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Regional Meddling
Few countries hold as much power in the Middle East 
right now as Iran. Having taken up the mantle of de-
fender of Shiites and their interests across the region, 
and having spent decades channelling funds into the 
coffers of friendly governments and movements, Iran 
now has a powerful voice in what happens in some of 
the world’s most important conflicts. Iranian-backed 
Hezbollah is widely credited with propping up the 
Syrian government, fighting alongside government 
troops to turn back the march of Islamic State and 
other groups who would overthrow the Assad regime. 
In Lebanon and Iraq, both countries with Shiite ma-
jorities like Iran, Iran has advisors on the ground and 
provides financial support to ensure that its view of 
politics prevails. In this role, Iran provides a counter-
point to Saudi Arabia and the Gulf States as regional 
powers; Iran has also been vocal in its defence of Shi-
ite communities in Bahrain and Saudi Arabia. Perhaps 
more than at any time in recent history, Iran is one 
of the region’s most important kingmakers and policy 
decisions made in Tehran will play a role in determin-
ing the future of the region. Which is, of course, just 
the way the Iranian government likes it.

Iran & the United States
Iran’s relationship with the West, particularly the United 
States, has long defined the image the country has of 
itself and which it projects onto the world stage. The 
flashpoints have ranged from the CIA-backed coup in 
1953 to the seizing of US embassy personnel in Tehran 
in 1979. Since the Islamic Revolution, the relationship 
has had far more lows than highs and remains one of 
profound mutual suspicion. Things began to thaw un-
der President Khatami and many years of tough negoti-
ations, sanctions and brinkmanship finally culminated 
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Best on Film
Taste of Cherry (1997) Abbas 
Kairostami tackles the taboo subject 
of suicide.
The Apple (1998) Samira Makhmal-
baf’s stunning debut about two 
adolescent girls imprisoned by their 
father.
A Separation (2012) Asghar Farhadi’s 
Oscar-winning movie about a marriage 
falling apart.
Taxi (2015) Brilliant ‘docu-fiction’ as 
Jafar Panahi gives a voice to ordinary 
Iranians in a Tehran taxi.
The Salesman (2016) Farhadi’s sec-
ond Oscar scoop looks at the effect of 
an assault on a marriage.

Best in Print
Shah of Shahs (Ryszard Kapuściński; 
1982) Lyrical study of the Shah’s hold 
over Iran and demise.
Mirrors of the Unseen (Jason Elliot; 
2006) Perceptive and entertaining 
travelogue-history of Iran.
Iranian Rappers and Persian Porn: A 
Hitchhiker’s Adventures in the New 
Iran (Jamie Maslin; 2013) Rollicking 
ride through Iran counterculture.
City of Lies (Ramita Navai; 2014) 
Gripping account of contemporary 
Iran told through a cast of Tehran 
characters.

Modern Iran seems to be forever sitting at a crossroads between Islam and the West, be-
tween reformists and conservatives, between rogue state and responsible international 
citizen. Whichever of these Irans is in ascendance, the country remains one of the Middle 
East’s most important regional powers. And just as relations between Iran and ‘the Great 
Satan’ (USA) appeared to be thawing, along came Donald Trump.
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