaying the American flag. The White House
Christmas tree was left unlit to symbolize the country’s concem.

It was inevitable that the American public would view the crisis in human terms,
solicitous of the personal fate of the hostages. It is not onc of America’s worst qual-
ities. Nor was it surprising that the media would be obsessed with the human drama.
It was not inevitable, however, that the U.S. govemment would cater to these emo-
tions—and thereby undermine its own bargaining position. It paid a stiff price for
making the personal fate of the hostages the ceatral focus of the crisis: this magnified
in the eyes of the Iranians the value of the prize they held, and it could only add to
American inhibitions about taking any risks to punish Iran or vindicate Amcncan

honor.

APPEALS TO WORLD OPINION

Tbc second lesson to be leamed from this crisis is that the preoccupation with
world opinion can erode, rather than strengthen, onc’s bargaining position. What the
administration professed to see as diplomatic pressure on the Iramans was in fact its
opposite. — -
On December 4, 1979 the United Nations Secunty Council n:spondcd to the U S.
appeal by a unanimous resolution *‘urgeatly’’ calling for the release of the American
hostages. This resolution and the margin by which it passed were hailed as a victory
for American diplomacy. Unfortunately, the fine print of the resolution served as
pressure more on the United States than on Iran. Four separate paragraphs of the res-
olution urged both parties (the United States and Iran) to avoid endangering interna-
tional peace and security, to ‘‘refrain. . . from the threat or use of force,"” to resolve
the problem “‘peacefully,’® and to *‘exercise the utmost restraint in the prevailing
situation.”” If the United States chose to act unilaterally to vindicate its rights, it
would have been in contravention of the resolution. The ineffectual moral pressure
on Iran was coupled with yet anothcr all-too-effective inhibition on the United
States.
The United States then took its case to the Intemational Court of Justice in The
Hague. On November 29, the United States asked the court to declare the embassy
seizure illegal and to order the release of the hostages. The court issued a preliminary
opinion on December 15, 1979, that, indeed, the seizure was illegal and that Iran, )
which had refused to pamCxpau: was obligated to release the hostages “‘immedi- ..
ately.”* The court opinion was not without sngmﬁcanec—but again the significance.
was other than that intended. ln tbc 17 days consumcd by this enterprise the Umtod.
e States: “effectively.pu.Iran on;noticey : ary;action,would:be taken =While.
T awaiting 8 mhng sought in the name of peaceful scttlcmcnt:» the United States-was B2
hardly likely to prc_;udxcc the case by acting unilaterally with violence. The United - - -
Statcs thus reheved lhc pressure on [ran through'the ﬁrst half of Dcocmbcr. and bc- .
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yond. In return for this sclf-denial the United States gained an authoritative state-
ment of international law that had never been in doubt in the first place and that Iran

had no intention of heeding.

Thc energies of the U.S. government were thereafier mobilized to appeal to almost
every segment and every institution of world opinion. President Carter wrote per-
sonal notes to 25 or 30 world leaders, including Leonid Brezhnev. Friendly Islamic
countries were asked to bring pressure. The North Atlantic Council made a statement
in December and another in May. An attempt was made to organize international
diplomatic and economic sanctions, but this was blocked when the Soviet Union
vetoed a sanctions resolution in the Security Council on January 13, 1980. Warren
Christopher visited Europe to mobilize the allies in collective sanctions but they
backed away; the United States let the matter fade in February to avoid provoking
Iran while it installed its new “‘moderate’ president, Abol-hassan Bani-Sadr. The
European Community came close to breaking diplomatic relations with Iran in
March 1980, but no action was taken until limited collective sanctions were imposed
in May. The Intemational Court of Justice issued a final opinion on May 24, 1980,

confirming its decision of the previous December. A group of nine countries main- -

taining diplomatic ties with Iran (Australia, Austria, Finland, Greece, New Zealand,
Norway, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland) appealed to the Iranian Parliament in
August 1980. In the same month, four U.S. allies (Japan, Italy, Belgium, and The
Netherlands) appealed-ini vain to the speaker of thc Parhamcnt to permit an interna-
tional mission to visit the hostages.

The allies’ footdragging on economic sanctions only undcrhned the hollowncss of
the retaliation that was threatened. That they would try to distance themselves from
the United States over economic sanctions was to be expected, given the European
and Japanese need for Iranian oil. They also stood to profit economically from the
U.S. trade cutoff. Ironically, European dissociation could have been turned to this
country’s advantage if 2 bolder policy had been pursued. Had the United States been
on the verge of some drastic military action that might have damaged Iranian oil
fields, the allies would have had a powerful stake in a resolution of the crisis as
rapidly as possible, instead of an economic interest in its prolongation. They would
have communicated to the Iranians their genuine alarm that the Americans were ob-

~ sessed and there was no telling what might be done—thus adding to the credibility of

U.S. threats instead of subtracting from it. As it was, the administration reassured
the allies that it would not act rashly, thus also reassuring the Iranians.

Havmgplcdgcdem the fix'st We

dcmonstratcd the third lesson of the hostage crisis: The eagemess to provc goodwdl

‘to an intransigent opponent’ paradox:ca!ly makes' a settlement less likely.” ~ 727

¢ Carter admxmsu-anon set about | to "show i its -
willingness to compromise and its sympathy for the Iranian revolution. Its frustration - i
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Americans find it congenitally difficult to grasp the possibility that an adversary
can be implacably hostile, uninterested in compromise, determined only on doing
America harm. The expression of bitter grievances against the United States rather
tends to evoke sympathy, triggering a reflex to show understanding, on the assump-
tion that the embittered must be, and can be, conciliated. Paradoxically, the more vi-
cious the assault on the United States, the more a forthcoming response is thought to
be required. The alternative assumption——that an implacable enemy can only be
fought—has implications that no democracy can relish.

In the Iranian case it is clear that the militants who took over the U.S. embassy did
it deliberately to bring down a moderate government and to prevent any conciliatory
dealmgs with the United States. The hostage-taking interrupted assiduous American
cfforts to ingratiate ourselves with the revolutionary leadership by promoting trade,
continuing the sale of military equipment and spare parts,” not to mention Dr.
Brzezinski's handshake with Bazargan at the Algerian independence day celebra-
tions three days before the takeover. According to Barry Rubin’s highly regarded ac-
count of the Iranian revolution, ‘‘the Bazargan-Brzezinski meeting in Algiers was as
influential in sparking the embassy takeover as was the shah's arrival in the United
States.””® The most viciously anti-American clements thereby succeeded in
dominating the policy of the new regime. 'l'hxsxsthclranthattthancradmxmstra-
tion then med to placate.

Undou’b:edly regretting its decision to admit the shah into the United States, the

administration made no secret of its hope to speed his departire. Its undignified

struggle to distance itself from an American ally of 37 years was meant as a pacify-
ing gesture to the Iranians. Ironically, it was hoist with its own petard when Mexico
refused in late November 1979 to take him back, seeing no reason to run more risks
for an ally of the United States than the United States itself was willing to run. The
shah found refuge in Panama in December, until March when Iran filed an extradi-

tion request and Assistant to the President Hamilton Jordan reportedly connived with -

the Panamanians to place him under house arrest. By all accounts the shah's escape’
to Egypt was 2 shattering disappointment to those in the administration, including
the president, who thought this ploy might satsfy, at least in part, Iran’s grievances.
But Egyptian President Anwar Sadat, who had more reason thaa the United States to
fear the wrath of the Islamic fundamentalists, had a different notion of how one
treats a longstanding ally.

In January and February 1980, UN Secretary-General Waldheim organized a~
five-member commission of inquiry to visit Iran and hear out Iran’s historical com- - - -:

| plamts against the Umtcd States. Prcsxdcnt Cancr appmved the procedu:e oneondx-

.- - _lead to their quickaelease, Its members xepxescnted such countries known for thcu'

: £ vo:ioﬁ'iothﬁiﬂiﬁr’ﬁ'gﬁt‘ﬁ‘ffsyhan Eriaalong Wit Frince s Veneziela tand

'Sri Lanka. When the commission reached Iran on February 23, the Ayatollah Kho- =

. meini reneged on all that had been agreed. After being dragged through the usual |
.- .. threcpeany opera of alleged victims of SAVAK, the oommi_s_siog was ordered 0./
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issue a preliminary report immediately on the homors committed by the United
States in Iran; it was not allowed to see the hostages; and Khomeini announced that
the hostages could not be freed except by decision of the new Pariiament that was
scheduled to be clected in March and April.

' To this shock, a U.S. official responded, *‘In effect, we're proceeding as though
' the Khomeini statement had never been made.”™® The president allowed the UN
commission to proceed and agreed to the commission’s issuance of a preliminary re-
port, without its having seen the hostages and with no hope of their early release.
According to Pierre Salinger, only the outrage of the Venczuelan commissioner,
who rejected the ayatollah’s terms as unacceptable blackmail, prevented further
American humiliation. In any case, the commission left Iran on March 10 and dis-

banded.
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When the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in late December 1979, the admin-
istration found another rationale for the attempt to conciliate Iran: The United States
was to be Iran’s protector. When two divisions of Soviet troops in Afghanistan
moved to within 70-100 miles of the Iranian border, the State Department spokes-
man, Hodding Carter, assured Iran (on January 15, 1980) that the United States was
prepared to honor a 1959 agreement pledging to defend Iran's territorial integrity.
President Carter affirmed on the ‘Mect the Press’’ television show on January 20
that the United States wanted toSee Iran remain united, stable, independent, and
secure; the real threat to Iran came from the Soviet Union, he s2id, not from the
United States. The administration leaked that all consideration of economic sanc-
tions, or of a possible economic blockade, had been dropped; even that it had made a
policy decision to offer future economic and military aid to Iran if the hostages were
released unharmed.!® :

The generosity was not recxprocatcd. Washington's presumption that the U.S.
govemnment was more solicitous or discerning of Iran’s safety vis-a-vis the Soviet
Union than Iran was, did not impress the Iranians. Therefore the administration re- - .
sorted to yet another argument for why the Afghan crisis required dropping Ameri- ;
can threats of retaliation against Iran: The Soviet Union was seen as **on the defen- i
sive diplomatically’’ in the Islamic world, and the United States did not want to for- P
feit this moral advantage py taking military action that would *‘divert the anger and
fear now being directed at Moscow towards the United States.”’!!

Thus, at precisely the moment when the Iranians were frightened and vulnerable
because of the Soviet invasion of their neighbor, the administration again threw
away its bargaining leverage. Instead of adding new American pressures to Soviet
pressures in a way that might have compelled Iran to pay some price for relief from . - - =
the former, the United States lifted its weight from Iran to offset the Soviet menace. . =<y
Thereby the Umtcd.Sta.u:s gave the Iranians 2 brcathmg space to conunuc holding -

EEREEATmerican hostages Without-cos cosi.ﬂhmmcm&was:rcpcated fine" montﬁiflatcrmu_ﬁ

when Iraq mvadedlmn. CUAT -

The compulsion to pmve Ammcan goodwxll was also the one commion thread
running through the.bizarre collection of intermediaries that the United States re- . - ..
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sorted to in quest of a solution. The busy scarch for go-betweens and would-be
channels only advertised our eagemness to do business—always a mistake in a nego-
tiation—while the Iranians remained coolly uninterested. The choice of inter-
mediaries advertised the U.S. government’s desire to demonstrate sympathy, as if
proof of American goodwill were the missing ingredient.

Ramscy Clark and the PLO in the very first week were only the first of a string of
intermediaries whose pronounced lefi-wing coloration was presumed to make them
attractive to the ayatollah. In this case the medium was clearly the message. The
content of our communications, which could have been conveyed by any number of
other govemmeats, was apparently thought less important than the assurance of our
‘good faith implicit in the selection of intermediaries who with few exceptions were
distinguished by their hostility to the United States.

The right intermediary can make some difference. In 1970 and 1971, the Nixon

. administration sent Peking various signals of its interest in contacts: Romania and
Pakistan were the two principal vehicles. The Chinese eventually replied through
Pakistan, considering it more reliable. But that example only confirms that the con-
tent of the communication, not its courier, decides the outcome. Both sides then
wanted a reconciliation and the “*negotiation’’ was successful. When both sides
want to settle, they will find an intermediary easily, When one side does not want to
settle, no intermediary will make a difference, and indeed the eager pursuit of medi- — -
ation only connotes that one's posmon is wcak addxng to the intransigent oppo-
nent's incentive to hold fast. ‘

The ayatollah, unlike Chairman Mao,. was not interested in reconciliation. o
Therefore, he had no conceivable interest in assurances of American good faith. Nor
was he interested in mediation. The ayatollah told Time magazine in the issue nam-
ing him Man of the Year at the end of 1979:

People . . . should not try to mediate between the oppressor and the oppres-
sed. Such mediation itself is a great injustice. . . . The right approach, under
these circumstances, is to rush to the side of the oppressed and implacably
antack the oppressor. It is for this reason that we rejected offers of mediation
and will continue to do so.

Yc_.t the administration persisted. Pierre Salinger’s sympathetic account argues that
the intermediaries failed because the moderates in the Iranian leadership were re-
peatedly frustrated by the religious hardliners. This is undoubtedly true—but the
wrong conclusions weré drawn from it. As in the hoary folklore about moderates
versus hardliners in the Kremlin (where it may not be true), the theory is that if the

United States presents a conciliatory face, it strengthens the moderates; American X
intransigence only plays into the hands of the hardliners. Experience: rathersuggests % .-
.. the opposite:_ Only by confronting the Iranian; jcade:sbxp thh‘mc‘cen‘aiﬁtil‘thaba_,_ S e

S “pcnaky would be exacted for continuation of the crisis would the United States give ~ -
the moderates a persuasive argument to make to their colleagues for settling. _ B
The strenuous exertion of goodwill un_fox}m_xatzly seat the wrong message. Like . P
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the abjuring of force and the appeals to world opinion, it was counterproductive. The —
more the United States implied sympathy with Iranian grievances, the more this e
confirmed the correctness of the radicals® course. The radicals were not interested in == =

American goodwill but in American humiliation. This they were achieving without
cost.

It was probably lucky that Ramsey Clark was dénied admission to Iran when he
went as President Carter’'s emissary; seven months later he visited Iran on his own as
a participant in a “‘Crimes of America" symposium. The PLO, unwilling to risk its
capital further, alternated between claiming credit for the release of the 13 women
and blacks and denying that it had ever sought to mediate, It reaffirmed its support
for the Iranian revolution.

“The more the United States implied sympathy with
Iranian grievances, the more this confirmed the
correctness of the radicals’ course.”
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The exotic cast of characters was then expanded to include the Secretary General
of the Islamic Confereace, the Sccmtary”‘Gcncral of UNESCO, the terrorist fellow-
{ . traveler Archbishop Hilarion Capucci, and the viciously anti-American Sean Mac-
! Bride, holder of the Lenin Peace Prize. Then came Christian Bourguet, a lefi-wing
French lawyer of fortune, close to Iranian Foreign Minister Sadeq Ghotbzadeh, and
his Argentine partner, Hector Villalon, an international wheeler-dealer whom Bour-
guet reportedly had defended against kidnapping charges. This channel petered out
after the April 25 desert raid. One of the depressing highlights of the Salinger broad- ‘
cast was Bourguet's account of how he met with President Carter in 2 room on the g =
ground floor of the White House living quarters in late March 1980 and lectured the - !
president that the hostages were “‘not innocent’* because they represented a country '
that had committed crimes against Iran. Another go-between was Mohammed Hei-
kal, the Egyptian former editor and confidant of Nasser. His attractiveness to Iran
was that he had been fired from Al Ahram by Sadat because of his strident opposition
to Egypt’s friendship with the United States.

The final breakthrough came, of course, with the help of Algeria. One cannot
fault the Algerians for their conduct of the final negotiations; they acted profession-
ally and at the behest of the United States. But a price was paid in the coin of Ameri-
can interests. Algeria, a revolutionary country that has been largely hostile to us in
2ll international forums, is currently involved in a proxy war with Morocco, 8 . ~% j F -
longstandmg ally. efthc United States and suppona ofthc Middle East peace proc-. . . % | e
A genia-forits-heip, ' - T e
lxvenes of tanks and aircraft reeded by Momcoo for its campaign against the radical o LE
Polisario guerrillas in the former Spanish Sahara—guerrillas trained and aided by 1%
j . . Algeria. The Reagan administration values the U.S. friendship with Morocco and is SR & SO
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resuming the military deliveries. How to do this without affronting Algenia is
another dilemma that the new administration has inherited from its predecessor.

WAITING FOR PARLIAMENT

And s0 the impasse persisted through 1980. After the failed April rescue mission,
the United States resumed the policy that the State Department spokesman, Hodding
Carter, had described as *“watchful waiting"*—waiting patieatly for the Iranian Par-
liament, in whose hands the ayatollah had left the decision. Although elections were
scheduled for March and April, they were not held until May 13; the legislature did
not convene until May 28 and did not take over formal legislative power from the
Revolutionary Council until July 20. After a month and a half of squabbles over
cabinet nominees, the Parliament did not take up the hostage question until Septem-
ber 14—and then deferred it because of the Iraqi invasion.

. Throughout this period of humiliating postponements the United States effectively
had no policy. According to the New York Times post-mortem interview with War-
ren Christopher:

Throughout the summer, the United States virtually stopped saying and
doing anything about Iran. Mr. Christopher said, *‘We were in a position of
some frustration”" as the Administration. awaited the formation of a'new
Govemmcnt in Teheran.. =

It was not a bermc performance. In late July, 175 pro-Khomeini Iranians were ar-
rested in Washington for violent demonstrations after news of the shah's death in
Cairo. In retaliation the Iranian Parliament announced another delay of the debate on
the hostages. The administration thea hastily released the amrested Iranians, an-
nouncing that they had valid visas after all—over the protest of Immigration and
Naturalization Service officials who charged that visa checks had not been com-

pleted as the administration claimed. Thus did the United States advertise its vul-.

nerability to pressure.

The turmoil of Iranian politics remains the pnncxpal explanation offered by the
administration for the prolongation of the crisis. This was treated as a fact of life, a
given, an unalterable reality that the United States could not—dare not—disturb.
The United States brought no pressure to bear, threatened no consequences, posed
no risks. As a result, the Irarnians had no compelling reason even to organize them-
selves sufficiently to make a decision.

"Was this inevitable? No. Whatever th= apologetics of the Carter administration,
the endgame gave the game away,

On September 12, 1980, the Ayatollah Khomeini concluded a lengthy speech with
a brief enumeration of four terms for the hostages’ release: retumn of the deposed
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he was convinced America was fomenting: *‘We are at war with America and today
the hand of America has come out of the sleeve of Iraq."’

Suddenly the stubborn lethargy of the Iranian political system, all the internal
feuding and procrastinating and jockeying for position, jelled under the pressure of
force majeure; suddenly the economic sanctions took on a new bite as the threat of
protracted war impended. Whether Khomeini genuinely believed that the United
States was in collusion with Iraq is irrelevant. We know, even if the Imam did not,
that the blow that broke the log jam came from Saddam Hussein, not Jimmy Carter.

The second dimension of pressure was the American presidential election. There

is 2 good recent historical analogy. In September 1972 came the first signs that North
Vietnam was casing its terms for a cease-fire with the United States; Le Duc Tho -

pressed Henry Kissinger to commit himself to a settiement by October 31—days
before the presidential election. Why? By Scptember, the North Vietnamese had
come to 'the conclusion that Nixon was certain to win reelection and there was no
point waiting for better terms from George McGovern; secondly, they hoped to
squecze better terms from Nixon before his reelection than after. Therefore, Hanoi
began makmg concessions in September and accelerated in October.

In 1980, the Iranians likewise saw clection day as a deadline. They undoubtedly as-
sumed they could squeeze better terms from President Carter before November 4
than afterwards. But secondly-—umlike l9‘72-3hcy saw Jimmy Carter in serious
danger of losing and wanted to help him win. A revealing Reuters dispatch of Sep-
tember 16, 1980, printed in the New York Times the next day, quoted the outgoing
Iranian foreign minister:

Mr. Ghotbzadeh said he thought the hostage crisis could be resolved before
the American Presidential elections of November 4 and expressed the hope
that Parliament would move fast enough to make such a2 timing possible.

Otherwise, he said, Ronald Reagan may win the election and that, **in our
estimation, will be a disaster.”*

This was the **October surprise”’ feared by the Reagan campaign—not realizing that
it had already occurred the month before!

In the last weeks before November 4, the Iranian leadership made a strenuous ef-
fort to secure parliamentary approval of a settiement; it was blocked, to the leader-
ship’s evident discomfiture, by a hardline minority’s filibustering. The Iranians
bungled it, and helped produce the electoral result they most feared. The cynical as-
sumption in this country that President Carter was manipulating the hostage crisis for
his political advantage in the last two weeks, it must be said, was almost certainly
wrong. The Iranians, not the Americans, were forcing the pace of events, out of fear

L
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When the Iranians® first deadline of November 4 passed, there was suu a second:
January 20, 1981. The negotiations resumed in November through the Algerians,
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he was convinced America was fomenting: **We are at war with America and today
the hand of America has come out of the sleeve of Iraq."”’

Suddenly the stubborn lethargy of the Iranian political system, all the internal
feuding and procrastinating and jockeying for position, jelled under the pressure of
force majeure; suddenly the economic sanctions took on a new bite as the threat of
protracted war impended. Whether Khomeini genuinely believed that the United
States was in collusion with Iraq is irrelevant. We know, even if the Imam did not,
that the blow that broke the log jam came from Saddam Hussein, not Jimmy Carter.

The second dimension of pressure was the American presidential election. There
is a good recent historical analogy. In September 1972 came the first signs that North
Vietnam was easing its terms for a cease-fire with the United States; Le Duc Tho
pressed Henry Kissinger to commit himself to a scttlement by October 31—days
before the presidential election. Why? By September, the North Vietnamese had
come to ‘the conclusion that Nixon was certain to win reelection and there was no
point waiting for better terms from George McGovem; secondly, they hoped to
squeeze better terms from Nixon before his reclection than after. Therefore, Hanoi
began making concessions in September and accelerated in October.

In 1980, the Iranians likewise saw election day as a deadline. They undoubtedly as-

sumed they could squecze better terms from President Carter before November 4 -
than afterwards. But secondly—unlike l972——thersaw Jimmy Carter in serious

danger of losing and wanted to help him win. A revealing Reuters dispatch of Sep-

tember 16, 1980, printed in the New Yort Times the next day, quotcd the outgoing

Iranian foreign minister:

Mr. Ghotbzadeh said he thought the hostage crisis could be resolved before
the American Presidential elections of November 4 and expressed the hope
that Parliament would move fast enough to make such a timing possible.

Otherwise, he said, Ronald Reagan may win the election and that, ““in our
estimation, will be a disaster.”’

This was the **October surprise’’ feared by the Reagan campaign—not realizing that
it had already occurred the month before!

In the last weeks before November 4, the Iranian leadership made a strenuous ef-
fort to secure parliamentary approval of a settlement; it was blocked, to the leader-
ship's ‘evident discomfiture, by a hardline minority’s filibustering. The Iranians
bungled it, and helped produce the electoral result they most feared. The cynical as-
sumption in this country that Presideat Carter was manipulating the hostage crisis for
his political advantage in the last two wecks, it must be said, was almost certainly
wrong. The Iranians, not the Americans, were forcing the pace of events, out of fear

had control over events in the previous 10 months. This is a far more serious indict-
ment of his presidency, and he paid the price for it. '

When the Iranians’ first deadline of November 4 passed, there was snll a second:
January 20, 1981. The ncgotiations resumed in November through the Algerians,
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simmered for a while, and then speeded up in the final two weeks. From administra-
tion officials one heard various explanations: Their hard work and perseverance were
finally paying off; Iran’s economic burden suddenly became too great; it was no
longer in Iran’s interest to prolong the crisis. But why did the breakthrough come
then?

In the end, January 20 was the Great Divide for the Iranians as well as for Presi-
dent Carter’s negotiators. The Iranians made it no secret that they feared what lay
beyond. The president-clect’s sharp denunciations of the Iranian ‘‘barbarians’’ only
heightened their nervousness. It is more advantageous to be feared than to be loved,
r wrote the wise Florentine, the first national security adviser. Had Iran ever feared
Jimmy Carter as it unmistakably feared Ronald Reagan, the crisis could not possibly
have lasted so long.

rave
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THE ACCORDS

thn the agreement was concluded early on January 20, 1981, there was a flurry
of debate over whether the Reagan administration should repudiate it. There were =
valid arguments on both sides, though the public discussion managed as usual to B =
obscure the real issue. £ = =

The United States would have been justified in renouncing the accords. The Vi- '
enna Convention on the Law of Treaties, like American domestic law, provides that
agreements made under duress are not binding. A chorus of bipartisan voices (in-
cluding liberal stalwart George W. Ball) urged renunciation. But there was a more E
fundamental argument. Nothing would have been more salutary than for the Reagan '
administration to acquire at the outset of its term a reputation for boldness and
strength of will. What simpler way to send a loud message that America was not to
be trifled with, that the new administration was capable of responding sharply to
challenges? Its moderation thenceforward would be more appreciated and, even
more importantly, more likely to be reciprocated: No recent president has had such
an opportunity to reassert American firmness with such a solid base of domestic sup-
port.

There was also a valid argument on the other side, not the erroneous concem for
the sanctity of America’s word but a dictate of prudence. The new administration
had a more fundamental agenda before it: restoring America's defenses, alliances,
and economic health, the basic conditions of our strength. It could not be eager to
start a fresh presidency with another Iranian crisis, which inevitably would have en-
sued. With all its top personnel not yet even in place, it would have bought itself a
period of sustained teasion and risk. If any complications developed—if American
claimants were hurt by the collapse of the arbitration scheme; if the U.S. allies’ ea- 9 : :
gerness to resume ties with Iran deprived the United States of leverage needed for a - e
new confrontation with Iran—the strong domestic approval would have quickly '
croded. As in previous negotiations over Vietnam and SALT, the public mood can
change quickly. Liberal critics would have reverted to form, crying *‘fiasco."’ It can
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be exceedingly unhealthy and sometimes even fatal to begin an administration amid
a cloud of accusations of incompetence—as President Carter’s SALT iniuative of

The Washington Quarterly / Summer 1981

March 1977 exemplifies.

The Reagan administration opted to avoid the near-term risks. It signaled as carly
as January 22 that it intended to comply with the accords—forgoing even the oppor-
tunity of playing ominously enigmatic while scrutinizing them. Thereby it did not
avoid, but only postponed, the long-term responsibility that any new administration
must face: to establish its credibility. All the more importance, therefore, rests now
on its performance of the more basic task for which it freed itself: restoring this

country's world position so that it will never have to endure such humiliation again.

1.
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