Breaking Diplomatic Ties with Iran during the Hostage Crisis, 1980

Introduction

On April 7, 1980, President Jimmy Carter announced the breaking of diplomatic ties with Iran as a result
of the Iran hostage crisis of 1979-1981.

The US had first become actively involved in Iran in 1953, when the CIA helped overthrow the country’s
prime minister, Mohammad Mossadegh, who implemented legislation to wrest control of Iran’s oil fields
from Great Britain. The US supported the return of Iran’s monarch, Mohammed Reza Shah Pahlavi, a
brutal dictator who strove to modernize Iran while ruthlessly suppressing his opponents. In 1978,
religious leaders, lower- and middle-class Iranians, and the military staged uprisings across the country,
forcing the shah to flee on January 16, 1979. On February 1, the Ayatollah Khomeini, an exiled religious
leader, returned to Iran, setting up a militant Islamic government and escalating anti-American
sentiments.

Later that year, the shah requested permission to be treated for cancer in the United States. Despite his
misgivings, President Carter heeded the recommendations of his senior advisors and permitted the shah
to enter the country. On October 22, 1979, he arrived in New York, which (as Carter had feared) angered
the Iranian revolutionaries. Thirteen days later, protestors stormed the US embassy in the Iranian capital
city, Tehran, took sixty-six Americans hostage, and demanded that the shah be extradited. Five women
and eight Black men were released in November and another hostage was released in July due to health
problems. The remaining fifty-two people spent 444 days in captivity.

The taking of diplomats as hostages shocked the world. The UN stopped short of official sanctions when
the Soviet Union vetoed the resolution. The United States attempted to negotiate with Iran and enacted
sanctions, including a ban on Iranian oil. In late March 1980, President Carter demanded that the
American hostages be turned over to the Iranian government. While the militants said they would be
willing to comply, Khomeini decided on April 7 that the hostages would remain in the hands of their
captors. That day, President Carter gave a speech outlining the steps the US had taken to resolve the
crisis and announcing sanctions and the severing of diplomatic ties with Iran:

Ever since Iranian terrorists imprisoned American embassy personnel in Iran in early
November, these 50 men and women—their safety, their health and their future—have
been our central concern. We have made every effort to obtain their release on
honorable, peaceful and humanitarian terms, but the Iranians have refused to release
them or even to improve the inhuman conditions under which they are being held
captive. The events of the last few days have revealed a new and significant dimension
of this matter. The militants controlling the embassy have stated they are willing to turn
the hostages over to the government of Iran, but the government has refused to take
custody of the American hostages. This lays bare the full responsibility of the Ayatollah
Khomeini and the Revolutionary Council for the continued illegal and outrageous
holding of the innocent hostages. The Iranian government can no longer escape full
responsibility by hiding behind the militants at the embassy.
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The announcement was sent by the State Department in a telegram to US diplomatic posts the next day.

On January 18, 1981, Iran and the United States reached an agreement for the release of the hostages.
Complications with the financial arrangements of the deal delayed the release until January 20—a few
hours after Ronald Reagan was sworn in as president.

Excerpt

From US Department of State telegram, “President’s Announcement on Iran,” April 8, 1980.

The Iranian government can no longer escape full responsibility by hiding behind the
militants at the embassy. It must be made clear that the failure to release the hostages
will involve increasingly heavy costs to Iran and its interests. | have today ordered the
following steps:

1) The United States of America is breaking diplomatic relations with Iran. The Secretary
of State has informed the government of Iran that its embassies and consulates in the
US are to be closed immediately. All Iranian diplomatic and consular personnel have
been declared persona non grata and must leave this country by midnight tomorrow.

2) The Secretary of the Treasury will put into effect official sanctions prohibiting exports
from the US to Iran in accordance with the sanctions approved by ten members of the
UN Security Council on January 13, in the resolution which was vetoed by the Soviet
Union. Although shipment of food and medicine were included in the UN Security
Council vote, it is expected that exports of even these items to Iran will be minimal or
nonexistent.

3) The Secretary of the Treasury will make a formal inventory of the assets of the Iranian
government which were frozen by my previous order and also make a census or
inventory of the outstanding claims of American citizens and corporations against the
government of Iran. This accounting will aid in designing a program against Iran for the
hostages, the hostage families and other U.S. claimants. We are now preparing
legislation which will be introduced in the Congress to facilitate processing and paying of
these claims.

4) The Secretary of State and Attorney General will invalidate all visas issued to Iranian
citizens for future entry into the U.S., effective today. We will not reissue visas nor will
we issue any visas except for compelling and proven humanitarian reasons or where the
national interest of our own country requires. This directive will be interpreted very
strictly.

Questions for Discussion

Respond to these two prompts based on the introduction.
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1. Throughout the Iran hostage crisis President Carter considered his approach to foreign policy
with Iran as distinct from prior administrations’ approaches. Using text from the introduction
and your knowledge of American history, briefly compare what took place in 1953 with Carter’s
actions in 1979, and explain how his foreign policy was, or was not, different from previous
dealings with Iran.

2. Compose and formulate an alternative plan/solution that President Carter could have
implemented to prevent the Iran hostage crisis in 1979. Historical circumstances to keep in
mind: A presidential election year was fast approaching, an energy crisis was at hand, and
foreign relations with Middle Eastern nations was relatively new to the United States.

Respond to these two prompts based on the introduction and the excerpt.

1. Of the four steps taken by President Carter and the Department of State in this announcement,
one is related to political ties with Iran, two are related to economic matters, and one is related
to citizenship issues between the countries. Differentiate between the four steps, and argue
which of them might have been perceived to be more inflammatory than the others from the
perspective of Iran and Ayatollah Khomeini. Please cite evidence from the text to support your
argument.

2. Assume the role of someone working on the staff of the Department of State for President
Carter during this crisis. Briefly construct an additional step that you would add to this plan in
order to strengthen the United States’ leverage in this situation. Historical circumstances to
keep in mind: the safety of the hostages, unpredictable potential reactions of Iran, an energy
crisis, and unprecedented negotiations with Middle Eastern nations.

Respond to these two prompts based on the introduction, the full text of the speech, and your knowledge
of history.

1. Identify the intended audience(s) for this announcement. Who would President Jimmy Carter
and the Department of State want to read/hear this? Cite evidence from the speech to support
your claim. Analyze and explain how that textual evidence supports your claim.

2. Choose another twentieth-century interaction between the US and another country and
compare it to President Carter’s announcement/decision to break diplomatic ties with Iran.
Identify similarities between the two. Identify circumstances that make the Iranian crisis unique.
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Cyrus Vance, Department of State telegram regarding the President’s announcement on Iran, April 8, 1980.
National Archives, 23914338, https://catalog.archives.gov/id/23914338
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Cyrus Vance, Department of State telegram regarding the President’s announcement on Iran, April 8, 1980
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SUBJECT: PRESIDENT'S ANNOUNCEMENT ON IRAN
1. The following is the text of the President’s announcement at 3:10 EST.

2. Begin text - Ever since Iranian terrorists imprisoned American embassy personnel in Iran in early
November, these 50 men and women -- their safety, their health and their future -- have been our
central concern. We have made every effort to obtain their release on honorable, peaceful and
humanitarian terms, but the Iranians have refused to release them or even to improve the inhuman
conditions under which they are being held captive. The events of the last few days have revealed a new
and significant dimension of this matter. The militants controlling the embassy have stated they are
willing to turn the hostages over to the government of Iran, but the government has refused to take

! The abbreviations at the top indicate departments and entities in the US government that the telegram
was being sent to.
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custody of the American hostages. This lays bare the full responsibility of the Ayatollah Khomeini and
the Revolutionary Council for the continued illegal and outrageous holding of the innocent hostages.
The Iranian government can no longer escape full responsibility by hiding behind the militants at the
embassy. It must be made clear that the failure to release the hostages will involve increasingly heavy
costs to Iran and its interests. | have today ordered the following steps:

1) The United States of America is breaking diplomatic relations with Iran. The Secretary of State has
informed the government of Iran that its embassies and consulates in the US are to be closed
immediately. All Iranian diplomatic and consular personnel have been declared persona non grata and
must leave this country by midnight tomorrow.

2) The Secretary of the Treasury will put into effect official sanctions prohibiting exports from the US to
Iran in accordance with the sanctions approved by ten members of the UN Security Council on January
13, in the resolution which was vetoed by the Soviet Union. Although shipment of food and medicine
were included in the UN Security Council vote, it is expected that exports of even these items to Iran will
be minimal or nonexistent.

3) The Secretary of the Treasury will make a formal inventory of the assets of the Iranian government
which were frozen by my previous order and also make a census or inventory of the outstanding claims
of American citizens and corporations against the government of Iran. This accounting will aid in
designing a program against Iran for the hostages, the hostage families and other U.S. claimants. We are
now preparing legislation which will be introduced in the congress to facilitate processing and paying of
these claims.

4) The Secretary of State and Attorney General will invalidate all visas issued to Iranian citizens for
future entry into the U.S., effective today. We will not reissue visas nor will we issue any visas except for
compelling and proven humanitarian reasons or where the national interest of our own country
requires. This directive will be interpreted very strictly.

3. In order to minimize injury to the hostages, the US has acted at all times with exceptional patience
and restraint in this crisis. We have supported Secretary General Waldheim's activities under the UN
Security Council mandate to work for a peaceful solution. We will continue to consult with our allies and
other friendly governments on the steps we are now taking and on additional measures which may be
required. | am committed to resolving this crisis. | am committed to the safe return of the American
hostages and

To theprotection [sic] of our national honor. The hostages and their families, indeed all of us in America,
have lived with the reality and anguish of their captivity for five months. The steps | have ordered today
are those that are necessary now. Other actions may become necessary if these steps do not produce
the prompt release of the hostages.

End text.
4. For USUN: please circulate above text as UNSC document April 8, 1980. Vance
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