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ABSTRACT The Iranian intelligence apparatus acquired an institutional struc-
ture in the modern period, particularly under the rule of Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi. It was associated with the renowned SAVAK and underwent sub-
stantial transformations following the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Notwith-
standing the initial reservations of certain revolutionary leaders, notably 
Ruhollah Khomeini, it re-emerged as a formidable ministry in 1984. Since 
the 2000s, with the reinforcement of the IRGC within the country and its 
growing importance in all strategic sectors, from energy to communication, 
parallel structures have begun to emerge in the field of intelligence. This sit-
uation stems from the internal power struggle and represents a significant 
source of vulnerability and potential leaks, as later acknowledged by former 
intelligence directors. This article will provide a concise overview of the his-
torical milestones of the Iranian intelligence apparatus up until 1979, fol-
lowed by an examination of the debates that took place during the post-rev-
olutionary restructuring of the security bureaucracy. In this context, the 
structure and activities of the Ministry of Intelligence will be compared with 
those of similar institutions in other countries. Finally, the issues that have 
arisen as a result of the competition between the intelligence agencies of the 
IRGC and other intelligence organizations will be discussed.
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Introduction 

This article examines the impact of political dynamics on the evolution 
of Iran’s intelligence apparatus, tracing its transformation from the es-
tablishment of the Bureau for Intelligence and Security of the State (SA-

VAK) during the Pahlavi era to the creation and development of the Ministry 
of Intelligence (VAJA) after the 1979 Islamic Revolution. By focusing on the 
relationship between political power and intelligence operations, the study re-
veals how shifting political contexts have shaped the structure, priorities, and 
effectiveness of these institutions.

The research question guiding this study centers on how political dynamics 
have influenced the organizational evolution and strategic focus of Iran’s in-
telligence institutions. The article argues that political interference and the 
prioritization of regime security over broader national interests have not only 
hindered the operational efficiency of these organizations but also contributed 
to recurring vulnerabilities, such as intelligence leaks, sabotage, and internal 
dissent. These challenges reflect a persistent failure to balance ideological loy-
alty with professional and technical effectiveness.

The analysis focuses on critical junctures in Iranian history, including the cen-
tralization of intelligence under SAVAK during Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s 
reign and its eventual downfall due to over-politicization and public backlash. 
The study then explores the post-revolutionary period, where VAJA emerged 
as the dominant intelligence body, yet faced significant competition from the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) intelligence organization. This ri-
valry has often diluted the coherence and effectiveness of intelligence opera-
tions, especially in addressing external threats such as espionage and sabotage.

The article employs a historical methodology, relying on primary and sec-
ondary sources, including government documents, memoirs, and scholarly 
analyses. It also incorporates key case studies, such as the repressive tactics 
of SAVAK, the “chain murders” of the 1990s, and the ongoing shadow war 
with Israel, to illustrate the broader implications of political interference in 
intelligence. By examining these issues, the study sheds light on the enduring 
challenges faced by Iran’s intelligence apparatus and how political dynamics 
continue to shape its evolution.

The Emergence of Intelligence in Modern Iran

It is a commonly held view within the relevant academic field that there was 
no organized intelligence structure in Qajar Iran. In the latter half of the 19th 
and early 20th centuries, given the general instability and state collapse that 
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characterized the final period of the 
Qajar dynasty, this observation can 
be considered to be largely accurate. 
However, this does not indicate that 
the central administration lacked a 
widespread network of informants 
among various tribesmen, the local 
gendarmerie force, and the clergy, 
who had become a political class in 
the late 19th century, as evidenced by 
numerous chronicles from the pe-
riod.1 Despite the absence of a pro-
fessional and institutional structure 
in accordance with contemporary 
standards, it is documented that 
during the tenure of Naser al-Din Shah and under the direction of his Chief 
Minister, Mirza Taqi Khan (also known as Amir Kabir), an intelligence team 
designated as Munhiyan-e Amir was established within the Nazmiyya Organi-
zation. This team was responsible for monitoring the operations of state insti-
tutions and the activities of foreign embassies. It is argued that Amir Kabir’s 
activities were particularly directed against the Russian and British Embassies 
and that those in contact with them were reluctant to accept bribes. It has been 
argued that these groups prevented numerous assassinations and acts of ter-
rorism. Furthermore, due to the unusually skilled manner in which informa-
tion was collected, it has been jokingly suggested that Amir Kabir could only 
have obtained such secret information through a genie.2

In the aftermath of Amir Kabir’s death, the Police Department (Nazmiyya), 
which underwent a restructuring in the latter years of Naser al-Din Shah’s reign, 
was led by an Austrian citizen named Count De Mont Forte from 1878 to 1892. 
In this period, efforts were made to create a structure that could adapt to mod-
ern developments. During the reign of Naser al-Din Shah, another organization 
named the Khafiyehnegaran group was established whose function was intelli-
gence and counter-espionage. The primary objective of this unit was to thwart 
assassination attempts and terrorist activities targeting state officials, with a 
particular focus on the Shah. Group members typically assumed the guise of 
unassuming professions, such as maids, cleaners, and chefs, and refrained from 
disclosing their true identities. Furthermore, it is documented that Swedish ad-
visors played a pivotal role in the development of the Nazmiyya Organization 
and the secret police structure until the ascension of Reza Shah to power. The 
work of these groups reached its peak during the Constitutional Monarchy.3

It is well known that during this period, the country was divided between 
spheres of influence held by Tsarist Russia and Britain. Moreover, the country’s 
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military institutions and even its finance re-
sources were shared between foreign coun-
tries and private companies, including the 
East India Company and Reuters.4 It may 
therefore be assumed that foreign elements 
in the country, which competed with each 
other and sometimes entered into changing 
alliance relations, also engaged in intelli-
gence activities. In particular, the intense 
competition over commodities such as to-
bacco, carpets, and subsequently, oil and 
customs revenues would have had a signifi-
cant impact on these intelligence activities. 
Indeed, it can be argued that the distrust of 
Westerners that emerged among Iranians in 

the modern period was shaped by the effects of foreign activities during this 
period.5

The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution created a new opportunity for Britain, which 
had to share its influence over Iran with the Russians. Indeed, in the subse-
quent years, London proceeded to consolidate its influence over Iran. Con-
versely, Colonel Reza Khan, who entered Tehran in 1921 with the Cossack Bri-
gade of 3,000 men under his command to suppress the internal disturbances 
that broke out in 1921 and who subsequently assumed the surname Pahlavi, 
demonstrated that a new and pivotal era in Iranian history had commenced.

Reza Shah and the Iranian Intelligence

Reza Shah is regarded as the architect of the modern Iranian state in many 
respects. While the radical approach that later shaped the basis of the official 
ideology is not an accurate representation, the country was facing significant 
challenges at the time of his ascension to power. At the outset of his tenure, he 
sought to stabilize the country by maintaining close ties with the British. By 
suppressing separatist or maverick governments in various regions remote from 
the center, he was able to establish a national education, security, and health 
network within 20 years. Furthermore, he sought to marginalize the political 
elite, who were perceived as being too closely aligned with both the British and 
the Russians. Many politicians who had initially supported him were subse-
quently imprisoned on various allegations and some of them died in jail. When 
Reza Shah’s balancing policies required him to approach Nazi Germany, he was 
forced to pay the price with the joint British-Russian invasion. Although he of-
ficially declared his neutrality in the war, the two powers occupying the country 
from the south and the north forced him to abdicate in favor of his son.6

Given the considerable 
opposition he faced, from 
a diverse range of sources, 
Reza Shah, drawing on 
his background in the 
military, was able to 
establish a robust police 
and espionage network, 
in addition to the regular 
army
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Upon assuming power, Reza Shah identified the formation of a robust military 
as a priority objective. To achieve this objective, he introduced compulsory 
military service in 1926 and established a regular army of 100,000 men. He 
attempted to establish an administration that was loyal to him and elevate the 
status of military service by providing exclusive clubs, generous remuneration, 
and affordable land to members of the military, particularly those in com-
mand.7 In light of the prevailing dynamics of domestic politics, he was able 
to achieve these goals to a significant extent. However, when the first genuine 
foreign threat was encountered, it became evident that these measures were 
inadequate for ensuring the security of the country and even the personal se-
curity of the shah.

Given the considerable opposition he faced, from a diverse range of sources 
including clergymen, tribal leaders, constitutional elites, and foreign spies, 
Reza Shah, drawing on his background in the military, was able to establish 
a robust police and espionage network, in addition to the regular army. In 
this context, he proceeded to reinforce the Nazmiyya Organization, which had 
remained under the guidance of Swedish advisors since the Qajar period. He 
also established the Political Police, also known as the “Collateral Administra-
tion” (Adare-ye Taminat), to consolidate his power. The organization was led 
by Mohammad Hossein Khan, a Cossack officer of a similar background, who 
is referred to in Persian sources as “Ayrom.”8 The Political Police soon became 
the most prominent unit within the entire police service. Ayrom established 
a comprehensive structure, encompassing all ministries and state administra-
tions, and with the assistance of numerous informants, this administration 
evolved into a prominent intelligence agency. As a result of Ayrom’s actions, 
individuals such as Sardar Asad, Timurtash, and Nusretud Dovle Firuz were 
removed from political life and suffered significant consequences.

It has been documented that Ayrom held a profound admiration for the Ger-
man secret police, the Gestapo, and undertook multiple visits to Germany with 
the express intention of studying their operational methodologies.9 Addition-
ally, Persian sources indicate that during the final years of Reza Shah’s tenure, 
a contingent of French instructors arrived in Iran to instruct Iranian police 
officers in the use of French-translated instructional materials. However, they 
departed the country following the onset of hostilities. As Hossein Fardoust, 
author of The Rise and Fall of the Pahlavi Dynasty, notes, these French offi-
cers were the founders of Iranian military intelligence.10 It is, however, noted 
that these training programs were not conducted in a regular and disciplined 
manner. The intelligence activities and training programs conducted during 
the Reza Shah era were largely confined to the interior of the country, with no 
intelligence activities being carried out outside the country. It should be noted, 
however, that this is not the case in all instances, as information was also ob-
tained through a limited number of embassies. It may be surmised that these 
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were not of significant intelligence value and were largely confined to press and 
diplomatic circles.

In examining the intelligence apparatus of the period, Iranian scholars identify 
the lack of robust intelligence capabilities as a primary factor contributing to 
the precipitous collapse of the Shah’s army against Britain and Russia in 1941. 
Indeed, an article based on the sources of the Iranian Ministry of Defence re-
veals that Reza Shah, enraged at a field agent who sent a telegram to the center 
in September 1922 about the separatist Sheikh Khazal incident in an unen-
crypted and unclassified manner, was astonished to discover the absence of a 
cryptographic system. In the aftermath of the incident, the Shah took action to 
alter the situation, distributing notebooks containing unique codes that could 
be utilized by spies in the provinces to facilitate confidential communication. 
Telegraph offices were informed of a specific code for private and secret corre-
spondence, making it possible to send secret telegrams with four or five-digit 
codes linked to the Ministry of War. However, the fact that telegraph offices 
did not accept incomprehensible and insinuating telegrams from ordinary 
people was an indication, as the authors realized, that the correspondence of 
ordinary people was also kept under control.11 

The intelligence activities conducted by the armed forces were also not in a 
favorable situation. Despite the absence of substantial intelligence operations, 
it was evident that a considerable number of leaks had occurred to foreign en-
tities. In response to this, a series of internal regulations and announcements 
were continuously disseminated, underscoring the necessity for vigilance 
against potential counter-espionage threats. For example, a directive issued in 
1935 cited a significant intelligence leak that occurred in 1929 and warned that 
the Soviet Union, in particular, had access to sensitive military information. 
This regulation, which stipulates that the intelligence departments within the 
state should be entrusted to reliable individuals, also demonstrates that even 
in the final years of Reza Shah’s rule, there was still no systematic and regular 
counterintelligence organization in place within the country.12

The intelligence weakness in Iran also had ramifications for the newly estab-
lished Republic of Türkiye. Foreign intelligence agents capitalized on the power 
vacuum in Iran, exploiting the shared border with Türkiye to incite Kurdish 
tribes. For instance, a report from the Turkish intelligence service from the 
period in question states that, in the summer of 1926, an Italian spy, disguised 
as an academic, traveling from Tehran to Urumiyeh, obtained a visa from the 
Turkish consulate there and proceeded to Van, where he was apprehended. It 
was subsequently established that this individual, in possession of both Italian 
and British passports, was engaged in espionage activities targeting the mil-
itary organization in Eastern Anatolia and the conditions of the Kurds. The 
aforementioned spy, found to be in possession of currency and passports from 
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various countries, as well as notes from 
British officials in India, was transported 
to Tabriz following his prosecution. 
However, the Iranian authorities were 
unable to provide a credible explanation 
for the incident.13

Reza Shah was acutely aware of the defi-
ciencies in the state’s intelligence appara-
tus and took the initiative to issue direc-
tives to the northern troops, urging them 
to enhance their vigilance, particularly in light of Russia’s military activities 
in the region. In the period preceding World War II, he prohibited military 
officials from accepting invitations and attending receptions hosted by foreign 
diplomatic missions, particularly those of Britain and Russia.14 In 1938, the 
Shah issued an edict to prevent the leakage of sensitive military information 
to hostile foreign powers. Nevertheless, as will become evident shortly, these 
endeavors did not achieve the anticipated outcomes. Given their considerable 
influence over the country over the previous two centuries, it was relatively 
straightforward for Britain and Russia to invade Iran. This may have been fa-
cilitated by the intelligence they possessed. They did not meet with any serious 
resistance. Despite the Shah’s success in maintaining internal stability and sup-
pressing various political groups, including separatist movements, the civil-
ian and military administration structures, which Reza Shah had struggled to 
establish for nearly two decades, proved to be inherently fragile, particularly 
in the context of external pressures. A similar fate would later befall his son, 
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. The intelligence and military structures he had in-
vested heavily in for many years, particularly SAVAK, proved ineffective in 
the face of the popular uprising. This ultimately led Mohammad Reza Pahlavi 
to end his life in exile, as had his father Reza Shah, and the last Qajar Shah 
Ahmad.

Lingering Effects of a Ghost: SAVAK

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi was only 22 years old when he assumed power fol-
lowing the overthrow of his father by Britain and Russia in 1941. Over the fol-
lowing four decades, he established the fundamental tenets of his rule upon 
resisting the challenges his father had faced and striving to avoid a similar 
fate. Following World War II, Iran rapidly became a focal point of tension 
between the victorious powers, the United States and the Soviet Union. The 
latter was reluctant to withdraw from the northern territories it had occupied. 
In such circumstances, the Shah was confronted with a challenging situation, 
initially in the context of foreign occupation and subsequently in the context 
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of the strengthening of domestic opposi-
tion. It was only following the 1953 coup 
d’état in Iran, also known as Operation 
Ajax, that he felt truly empowered.15 The 
young Shah, who had previously silenced 
his opponents within the country with 
the U.S. and British-led coup d’état, be-
gan to act more freely in foreign policy 
due to factors such as the increase in oil 
prices and the decline in Britain’s global 
influence. Conversely, the overthrow of 

the Mossadegh administration saw not only the liberal nationalist factions 
but also their ally, the communist-oriented Tudeh Party, rendered impotent. 
Ultimately, this resulted in the consolidation of the clergy’s position, which 
relied on traditional organizational structures rather than modern political 
movements.

From 1953 onward, a confluence of factors, including robust political backing 
from the United States and the United Kingdom, rising oil prices, and a rela-
tively stable domestic political environment, enabled the Shah to resume his 
father’s legacy with a renewed and accelerated pace of comprehensive modern-
ization and developmental policies. On one hand, the Shah implemented am-
bitious economic and sociological development plans, such as the “White Rev-
olution,” which he believed would transform the country’s misfortune. On the 
other hand, he initiated a program of large-scale arms purchases that would 
later be followed by other actors in the region. To circumvent the misfortune 
that befell his father, who paid a significant price for the insufficiency of the 
Iranian army, Shah Mohammad Reza initiated comprehensive measures in the 
military and security realms. It was after this process that the Iranian army, 
which had been wholly subsumed under U.S. influence from the 1960s onward 
and commenced the acquisition of modern weaponry, rapidly evolved into a 
regional gendarmerie and intervened in the region on behalf of the Western 
alliance.16 Indeed, at the time of its overthrow in early 1979, the Shah’s army 
was one of the most technologically sophisticated and highly trained military 
forces in the world. Its entire senior command staff had been educated and 
trained in the U.S. or Iran by American military instructors.

The Shah was keen to construct one of the most formidable armies in the world 
and was acutely aware of the pivotal role that an intelligence apparatus could 
play in bolstering his domestic authority. Subsequently, he established an intel-
ligence organization, which became a source of fear and anxiety for decades to 
come, intending to deploy it mainly against his internal opponents. He effec-
tively subordinated the organization to his authority. The establishment of SA-
VAK in 1957 was driven by three primary objectives: the suppression of oppo-

From 1953 to 1979, Iran 
was an “island of stability” 
in a vast region, forming a 
crucial alliance with the U.S. 
in opposition to adversarial 
forces such as the Soviet 
Union and Arab nationalism
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sition, the surveillance of social groups to prevent any threat to the monarchy, 
and the control of media activities throughout the country. Concurrently, in 
accordance with the prevailing spirit of the period, SAVAK was also deployed 
as a police force, with members of the organization assuming responsibility for 
the apprehension, interrogation, and torture of political figures. This contrib-
uted to the organization becoming an object of both fear and hatred among 
significant portions of the population in a relatively short period.17

Given its status as one of the geographies where the Cold War first emerged, 
it was to be expected that Iran would feel the most threatened by the USSR 
in the aftermath of the coup. Indeed, one of the principal motivations behind 
the 1953 coup, at least insofar as the financial cost of Mossadegh’s nationaliza-
tion of oil is concerned, was the fear that Iran might become a Soviet satellite 
through the Tudeh Party, the longest-standing communist party in the region. 
In light of this threat, the Shah promptly outlawed the party and ordered the 
arrest of all its members following the coup.18 The Shah was not the only one 
aware of the Soviet threat. The British government, which had played a pivotal 
role in the political developments of the country over the previous century, 
also took action in the period following the coup. To this end, it mobilized 
its intelligence-propaganda organization, which had been established in the 
aftermath of the war. The Information Research Department (IRD) of the 
British Foreign Office was established in 1948 with the principal objective of 
“countering communist propaganda, discrediting the USSR, and promoting 
British values at home and abroad.”19 To achieve this goal, the department was 
to collaborate with individuals and organizations that shared similar objec-
tives in all regions of the globe.20 One area of potential collaboration between 
Britain and Iran was the USSR. In particular, between 1956 and 1968, the two 
countries engaged in extensive cooperation, particularly in the realms of pro-
paganda and disinformation. Hassan Pakravan, who was the Deputy Head of 
SAVAK with responsibility for foreign operations, was an influential figure in 
this context.21

SAVAK’s activities were not always strictly related to soft power carried out 
through the press and cultural activities and were not always undertaken with 
the support of the UK. Yet, if any country exerted greater influence over the 
organization than the UK, it was the U.S., which historian Braedon McGhee 
has identified as the country that “created, managed and funded SAVAK.” In-
deed, the initial formation of SAVAK was intended to mirror the structure of 
the U.S. intelligence apparatus. However, the Shah was not amenable to the 
duality of the FBI and CIA, and thus the organization was established as a 
unified entity.22 It has been postulated that the Shah’s decision was informed 
by the precedent set by the National Security Service (MAH), the predecessor 
of the National Intelligence Organisation in Türkiye.23 The inaugural head of 
the SAVAK was General Teymur Bakhtiar, who was compelled to leave the 
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country in the early 1960s due to irreconcilable differences with the Shah. He 
subsequently perished in a suspicious hunting accident in 1970. With the es-
tablishment of SAVAK, the relevant personnel of G2, the intelligence branch 
previously established within the army, and the martial law administration 
were transferred to the organization. In light of the aforementioned circum-
stances, it is unsurprising that SAVAK was led by military personnel and that 
all of its directors were of military origin. However, the national police, under 
the command of General Mehdiqoli Alavi Moqaddam, did not transfer the 
documents and information in its possession to SAVAK, despite the contro-
versy surrounding the establishment of the latter. Consequently, it is argued 
that the national police continued to operate independently of SAVAK.24 

From 1953 to 1979, Iran was an “island of stability” in a vast region, form-
ing a crucial alliance with the U.S. in opposition to adversarial forces such as 
the Soviet Union and Arab nationalism. On occasion, the human rights vio-
lations perpetrated by SAVAK prompted Western human rights organizations 
to characterize Iran as “the worst country in the world.” Nevertheless, this did 
not deter U.S. President Jimmy Carter from undertaking a visit to Tehran on 
New Year’s Eve 1978.

Following its inception, SAVAK initially intensified its repression of the pri-
mary opposition party, the Tudeh. With the approval of the U.S., it subse-
quently employed its repressive tactics against it. A considerable number of 
middle-class members of the party were dismissed from their posts, arrested, 
and subjected to intense torture. Torture rapidly became a hallmark of SA-
VAK’s modus operandi.25 The government employed a range of strategies to 
influence public opinion and discredit the Tudeh Party, including accusations 

The Iranian Ministry 
of Defense reported 

that scientist Muhsin 
Fakhrizadeh, one 
of the key figures 

in Iran’s nuclear 
program, died as a 
result of a terrorist 

attack in the Abserd 
district of Tehran 
province in 2020.

IRAN STATE TELEVISION



IRAN’S INTELLIGENCE APPARATUS FROM PAST TO PRESENT: INSTITUTIONAL PROCESS AND POLITICAL HANDICAPS

2024 Fall 213

that the party was involved in the 1953 
coup. These actions were part of a broader 
effort to suppress the Tudeh and limit its 
ability to influence public discourse. In-
deed, the Party was ultimately unable to 
withstand these considerable pressures 
and was forced to retreat from main-
stream Iranian political life. Nevertheless, 
this did not signify the conclusion of the 
Shah and SAVAK’s activities.

While the police, armed forces, and the gendarmerie played a significant role 
in the suppression and elimination of internal dissidents, SAVAK, which at 
its peak employed 7,000 individuals and had over 20,000 informers, wielded 
considerable influence with the Shah. While ostensibly accountable to the 
Prime Minister, the organization de facto received its directives directly from 
the Shah starting in 1957. Administratively, SAVAK was structured into eight 
sections.26 The initial organizational structure was a direct reporting relation-
ship between the director and the Shah. The 2nd section was responsible for 
foreign operations, which entailed the coordination of foreign intelligence 
with the CIA and Mossad. The 3rd section was the domestic security section, 
which was the most prominent component of the organization. The 7th sec-
tion was the covert operations section in the Middle East, in which Mossad 
was actively involved, as former SAVAK member Alimardan Azimpour has 
attested. The remaining two sections were responsible for covert training and 
centralized registration. The latter function was particularly significant in that 
it maintained a comprehensive record of all individuals who had been tar-
geted by the organization, regardless of the specific nature of their involve-
ment.27 Having completed its first test against the Tudeh Party, the organiza-
tion promptly initiated surveillance of all political movements within Iran. 
To fulfill this function, the 3rd department, which was responsible for internal 
security, was subdivided into four principal branches. The initial branch was 
responsible for monitoring opposition groups, including the Tudeh Party and 
the National Front, which constituted the social base of the Mossadeghists. 
The 2nd branch was responsible for conducting covert activities through the 
Iranian media with the objective of influencing public opinion. The 3rd branch 
was responsible for maintaining records pertaining to internal security in-
terests, while the 4th branch was tasked with conducting covert, specialized 
operations, including vaccination and indoctrination.28 In 1976 alone, be-
tween 25,000 and 100,000 political arrests or detentions were reported to have 
taken place across the country as a result of the repressive behavior of SAVAK, 
which was granted considerable powers and immunity, including special mili-
tary powers. Furthermore, SAVAK’s influence extended to the judicial system, 
where political prisoners were denied a fair trial. The organization had access 

Apart from the UK and 
the U.S., the State of Israel 
and its foreign intelligence 
service, Mossad, have 
enjoyed the closest 
institutional relationship 
with the Shah’s secret police
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to all telephone calls in the country 
and was uncompromising toward 
its own members, preparing a list of 
personnel to be held accountable in 
the future.29 However, the 9th branch, 
which had custody of the archives 
and documents of SAVAK, was un-
able to destroy them during the 
revolution. Consequently, they fell 
into the hands of the revolutionary 
groups.

Apart from the UK and the U.S., the State of Israel and its foreign intelligence 
service, Mossad, have enjoyed the closest institutional relationship with the 
Shah’s secret police. They have been active in both training and joint opera-
tions. Indeed, this relationship can be traced back to the years preceding the 
establishment of the organization, when the 2nd branch of the army conducted 
intelligence operations in collaboration with the U.S. Following the dismissal 
and exile of the inaugural SAVAK Director, Teymur Bakhtiar, in 1965 by Shah 
Pahlavi on charges of conspiracy against him, numerous CIA agents and train-
ers within SAVAK were also expelled from the country and subsequently re-
placed by Mossad agents. The documents indicate that SAVAK’s success in in-
filtrating domestic opposition groups was a direct consequence of operations 
assisted by Mossad. Furthermore, Israel undertook a number of operations in 
Arab countries with the assistance of the agency. In line with Israel’s periphery 
doctrine, close collaboration was forged against neighboring Arab countries.30 
The collaboration between SAVAK and Mossad persisted until the revolution 
in 1979.

From the mid-1970s onward, the Shah’s SAVAK intelligence agency initiated a 
campaign targeting dissident student organizations abroad, leftist and Islamist 
organizations such as the People’s Mojahedin Organisation of Iran (PMOI), 
and traditional structures led by the clergy. In this context, 250,000 individuals 
were taken to trial, 80,000 were imposed a fine, and thousands were convicted. 
Nevertheless, the methods employed by SAVAK, which were sometimes crit-
icized and even ridiculed by Western counterparts, proved insufficient in si-
lencing political opponents. Conversely, one of the primary demands of the 
opposition during the period preceding the revolution was the dissolution of 
SAVAK. The reputation of the agency was so poor during this period that inci-
dents such as the deaths of Ali Shariati and Khomeini’s eldest son Mostafa, as 
well as the Rex Cinema fire in Abadan, were attributed to the organization. It is 
notable that the Iranian people, during the revolution, demonstrated a general 
acceptance of the veracity of these allegations. The suspension or restriction 
of certain practices employed by SAVAK during this period, undertaken by 

In the context of the upheaval 
that followed the revolution, 
the revolutionary forces, who 
had not relied on the security 
apparatus of the previous 
regime, initiated the formation 
of local security committees as 
a preliminary measure
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the Shah to mitigate U.S. criticism of human rights and to pacify domestic 
dissidents, ultimately proved ineffective and contributed to the acceleration of 
the process leading to the 1979 revolution. The Shah’s final recourse, the arrest 
of SAVAK Director Nassiri, similarly failed to produce the desired result. He 
appointed Shahpur Bakhtiar as Prime Minister, who demanded the closure 
of the agency to protect the regime. This situation constituted an exceptional 
case study of the predicament of an intelligence organization that had become 
politicized and transformed into a regime protector.

Islamic Republic: Holy State, Islamic Intelligence

In the context of the upheaval that followed the revolution, the revolutionary 
forces, who had not relied on the security apparatus of the previous regime, 
initiated the formation of local security committees as a preliminary measure. 
These committees were constituted at the neighborhood level and comprised 
volunteers equipped with weapons procured from military facilities. Moham-
mad Reza Mahdavi Kani, a prominent revolutionary cleric who was closely as-
sociated with Khomeini and later served as Prime Minister for a brief period, 
led these committees. Theoretically operating under the auspices of the Min-
istry of the Interior, these groups were responsible for providing security in 
their respective regions and for conducting intelligence activities. The princi-
pal objective of these committees was to identify individuals with connections 
to the former regime. As might be anticipated, these structures, which were 
characterized by disparate political perspectives and a lack of professional dis-
cipline, soon gave rise to discord within the administration and played an in-
strumental role in the resignation of the interim government.31 

Some sources indicate that the initial post-revolutionary effort to create a formal 
intelligence apparatus was the National Intelligence and Security Organisation 
(Sazeman-e Ettela’at va Amniyat-e Keshvar or SAVAMA), established in 1979-
1980. However, information regarding this entity is limited.32 This organization, 
established based on SAVAK, employed similar methodologies and sought to 
prioritize foreign intelligence. Led by General Hossein Fardoust, a former sup-
porter of the Shah, it comprised members who had not been involved in seri-
ous criminal activities.33 Indeed, the general amnesty announced by Khomeini 
in Nowruz 1980 included members of the Shah’s secret police from SAVAK. 
The primary objective was to capitalize on the expertise of these individuals 
in a context of political instability, particularly in confronting leftist groups 
that advocated for the dissolution of the military. The Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps, which began to take shape around the same time, concentrated 
its efforts on domestic security. The force played an instrumental role in the 
neutralization of opposition groups seeking to exert control over the nascent 
regime, particularly those advocating for separatism.34 The prevention of the 
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coup attempt by newly formed security units in July 1980, which was orches-
trated by members of the Shah’s air force, reinforced the regime’s perception of 
the threat posed by internal opposition. This resulted in the establishment of 
new intelligence units that were characterized by a lack of organization. The 
conflict between those opposed to the new regime, led by the People’s Mojahe-
din Organization under the leadership of Massoud Rajavi, and the clerics loyal 
to Khomeini, who had rallied around the Islamic Republic, intensified. Subse-
quently, the inaugural President, Abolhasan Bani-Sadr, was compelled to flee 
the country as the crisis reached its zenith, and was succeeded by Mohammad 
Ali Rajai. In 1981, Rajai established the Prime Minister’s Intelligence Office to 
eliminate the strife and unify the groups working in the field of intelligence 
under one roof. Despite Rajai’s success in uniting numerous groups under the 
auspices of this office, some entities, particularly the IRGC and the Committees, 
capitalized on the prevailing climate, shaped by the Iraq War, to eschew integra-
tion and instead pursue intelligence operations autonomously.35

In August 1983, as the war with Iraq entered a certain routine and the inter-
nal power struggle largely ceased, the Islamic Consultative Assembly (Majlis) 
passed a law and approved the establishment of the Ministry of Intelligence 
(Vezarat-e Ettela’at). In accordance with the legislation, three entities that had 
been engaged in intelligence and security operations for four years were to be 
consolidated under the purview of this Ministry. These included the Prime 
Minister’s Intelligence Office, the Revolutionary Guard’s Intelligence, and the 
Committees. At this juncture, Khomeini is purported to have voiced his ob-
jection to the establishment of a powerful ministry, citing factors such as the 
unfavorable public perception of SAVAK and the enduring opposition to the 
intelligence agency. However, he is said to have reconsidered his position, par-
ticularly in light of the bomb attack in the center of Tehran at the end of 1982, 
which resulted in the deaths of 83 individuals and injuries to 800 others.36 In 
this way, the Intelligence Agency was transformed into a Ministry, an unprec-
edented development in the world, and was firmly asserting its place in the 
political system of the new Iran.

The Ministry established by Mohammed Rayshahri, who died in 2022, origi-
nating from the Haqqani Madrasah and is the son-in-law of the famous Aya-
tollah Meshkini, was not welcomed by the IRGC from the start. It is unclear 
how the IRGC, itself a ministry at the time, responded to the establishment of 
the new organization, which it perceived as a competitor. Nevertheless, it has 
been postulated that the IRGC was instrumental in the decision not to incor-
porate the term “National Security” into the title of the recently constituted 
Ministry of Intelligence. Such an action would have precluded the Ministry of 
Intelligence from directly influencing events and would have maintained its 
dependency on the IRGC.37 On the other hand, it was assumed that middle 
and lower-ranking SAVAK members, who were exempted from capital punish-
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ment and imprisonment through 
amnesty, would be of use in the 
new ministry during wartime. The 
fundamental challenges for the new 
ministry were threefold: firstly, the 
terrorist and assassination attacks, 
which were largely organized by the 
People’s Mojahedin Organization; 
secondly, the Iraq War; and thirdly, 
the security threats posed by the re-
gime’s opponents, who had begun 
to organize abroad.38

The 1990’s and the Ministry of Intelligence

Following the conclusion of the Iraq War in 1988, the Islamic Republic, lib-
erated from the considerable constraints imposed by the conflict, initiated a 
process of neutralizing the political and security challenges it deemed less sig-
nificant. In this context, there was an increase in the number of assassination 
attempts against former high-ranking Iranian officials and politicians residing 
in Germany and France. The assassination of former Prime Minister Shahpur 
Bakhtiar in Paris in August 1991 and the assassination of prominent Kurdish 
separatist leader Sadegh Sharafkandi and his entourage at the Mykonos restau-
rant in Berlin in September 1992 were presented in the Western press as opera-
tions conducted by the Iranian Intelligence Ministry.39 Similarly, the bombings 
of Israeli targets in Argentina in 1992 and 1994 were attributed to the Iranian 
Ministry of Intelligence, in addition to Hezbollah in Lebanon.

Another significant development in the 1990s was the expansion of intelli-
gence and security cooperation between Iran and Russia. Following the dis-
solution of the USSR, Iran, largely free from the traditional Russian threat, 
sought to deepen its relations with Moscow in several strategic areas, partic-
ularly in the fields of nuclear and military technologies. In this regard, Iran’s 
relations with the Russian SVR, which was established as the successor of the 
renowned KGB, have undergone significant developments. While the Russian 
service expanded its training activities in Iran, it also provided Iran with a 
plethora of sophisticated devices utilized in signal intelligence, thereby en-
hancing Iran’s capabilities.40

Another significant incident during this period in which the Ministry of In-
telligence played a prominent role was the so-called “chain murders” (qatl-
ha-ye zanjirayei), a scandal that caused an uproar within Iran. In 1998, a series 
of homicides targeting prominent political and intellectual figures, including 
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former ministers of the post-revo-
lutionary government, were perpe-
trated. This constituted one of the 
most significant challenges confront-
ing reformist President Mohammad 
Khatami. In the absence of decisive 
action from the Ministry of Intelli-
gence, the case was ultimately solved 
through the formation of dedicated 

investigative units, as directed by Khamenei. The perpetrators of the killings 
were believed to be a group led by Deputy Minister Saeed Emami. Emami and 
15 other members of the Ministry were apprehended and subsequently sub-
jected to legal proceedings. During the judicial proceedings, it was revealed 
that Saeed Emami had committed suicide while incarcerated.41 

This was the preliminary, though not the final, case of the security apparatus 
deeming that Khatami lacked sufficient commitment to the ideals of the revo-
lution and was allowing the opposition to the revolution to gain ground. Saeed 
Hajjarian, a prominent figure in reformist politics and a former director of the 
Intelligence Ministry, survived an assassination attempt in 2000. He was con-
fined to a wheelchair. In 1999, several generals, including Qassem Soleimani, 
who would later become prominent figures, issued a statement expressing op-
position to Khatami. These developments demonstrated the extent to which 
the Ministry of Intelligence and the IRGC, which had increased its influence 
in the country over time, were involved in domestic issues and exhibited ideo-
logical behavior. The events of September 11 provided the domestic political 
opportunity sought by the security bureaucracy, which often compared Khat-
ami’s policies of “dialogue between civilizations” (gofteguy-e temeddunha) and 
“reduction of tensions” (taneshzudayi) with Mikhail Gorbachev’s slogans of 
perestroika and glasnost. The invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan by the U.S. 
prompted Iran to adopt a more vigilant stance. The political space available to 
reformist and moderate politicians has been, if not entirely eliminated, then 
significantly constrained.

Structure of the Ministry of Intelligence

From the inception of the Ministry of Intelligence, it was stipulated that all 
ministers should be selected from among the clergy and should possess the ca-
pacity to issue a fatwa when necessary, as well as the qualifications to exercise 
ijtihad. Consequently, all prospective candidates, from Mohammad Reyshahri 
to Esmail Khatib, were selected from among the clergy. While the Ministers 
of Intelligence, like the Ministers of the Interior, Defense and Foreign Affairs, 
were not directly selected by the Supreme Leader. Instead, they were chosen 
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from among those who would not be vetoed by him. The extent of the Supreme 
Leader’s authority over the Ministry, which exceeds that of the President, came 
to the fore during the tenure of President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Ahmadine-
jad demanded the resignation of then-Intelligence Minister Heydar Moslehi 
on the grounds that his close adviser, brother-in-law and former ministry of-
ficial Rahim Mashaei had been bugged by the Ministry, but Moslehi remained 
in office with Khamenei’s approval. This provoked Ahmadinejad’s reaction and 
led to his absence from office for two weeks. It resembles the SAVAK-Shah 
relationship mentioned in the previous paragraphs. Although ostensibly ac-
countable to the Prime Minister, SAVAK maintained direct communication 
with the Shah and disseminated information to the Prime Minister only when 
it deemed it appropriate to do so. This situation remains unchanged to this 
day. The unique relationship between the Minister appointed by the President 
and the Supreme Leader was evident in the developments of both the Khatami 
and the Ahmadinejad periods. Additionally, in contrast to the circumstances 
prevailing during the Shah’s tenure, the fact that the Ministry of Intelligence is 
at times engaged in political and professional competition with the IRGC has 
served to further complicate the situation. The following sections will examine 
some of the implications of this situation.

The Ministry of Intelligence has several primary areas of responsibility. The 
Ministry’s main aim is counter-espionage, which entails monitoring and neu-
tralizing the activities of foreign intelligence services operating within the 
country. This includes the identification and disruption of hostile organiza-
tions such as the CIA and Mossad. Additionally, the Ministry engages in the 
surveillance and suppression of domestic opposition. While the judiciary is 
primarily responsible for this process, there have been instances, such as the 
“chain murders” incident, in which Ministry employees have exceeded their 
authority and directly engaged in illegal actions. The term “internal dissent” 
encompasses both the activities of opposition groups based in Tehran and 
the actions of ethnic and separatist organizations. It is frequently reported in 
the press that the Ministry is engaged in a continuous program of operations 
against designated terrorist organizations, particularly in border regions. An-
other area of the Ministry is the Foreign Operations Directorate. Despite the 
existence of information in various Persian-language sources indicating the 
existence of additional technical departments, such as those responsible for 
training, research, archives, personnel, and budget, it is not possible to verify 
these with certainty.42

It is estimated that the Ministry has around 30,000 employees.43 In accordance 
with Article 12 of the Iranian Constitution, members of the Ministry of Intel-
ligence are prohibited from engaging in any form of political affiliation. Two 
methods of recruitment are employed for those seeking to join the Ministry. 
The initial method of recruitment is an examination organized by Imam Mu-
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hammad Baqir University on behalf 
of the Ministry. The university accepts 
three times as many applicants as the 
Ministry, subjects them to rigorous 
training and examinations, and con-
ducts a comprehensive security inves-
tigation. As part of the requirements, it 
is asserted that the physical tests are not 
as arduous as those conducted by other 
military institutions and that a state of 
good health is deemed sufficient. In 
2012, a document on student recruit-

ment indicated that approximately 300 students were admitted to undergrad-
uate programs in the field of social sciences, while approximately 60 students 
were admitted to master’s programs. It is notable that all of the students who 
were accepted were male.44 The second method of recruitment is the reference 
system. It is possible to become a candidate with the backing of a reference 
from members of the Ministry. Candidates are initially referred to health cen-
ters in their respective provinces. Upon successful completion of this stage, 
they are then required to submit an application to the designated test center 
in Hamedan. This entails a series of interviews conducted by members of the 
ministry, the outcome of which is a prerequisite for admission. 

Candidates who are successful in the interviews, which encompass a range of 
political and cultural issues, in addition to passing a security investigation, are 
entitled to enroll at Baqir University. Upon graduation, individuals are em-
ployed in the offices of the Ministry in various provinces or at the central level. 
Salaries vary according to the department in question. According to the profile 
study published by the U.S. Congress, the requirements for candidates are as 
follows: “Being an Iranian citizen – though, according to the aforementioned 
study, the ministry can also employ non-Iranians in special cases, being a Mus-
lim, believing in Velayat-e Faqih and the Islamic Republic, having physical and 
mental health with the approval of the Ministry’s doctors, not being in contact 
with other government institutions, graduating with an average of 12 out of 
20 for social sciences and 14 for sciences, and being at most 22 years old for a 
bachelor’s degree and 27 years old for a master’s degree.”

Like the Minister’s staff, the Minister himself should have several qualifica-
tions that set him apart from other Ministers. According to the law passed 
by the Iranian Majlis in 1983, the minister must have the following charac-
teristics: qualified to practice jurisprudence, not be a member of any political 
party or group, have personal prestige and reputation, and be knowledgeable 
and experienced in political and administrative affairs.45 The requirement for 
the minister to be a cleric was expressed by the founders as the need to obtain 
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fatwas on a case-by-case basis. Although there is no precise data, this situation, 
which has lasted for about 40 years, may have led to a concentration of people 
of clerical origin in the Ministry.

Alternative Intelligence: IRGC Intelligence Organization and 
Disruptive Competition

The 2000s were, on the one hand, a period in which the hardliners, who took 
advantage of the post-9/11 international environment to strengthen their posi-
tion at home, completely dominated Iran with the Ahmadinejad government. 
On the other hand, it was during these years that the country’s nuclear ac-
tivities became increasingly on the agenda of Western countries. During this 
period, Ahmadinejad, who did not fully trust the intelligence ministry and 
found it challenging to dismiss the minister, initially sought to collaborate with 
the IRGC. However, he subsequently had a dispute with this organization and 
did not refrain from publicly referring to them as “smuggler brothers.” Indeed, 
at this juncture, the IRGC was no longer apprehensive about confronting any 
political figure except Khamenei. As evidenced by the leaked audio recording, 
they had amassed sufficient influence to the point of being unafraid of rebuk-
ing the country’s Foreign Minister, Javad Zarif.46 Zarif ’s resignation, prompted 
by his divergence of opinion from the renowned IRGC commander Qassem 
Soleimani, was not accepted by Khamenei for political reasons.

It is evident that the IRGC’s sole base was not the smuggling activities that 
were mentioned by Ahmadinejad, nor was it the power in the Ministry of 
Petroleum that was seized by former commanders such as Rostam Qasemi, 
who held their positions as ministers. The IRGC, which had gained consider-
able influence within the security apparatus, was also engaged in a significant 
power struggle with the Ministry of Intelligence. Incidents such as the assas-
sination of former Deputy Minister Said Hajjarian represent merely the tip of 
the iceberg of a broader and intense inter-institutional conflict. As a conse-
quence of this internal conflict, the IRGC initiated a process of expansion and 
consolidation of its internal intelligence apparatus. Hossein Taeb, who served 
as the head of the IRGC’s Intelligence Service between 2009 and 2022 and 
was dismissed after a succession of sabotage and assassinations in the country, 
has been held responsible for the assassinations of prominent figures such as 
Mohsen Fakhrizadeh and Colonel Hassan Sayyad Khodaei. In the subsequent 
period, a recording of Taeb’s voice revealed the extensive corruption of the 
IRGC. This indicated that the organization not only competed with the Minis-
try but also experienced serious internal divisions.

The establishment of parallel intelligence organizations, although in line with 
the IRGC’s efforts to gain political influence from parliament to key ministries, 
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had unforeseen consequences. Ahmedinijad’s assertion that the individual ap-
pointed to oversee the Israel Desk was, in fact, an Israeli agent, raises questions 
as to whether he was acting alone and whether he was truly unassociated with 
any other parties. In a statement referencing the illicit transfer of 55,000 pages 
of documents from the Turkuzabad region in trucks with over 20 agents, Ah-
madinejad asserted that this was not an isolated incident. He further alleged 
that documents stored in a safe within the Aerospace Organisation Unit of 
the Ministry of Defense were also stolen through forced entry via the roof.47 
The Iranian authorities, who initially denied the incident, subsequently an-
nounced that Jalal Haji Zawar, an employee of the Defense Ministry, had been 
executed for espionage on behalf of the CIA. His wife was sentenced to 15 
years’ imprisonment.

Ahmadinejad was not the only high-ranking official to allege that the CIA and 
Mossad had infiltrated Iranian institutions and conducted significant opera-
tions within the country. In a statement released in 2021, former Minister of 
Intelligence Ali Yunousi asserted, “The Mossad has penetrated the country to 
such an extent that the authorities should fear for their lives.” What renders 
Yunousi’s statement pertinent to this article is that the former Minister under-
scored that this was due to the existence of competing intelligence structures 
operating in parallel. Yunousi’s explicit assertion that “the reason for this situa-
tion is the creation of parallel intelligence structures and the weakening of the 
Ministry of Intelligence” illuminates the extent to which both the ministry and 
the politicians supporting the Ministry are discontented with the prevailing 
circumstances.48 The primary target of these allegations is the Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), which continues to serve as the preeminent 
military, security, and even economic structure in the country. Conversely, 
the Revolutionary Guards are producing intelligence-themed series such as 
Gando to restore their tainted reputation among the general public. Notably, 
the series’ primary focus is not on the Ministry of Intelligence, but rather on 
the IRGC Intelligence Organization.

In conclusion, the intensification of the Iran-Israel shadow wars in 2024 high-
lights the necessity to acknowledge that Israel is not only targeting senior 
IRGC commanders outside of Iran but is also targeting those within the coun-
try. In this context, the death of Hamas leader Haniyeh in Tehran while under 
the protection of the IRGC, the death of almost all of its command echelon, 
especially its leader Hassan Nasrallah, as a result of Israeli attacks, and the 
heavy losses suffered by the Hezbollah organization, which has organic rela-
tions with the IRGC, in September 2024 reveal a significant intelligence weak-
ness in Iran. It is not possible to conclude with certainty whether this situation 
is a result of the alternative organizations Yunousi referenced or if there are 
other contributing factors. Nevertheless, both statements by Ahmadinejad and 
Yunousi indicate that tensions and even implicit conflicts within the institu-
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tions in question contributed to the 
aforementioned intelligence fail-
ures. Such discourses are not solely 
articulated by former officials or 
reformist politicians; the assertion 
by the conservative former IRGC 
Commander Mohsen Rezaei that 
“the country is facing wide security 
pollution” serves to corroborate this 
assessment.

Conclusion

The intelligence mechanism, which 
had an institutional history of nearly 
a century in Iran, transformed a 
professional structure during the 
second Pahlavi period (1939-1979). This transformation was spearheaded 
by SAVAK, which became one of the world’s most renowned secret services. 
However, the organization’s positioning as the protective power of the dynasty 
and the regime, rather than the general interests of the country, did not yield 
favorable outcomes for either the organization or the regime, although this 
was not initially apparent. Notwithstanding the organization’s use of repressive 
methods, the country experienced one of the most chaotic periods in recent 
history, resulting in significant material and moral losses due to the revolution 
and the eight-year war in Iraq.

The absolute security failure of Pahlavi Iran in the form of SAVAK, which was 
established at the height of the Cold War and maintained close structural and 
operational relations with Western intelligence agencies, including the U.S., 
the UK, and Mossad, offers valuable insights into the relationship between 
politics and intelligence agencies. Despite its considerable financial resources, 
unequivocal political support, and technical and political assistance from in-
fluential international actors, the collapse of the internal security apparatus, 
which constituted the primary focus of its activities, ultimately led to the re-
gime’s downfall. The comparable fate of numerous renowned “Mukhabarat” 
regimes during the Arab Revolutions illustrates the necessity for intelligence 
agencies to delineate their areas of responsibility and operational guidelines in 
alignment with national security objectives to ensure long-term stability.

Despite the revolutionary leaders’ assertion that they were establishing a new 
era of progress and even overthrowing the 2,500-year-old monarchy, the new 
regime established in 1979 inherited problematic approaches to security-po-
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litical relations. Although of great 
symbolic significance, not only did 
the former SAVAK members indi-
vidually adapt to the new situation, 
but the organization that had faced 
demands to close down became an 
even more comprehensive ministry. 
As has become evident over time, 
the appointment of a mujtahid at 
the helm of the organization did not 
facilitate the attainment of a more 
robust and efficacious structural 

configuration. In this context, Hossein Ali Montazeri, who was subsequently 
dismissed by Khomeini at the end of the 1980s, compared the security bureau-
cracy and prisons of the two periods and emphasized that they were in a worse 
state. This was an early warning that was not heeded by the administration.

The Ministry of Intelligence, the primary intelligence apparatus of the Islamic 
Republic, became increasingly politicized, leading to the commission of extra-
judicial mass killings against those who opposed the regime in the 1990s. In 
the subsequent decade, it began to lose influence, with the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC) assuming a more prominent role. The IRGC, reflect-
ing their considerable political, military, and economic power in the field of 
intelligence, probably unwittingly caused significant intelligence and security 
gaps as a result of their internal power struggle. Subsequently, the country’s se-
curity image has been significantly compromised by a series of sabotage, assas-
sinations, and attacks, the majority of which have been attributed to Mossad. 
Furthermore, considerable losses have been recorded, including those of nu-
clear facilities, military officials, and scientists. In particular, the conflict with 
Israel, which intensified in 2024, and the assassination of Ismail Haniyeh in 
Iran represented the pinnacle of Israel’s domestic actions over the past decade. 
The technological cooperation with China and Russia, which has been deep-
ening over the last decade to overcome the intelligence and military inadequa-
cies that the country is aware of, has thus far failed to yield the desired results.

Consequently, in practice, the intelligence apparatus, which reported to the 
Shah instead of the Prime Minister during the Pahlavi period and to the Su-
preme Leader instead of the President during the Islamic Republic, failed to 
maintain the requisite distance from politics. In both periods, the intelligence 
apparatus prioritized the security of the regime over the broader concept of 
national security. This resulted in the failure of SAVAK, which had substantial 
financial resources, to analyze the underlying causes of the country’s strategic 
problems and to identify effective solutions. While repressive police measures 
appeared to be effective in the short term, the brutal tactics employed by the 
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organization ultimately contributed to the eruption and acceleration of a ma-
jor popular revolution. Similarly, the Ministry of Intelligence, which was in-
stitutionalized after 1983, has on occasion assassinated intellectuals whom it 
considered to be opponents of the regime, while on other occasions taking a 
stance against the President of the country. It is evident that the actions of the 
intelligence institution, which has deviated from its core mandate and concen-
trated its resources on political and ideological matters, have had a detrimental 
impact on Iran’s security over the past seven decades. Indeed, the recent in-
stances of intelligence infiltration, assassination, and sabotage have been ex-
plicitly acknowledged by senior executives themselves. 
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