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LEARN MORE:
Timeline: U.S.-Iran Contacts, from the Council on Foreign Relations
Iran Backgrounder, from the Council on Foreign Relations

In February of 2026, the United States launched combat operations 
against the Islamic Republic of Iran. For much of the 20th and early 21st 
centuries, Iran has been a country of concern for both the United States 
and the world. Viewed as one of the main state sponsors of terrorism, Iran 
has often been a target of sanctions and military actions. However, until 
the 1970s, the country was a strong ally of the United States in the Middle 
East.

was supported in part by a 1953 CIA‑backed coup. Protests in 1978 escalated into a mass movement led by the exiled 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. By 1979, the shah fled, and revolutionaries established the Islamic Republic. On 
November 4, 1979, student revolutionaries seized the U.S. Embassy and took 66 hostages for 444 days. The hostage 
crisis ended only upon the inauguration of President Ronald Reagan and a negotiated settlement that included the 
unfreezing of Iranian assets. The crisis and its disastrous handling, including a failed military rescue, helped lead to the 
defeat of the incumbent president, Jimmy Carter. It also helped cement poor relations between the Islamic Republic of 
Iran and the United States.

Since the Revolution, the United States and Iran have had a complex 
relationship marked by periods of cooperation and conflict. Iran has provided 
logistical and financial support to groups such as Hezbollah and Hamas, and 
both the U.S. and Iran were involved in 2025 bombing exchanges. Iran has 
faced criticism for human rights violations, while also deepening ties with 
Russia and China. At the same time, the countries have occasionally 
cooperated: the 1955 Treaty of Amity governed relations until the U.S. 
withdrew in 2018, both are signatories to the 1970 Nuclear Non‑Proliferation 
Treaty, and Iran and world powers reached the 2015 Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) before the U.S. withdrawal in 2018. Iran has also 
been blocked from joining the World Trade Organization despite efforts

As of today, whatever fragile tolerance the U.S. and Iran have for each other is limited and certain to be impacted by the 
current conflict. How that relationship may change moving forward is an open question; even an Iran not led by a 
religious theocracy may not support the United States because of our nation’s historic support for the former shah. And 
the United States is unlikely to ever restore relations with Iran as long as it continues to support terrorism against 
Western targets.

To Think and To Do: Identify an example of cooperation and an example of confrontation between the United 
States and Iran since 1979. For each example, identify the factors that made cooperation or confrontation 
possible, e.g. regional conflicts, domestic politics/policy, changes in leadership, etc.

Before the 1978–1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran was a Western‑aligned 
secular monarchy under Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, whose power 

efforts under leaders such as Hassan Rouhani. Despite decades of tension, there remain moments where the nations 
find themselves aligned on global agreements or shared interests. For example, the Iranians worked informally with the 
United States in Afghanistan to oust their common enemy, the Taliban. 
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