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The evolution of norms: American policy toward revolution
in Iran and Egypt

Chad E. Nelson

Brigham Young University

ABSTRACT
Is there a growing norm against violence towards civilians that
constrains how the United States deals with its client states? This
article examines two similar cases that suggest there is. In Iran in 1978
and in Egypt in 2011, the United States faced a possible revolution by
a democratic/Islamist opposition, yet American policy makers gave
their major regional ally opposite advice. In 1978, the White House
urged the Shah to crack down on the opposition, and, in 2011, it
pressed the Mubarak regime, as well as other regimes, to refrain from
violence. This indicates that in situations where the American
government is culpable for a potential bloodbath, policy makers are
loath to take on that responsibility, which significantly shapes their
policy toward revolution in a way that it did not when President Carter
called the commitment to human rights “absolute.”

In 1978, President Cater faced revolutionary upheaval in Iran, one of America’s major allies
in the Middle East. In 2011, President Obama faced revolutionary upheaval in Egypt, one of
America’s major allies in the Middle East. In both cases, the presidents faced a predicament:
Would they support, either implicitly or explicitly, their ally’s attempts to crush the revolu-
tion? These situations raise the question of whether human rights norms affect the manner
in which the United States has responded to revolutions in its client states. This question has
received little scholarly attention despite the important implication for politics and interna-
tional relations theory. If it is true that American presidents are now more constrained con-
cerning whether they can advocate that their allies use force against their opposition, it
suggests the power of norms in shaping international politics, as a constructivist perspective
would argue and a realist perspective would dismiss. And if it is true that American presi-
dents are constrained by such norms, it also suggests that nonviolent revolutions in Ameri-
can allies may be more successful than they would be otherwise, because regimes are
potentially more constrained.

I demonstrate that, despite arguments to the contrary, the Carter administration’s
response to the situation in Iran was relatively consistent: fully back the shah, including his
attempts to crack down on the protestors. I also show that the Obama administration’s pol-
icy towards Egypt, despite differing perspectives about the extent to which it should back the
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Mubarak regime, sent a consistent signal from the beginning of the upheaval that urged the
regime to refrain from violence against civilians. The discrepancies in the cases are all the
more striking given President Carter’s elevation of human rights as a cornerstone of Ameri-
can foreign policy, to some extent in contrast to President Obama, who some commentators
have dubbed a realist in part because of his perceived downplaying of human rights and
democracy promotion.

I argue that human rights norms were a more powerful force in 2011 than they were in
1978, at least in cases where the United States was culpable for a potential bloodbath by
being close allies with the repressor. I first review the debate over the extent to which human
rights norms affect American policies and America’s policies towards revolutions. I then
explain why the cases selected are a fruitful comparison. In the cases, I examine the presi-
dents’ human rights policies, American interests in Iran and Egypt, and the US government’s
response to the revolutions. I conclude with the broader implications of the findings.

Counterrevolutions and human rights norms

To what extent do human rights norms shape American foreign policy? Scholars have been
divided on this issue. The realist approach to international politics rejects the notion that
such norms are much of a constraint or shape American foreign policy. International rela-
tions are driven by the distribution of capabilities. Given the shift from a bipolar to a unipo-
lar world, one might expect that such nonsecurity goals would account for a larger role in
American foreign policy. States may pursue secondary goals when they are in the position to
do so. The United States, given its power, may engage in humanitarian interventions or pro-
mote democracy and human rights even though it does not enhance its power or security.
But if these goals clash with American core interests, they will not drive or constrain Ameri-
can foreign policy (e.g., Mearsheimer 2001: 46–47). The perspective that American interests
prevail over human rights norms is not limited to realist scholars. Advocates of human rights
themselves have been quick to criticize American foreign policy for compromising its ideals
in pursuit of its interests (e.g., Mertus 2008).

A constructivist account of the effect of human rights norms on American policy enter-
tains the possibility that as human rights norms are advocated and become embedded in dis-
course, they change the identities and thus interests of states. And indeed, the emergence of
human rights played a part in the growth of constructivism as a major paradigm in interna-
tional relations scholarship.

There is a broad consensus that human rights did not become a significant factor in
American foreign policy until the 1970s.1 Although associated with the Carter administra-
tion, the influence of human rights in American foreign policy was first exercised by Con-
gress (Forsythe 1988; Keys 2010), which attempted to force Presidents Nixon and Ford’s
hands. The immediate impetus for such an emphasis in American foreign policy was the US
failure in Vietnam and the perception of the Nixon administration’s foreign policy as amoral
realpolitik. It was perceived that America had lost its way in part because it had betrayed its
values (Keys 2014). This was an attractive theme both among the left (which targeted its ire
at American backed right-wing dictatorships) and among the right (which targeted its ire at
the Communist Bloc). But even when the original context receded, the emphasis on human
rights continued. The institutional commitment in the form of a division in the State Depart-
ment focused on human rights remained. More importantly, the discourse around human
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rights remained in American foreign policy, in presidential rhetoric, and in advocacy groups
and opposition parties criticizing American foreign policy and persists to this day.

But do these norms affect discourse or policy only in marginal matters or do they shape
American policy regarding its core interests? How powerful of a constraint are human rights
norms on American policy? One way to get at this question is to assess American policy
toward its client states undergoing a possible revolution. This is a very clear instance in
which interests and ideals clash. Will policy makers sit idly by and watch its client be over-
thrown at the expense of American geopolitical interests? On the other hand, will policy
makers support their clients in suppressing the revolution and thus be culpable for the
bloodbath that may follow?2

These questions address the broader neglected question of when states, and the United States
in particular, attempt to prevent or reverse revolutions in progress. Scholarly examinations of
counterrevolutionary foreign policy are rare (see Bisley 2004; Halliday 1999: Chapter 8; Mayer
1971). This lack of attention is surprising given the potential impact of counterrevolutionary
policies. Examination of counterrevolutionary policies complements the increasing focus schol-
ars place on how international factors impact revolutions. Moving from using domestic causes
to explain domestic outcomes, scholars of revolutions have examined how protest movements
spread over borders (e.g., Hale 2013; Weyland 2009) or how interstate conflict weakens states
and makes them susceptible to revolution (Skocpol 1979). Scholars have argued that the poli-
cies of great powers towards revolutions often play an important role in whether revolutions
are successful, particularly in weaker members of the international community, where most of
the revolutions have occurred in the post-World War II world. In John Foran’s study on the
origins of Third World revolutions since 1945, a critical variable that explains the success or
failure of revolutionary movements is whether there is a “world-systemic opening” (Foran
2005: 23). This variable in his analysis often means American foreign policy.

The United States was the great counterrevolutionary power of the twentieth century,
particularly during the Cold War.3 There is a certain irony in the United States becoming a
great counterrevolutionary power, having been born of revolution. However, America has
no long history promoting revolutions. Unlike other revolutionary states, which feel the
pressure to spread revolution or to be crushed by counterrevolutionaries, the United States
came into being in an age when the great powers had no interest in crushing it, and, in any
case, America was on the other side of the ocean from the European powers. Americans saw
their own land as a refuge and thought that perhaps their revolution would serve to inspire
gradual reform amongst the European monarchies (Rainbolt 1973). But they made no
attempt to export their revolution.

The American response to the French Revolution exhibited the pattern of American reac-
tion to revolutions that would persist with the revolutionary waves of the nineteenth century:
surprise and enthusiasm, followed by disillusionment as democratic gains were reversed, and
claims of American exceptionalism (Curtis 1924; Hunt 1987: 92–106; Davis 1990; Roberts
2009). The United States did not have a policy of supporting these revolutions, in keeping
with the refrain to stay away from the political affairs of the continent. Secretary of State
John Quincy Adams’s 1821 Independence Day speech accurately represented this policy:
“Wherever the standard of freedom and independence has been or shall be unfurled, there
will her heart, her benedictions and her prayers be. But she goes not abroad in search of
monsters to destroy. She is the well-wisher to the freedom and independence of all. She is
the champion and vindicator only of her own” (LeFeber 1965: 45).4
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As the United States became involved in great power diplomacy in the twentieth century,
revolutions usually came from the left, and the United States was not supportive. Most nota-
bly, the United States persisted after World War I in an attempt to squash the Russian Revo-
lution (e.g., Levin 1970; Fogelsong 2001). But the full flowering of the United States as a
counterrevolutionary power was during the Cold War. It attempted to prevent leftists from
coming to power and, in some cases, attempted to reverse revolutions.5 America burnished
its reputation as a counterrevolutionary power with its involvement in such places as Greece,
Ethiopia, Congo, Angola, Vietnam, Cuba, Chile, and Guatemala (Westad 2005). The United
States’ support of right-wing dictators as a bulwark against possible communist expansion is
well known (Schmitz 1999, 2006). American priorities were illustrated by President Ken-
nedy’s enumeration of the options the United States faced in the aftermath of the assassina-
tion of the dictator of the Dominican Republic, Rafael Trujillo: “There are three possibilities
in descending order of preference: a decent democratic regime, a continuation of the Trujillo
regime, or a Castro regime. We ought to aim at the first, but we really can’t renounce the sec-
ond until we are sure that we can avoid the third” (Schlesinger 1965: 769). The United States
often settled for the second option.

America’s counterrevolutionary strategy had clear implications for its policy toward
human rights. The containment strategy meant supporting dictators who engaged in human
rights abuses precisely to prevent revolutions from occurring. At times, the United States did
promote development in such regimes, sometimes spurring dictators to engage in limited
reforms to let steam out and to provide the regimes with a more stable foundation (Ekbladh
2010; Latham 2011). But the American pressure to reform was often cautiously applied and
prone to backtracking. American policy was justified as a necessary tactic given local condi-
tions and the larger struggle of liberal democratic nations against the communist adversary.
There was not an emphasis on human rights itself.

This changed in the 1970s, as indicated above. Human rights talk became much more
prominent. But to what extent has it been just talk? A constructivist account might empha-
size the long-term trend. Perhaps states do not immediately comply with new norms, but, as
these norms become advocated and then embedded, institutionalized and internalized, they
gradually become a part of the strategic landscape within which actors operate.6

As discussed, an analysis of American policy toward its client states undergoing a possible
revolution provides a stark assessment of whether such human rights norms shape American
foreign policy on questions of central interest. The question is whether or to what extent
American policy makers seem constrained or shaped by the norm against condoning a
bloody crackdown by a client state. Examining cases that occur in different periods of time
is a first cut at the hypothesis that over time there has been a marked strengthening of
human rights norms.

The American response to the revolutions in Iran in 1978 and Egypt in 2011 provides an
excellent comparison to test this hypothesis. These are “most similar” cases (Gerring 2007:
131–134). There are remarkable parallels. In both, a Democratic president faced a revolu-
tionary situation led by liberal and Islamist forces that threatened to overturn an ally of
major importance to the United States in the Middle East. Of course, the revolutions subse-
quently proceeded down different paths. The Iranian Revolution developed into a social rev-
olution in the manner of France in 1789 whereas the Egyptian Revolution was soon
reversed, not unlike the revolution in France in 1848. But the revolutions up until the Amer-
ican-backed dictators were dethroned were relatively similar, and that is what is relevant to
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the question addressed here, which is whether human rights norms are shaping the advice
that the United States gives to its clients. The major difference in the cases is where the cases
are located in time — 33 years apart. If we see evidence that human rights norms were not
much of a constraint in 1978 and they were in 2011, then that indicates the growth in power
of those norms, even more so because the man who was president in 1978, Jimmy Carter,
placed such an emphasis on human rights.

One possible confounding factor is the claim that preserving the regime of Iran in 1978
was much more important to the United States than preserving the regime of Egypt in 2011,
which could directly affect policy makers’ compliance with human rights norms. Although
one can perhaps argue that US interests in Iran were greater than in Egypt, the revolution in
Egypt held the possibility of more negatively affecting American interests. America’s anti-
communist interests in Iran were thought to be to some degree compatible with the Iranian
revolutionaries, whether liberal or Islamist, whereas an Egypt run by an Islamist regime
might more fundamentally jeopardize American interests.7 Thus, what was actually at stake
in terms of the revolutions’ potential impact on American interests in Iran in 1978 verses
Egypt in 2011 was roughly similar.8 While this study is obviously limited by the cases it
selects, it is a plausibility probe about whether there is a larger trend that can be further
assessed in future research.

This article uses process tracing to examine the causal mechanism in the cases below and
controlled comparison to assess the differences in the cases.9 What is being assessed is whether
human rights norms are shaping behavior. One version of constructivism posits the approach
as sociological, where actors are motivated by role, identity, or norms, in contrast to an eco-
nomic approach, where actors are utility maximizers, maximizing their interests (e.g., Ruggie
1998; March and Olsen 1998). To prove this perspective in regard to the question at hand, one
would have to show that actors have fully internalized a norm. Beyond the fact that this is diffi-
cult to prove, it is an unnecessarily restrictive view of how norms can influence policy makers.
This study joins others (Fearon and Wendt 2002; Hurd 2010) in rejecting this narrower ver-
sion. Actors may have internalized norms, or they may comply with norms because they feel
constrained to do so by the normative domestic or international environment. The more
important question is whether norms are accepted and guide behavior, whether they are inter-
nalized or not. I begin with the American response to the Iranian Revolution.

American policy toward the Iranian Revolution

The Iranian Revolution in 1978–1979 stunned witnesses and participants alike. In the space of
a little over a year, President Carter had gone from declaring Iran “an island of stability in one
of the more troubled areas of the world” (Carter 1982: 437) to watching the Pahlavi monarchy
be overthrown in a revolution that brought the virulently anti-American cleric, Ayatollah Kho-
meini, to power. To what extent did human rights norms constrain the American response
towards the revolution? I first examine Carter’s outlook towards human rights, then consider
the strategic interests the United States had in Iran, and finally assess the above question.

Human rights, Jimmy Carter, and American foreign policy

As mentioned, Congress first put human rights on the agenda of American foreign policy.
Congress in the 1970s passed legislation to make American aid and arms exports conditional
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on human rights policies and to require that the State Department prepare annual country
reports on countries receiving security assistance and create an “Office for Human Rights”
within the State Department. The Nixon and Ford administrations even changed their tune,
if not their policies. For example, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger gave a speech in Chile
in June 1976 at an Organization of American States meeting where he expressed strong sup-
port for human rights. He clarified, however, to the Pinochet dictatorship in private after-
wards that human rights concerns were “confined to some sectors of Congress and were not
shared by the Ford Administration” (Sikkink 2004: 110; see also Hawkins 2002: 81–82).

Jimmy Carter found his voice in foreign policy on the campaign trail by stressing human
rights and the moral foundations of American foreign policy. The emphasis on human rights
was not only a convenient club with which he could beat the Ford administration and a posi-
tion that united the conservative and liberal ends of the Democratic Party. It also resonated
with his personal religiosity. In his inauguration speech, he declared, “our commitment to
human rights must be absolute” (Carter 1977: 87–88). Secretary of State Cyrus Vance spelled
out what human rights meant: first and foremost, the “right to be free from governmental
violations of the integrity of the person” such as torture and arbitrary arrest (Vance 1977:
181). Carter made institutional changes once in office to reflect this priority. He appointed a
human rights activist, Patricia Derian, as coordinator of the Bureau of Human Rights, soon
to be upgraded to Assistant Secretary for Human Rights, and he established the Interagency
Group on Human Rights and Foreign Assistance (Warshawsky 1980).

It was not long before it became clear that the American commitment to human rights
would not be “absolute.” In fact, as soon as Carter took office, Vance had stated that the
administration’s position on human rights would proceed on a case-by-case basis (V. Kauf-
man 1998: 55). What this meant in practice after the dust settled from the bureaucratic bat-
tles between prohuman rights advocates in the administration, like Derian, and others, such
as many in the Foreign Service, was that the human rights policy would not affect key Amer-
ican allies such as South Korea and the Philippines. Director of Policy Planning in the State
Department Anthony Lake noted in January of 1978 that the target of cuts in American
assistance because of human rights violations were more often than not in Latin America.
This was due to US leverage in the hemisphere, the smaller “security and economic stake”
Washington had in the region as compared to “East Asia or the Middle East,” and the fact
that the countries of Central and South America were “ideologically disinclined to turn to
Moscow” (United States Department of State 2013: 365).

Carter certainly represented a shift in tone on the subject of human rights, and his admin-
istration went beyond general rhetoric to level specific charges at countries and to use Amer-
ican leverage to attempt change. But there was a real limit in the extent to which human
rights policies would be pressed that corresponded with the economic and especially political
interests at stake. US-Iranian relations exemplified this limitation.

Iran in American foreign policy

The United States’ major interest in Iran for several decades had been to contain the neigh-
boring Soviet Union. The refusal of Soviet troops to withdraw from Iranian territory in 1946
prompted an American threat and was an early marker of the Cold War. The United States
infamously assisted a coup against the prime minister in 1953 when it was perceived that he
was tilting towards the Soviets and reinstalled the shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, in power
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(Gasiorowski 1991). American policy makers evinced concern that the shah needed to
engage in domestic reform to forestall leftist unrest or revolution, and President Kennedy in
particular pressed him on the matter, though he relieved the pressure when he feared he was
driving the shah towards the Soviet Union (Collier 2013). The identification of the shah
with American interests grew as the shah consolidated power within Iran and the Americans
increasingly looked to Iran to serve their interests in the region as the British withdrew from
the Persian Gulf and the United States looked for regional proxies to do its bidding. This
close relationship soared to new heights under Presidents Nixon and Ford (Alvandi 2014).

President Carter would continue this policy with little alteration. Iran in the 1970s
remained a bulwark against Soviet expansionism and provided important sites in northern
Iran that were used to spy on the Soviet Union. Iran was also an important supporter of
American positions in the Middle East. The shah backed the conservative Arab states in their
contest with the leftist regimes that tilted toward Moscow, even sending troops to put down
a Marxist insurgency in Oman. Iran had a tacit alliance with Israel and encouraged Egypt’s
overtures towards Israel, which flowered in the Camp David peace process. Iran supplied oil
relatively reliably to the West and Israel and was the United States’ leading arms purchaser.
By any measure, Iran was an important regional ally of the United States, which had a corre-
spondingly decisive effect on Carter’s human rights policy.

The Carter administration responds to revolution

In the aftermath of the Iranian Revolution, many critics blamed the Carter administration
for causing the revolution, or at least constraining the shah from responding effectively to
the protests, given the administration’s focus on human rights. For example, one influential
account claims, “[t]hroughout the long crisis, the Americans were hobbled by their own doc-
trines. To support the shah was viewed in many quarters as a betrayal of the human rights
campaign, especially if the shah used American support as an excuse to use military force
against his enemies” (Ledeen and Lewis 1981: 142). In fact, the Carter administration sup-
ported the shah throughout the crisis, at no time explicitly forbid the shah from cracking
down on protestors and at times encouraged him to do so, particularly in late 1978, by which
time the shah himself had viewed such action as counterproductive.

The best argument to be made for Carter’s hand in the revolution is that his emphasis on
human rights prompted the shah to take limited liberalizing measures and it encouraged the
opposition to think that they had an opportunity to pressure the shah for reform, which was
a catalyst for revolution. The shah’s reforms included emphasizing participation in a mass
party supportive of the regime, the loosening of censorship, the release of some political pris-
oners, establishing commissions to hear grievances, and appointing a new prime minister
and a cabinet full of technocrats. Reforms, however, predated Carter and appeared to be
driven primarily by the shah, who perceived that his repressive policies needed to be modi-
fied to make the country governable when his son assumed the throne (Bill 1988: 220; Ked-
die 2003: 232). The shah was no doubt sensitive to international pressure, including from
the United States, and when he allowed representatives from the International Red Cross,
Amnesty International, and the International Commission of Jurists to inspect his regime in
1977 he no doubt had an external audience in mind.

While the shah’s limited liberalization may have been driven in part by the perceived need
to accommodate Carter’s emphasis on human rights and by the opposition’s anticipation
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that Carter would pressure the shah on such issues, the shah was soon relieved to discover
that the administration had no intention of pressing him on the matter. When Secretary of
State Cyrus Vance visited the shah in May of 1977, he reaffirmed the Carter administration’s
desire for close ties with Iran and a continuation of arms sales. Vance did discuss human
rights, praising the shah for the steps he had taken to improve the treatment of prisoners
and allowing international human rights organizations into Iran to observe the progress that
had occurred (Vance 1983: 319). While the opposition spread rumors that Vance had told
the shah to liberalize or be removed, there was of course no such demand, and the shah
freely continued his crackdown on dissidents (Bill, 1988: 228).

The Carter administration’s support of the shah was manifested in the continued arms
sales of the United States to Iran and in the respective visits of the shah and President Carter.
Violating his campaign pledges to reduce the American arms trade, where he had specifically
called out Iran, Carter ended up providing more military assistance to Iran than the Ford or
Nixon administrations, representing about one third of all foreign military sales (S. Kaufman
2009: 154; McGlinchey 2014: 121–158). The proposed sale of aircraft warning and control
systems (AWACS) to Iran was particularly controversial amongst liberal members of Con-
gress. Carter had to withdraw the proposal in the summer of 1977 given congressional resis-
tance, but he reintroduced it in the fall and muscled it through. It was a major signal of the
administration’s commitment to the shah.

The shah visited the United States in November, and the administration did not prioritize
human rights. President Carter mentioned the issue to the shah at one point, who rebuffed
the president, and Carter dropped the matter (Carter 1982: 436–437).10 The shah and Carter
developed a rapport, and the shah left in high spirits, knowing he had the full backing of
Carter. Carter’s visit to Iran the next month was immortalized by Carter’s New Year’s Eve
toast, quoted above, where he proclaimed Iran as an “island of stability” (Carter 1982: 437).
It reflected Carter’s confidence in the shah, but of course not the reality in Iran. An internal
State Department memorandum had noted before Carter’s visit that “the Iranian Govern-
ment is substantially increasing its use of force in dealing with the political opposition”
(Kurzman 2004: 21). In little over a week after Carter’s statement, large protests erupted
over a derogatory article about Ayatollah Khomeini by the Iranian government. The police
opened fire and began what became a repetition of repression of renewed protests on the for-
tieth day of observing the dead, which would lead to more deaths.

The Carter administration was not overly concerned about the troubles. American intel-
ligence suggested that the shah had everything under control, and indeed there was a lull
in the movement in the summer on 1978 that suggested as such. But the protests again
picked up, despite the shah’s carrot-and-stick approach. The shah declared martial law on
September 7th, and the following day the army fired on protesters, shooting hundreds.
After what was called the Jaleh Square Massacre, Carter called the shah to declare his sup-
port, which he made public (Sick 1985: 51; Moens 1991: 218). He penned a note to the
shah later in the month. Carter made no mention of martial law and the ensuing crack-
down. Instead, he praised the reforms the shah had taken and his support for the Camp
David Accords (Carter 1978).

The strikes and protests significantly escalated into October, and a split began to develop
within the administration about what advice to give to the shah. A State Department report
objected to the possibility of the shah forming a military government, which State Depart-
ment officials assumed would involve a massive crack down.11 This objection was not based
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on human rights grounds, but that it would not be effective (Sick 1985: 58–59). National
Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski, however, wanted to encourage the shah to get tough
and to crush the opposition. He ensured that the report did not reach the president’s
eyes. The first White House meeting on Iran since the crisis began resulted in a coordinated
effort to demonstrate strong support for the shah. The message sent to the shah expressed
support for the shah “without reservation” and the need for “decisive action” to restore
order, whether through a military government or not (Brzezinski 1983: 364). Vance held a
press conference reiterating support for him, and Brzezinski, with Carter’s permission,
called the shah and reinforced support for whatever action the shah needed to take to restore
order.

The shah formed a military government, but he restrained the crackdown. Protests esca-
lated, and, by December, there were massive marches involving millions. Prognostications
concerning the shah’s ability to maintain power within the American government turned for
the worse. George Ball, an emissary sent by the United States, suggested that the shah should
make a dramatic act of concession and establish a constitutional monarchy. Carter rejected
this, but he also relented on his plan to send Brzezinski to Iran to toughen the shah’s resolve.
Faced with contradictory advice from his advisors about how the internal situation in Iran
should be managed, Carter left the shah to his own devices.

When the shah, on December 26th, asked the American ambassador what he should do,
Ambassador William Sullivan replied that he should restore law and order. When the shah
asked him whether he should use the iron fist despite the bloodshed and the fact that it
might fail, Sullivan simply turned the decision over to the shah (Vance 1978; Brzezinski
1983: 375). In a meeting at the White House on December 28th, Vance and Brzezinski dis-
agreed over the wisdom of advocating a military crackdown with Vance believing the mili-
tary would simply break up. They sent a compromise message to the shah that presented the
options of forming a civilian government, a military government, or a regency council and
left it up to the shah. (Moens 1991: 227; Sick 1985: 126). The shah asked a leader of the lib-
eral opposition to form a new government, and it became clear that the he was on his way
out.

When Sullivan received a message from the Iranian military that they were planning on
not letting the shah leave the country and preparing for a massive crackdown, Vance called
Carter urging him to let the Iranian military know that the United States would not support
this. Vance thought a massive crackdown was both impractical and “antithetical to what I
believed the Carter administration stood for” (Vance 1983: 331). Carter refused to send the
message to the military forbidding a crackdown. Brzezinski reports that he “could tell that
the President was quite concerned about possible bloodshed” and he told the president that
“world politics was not a kindergarten and that we had to consider also what will be the lon-
ger-range costs if the military failed to act” (Brzezinski 1983: 380). The military failed to act.
Carter also resisted pressure from Brzezinski to actively advocate a coup. It was increasingly
obvious that the military was divided and had no capacity to save the shah’s regime. On Jan-
uary 16th, the shah left Iran.

Despite arguments to the contrary, the United States had a relatively consistent policy
towards Iran at its core — give the shah full support. It was only in the last month of 1978,
weeks before he stepped down, that that support began to crack. What the shah heard in the
way of specific advice from the United States about how to handle the crisis was, for the
most part, either nothing or get tough. To what extent the shah was aware of the debate that
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was going on in late 1978 concerning whether he should take a tough line or not is immate-
rial in respect to whether it influenced his decisions or not. The shah already agreed with
those in Washington who rejected employing a significant amount of force, largely on the
pragmatic grounds that it would not be effective.

The shah of course resorted to force; his army more than once directly took aim at protes-
tors. But he certainly could have escalated his use of force, and he was being pressured to do
so, by his own military, by other leaders in the region, and by the United States. The shah
would later state that the “instructions I gave were always the same: ‘Do the impossible to
avoid bloodshed’” (Pahlavi 1980: 168). After he received the phone call from Brzezinski urg-
ing him to get tough, he stated to Ambassador Sullivan and British Ambassador Anthony
Parsons on November 4th that “it was all very well for Brzezinski to talk,” but he still
believed that unleashing the military would solve nothing (Parsons 1984: 91). There are sev-
eral reasons that can account for his relative restraint. Some have suggested that the shah
was afflicted by a paralysis of will given his depressive state, his medical condition — the
shah was suffering from non-Hodgkin lymphoma— and/or his fatalism (Stempel 1981: 121,
passim; Zonis 1991). Another explanation is that the shah’s position on the futility of a
crackdown was based on an accurate perception of the situation. As Charles Kurzman
argues, “[N]o system of repression is intended to deal with wholesale popular disobedience
like that which emerged in Iran in late 1978” (2004: 165).

What is not a plausible argument is that his restraint was due to American pressure. The
shah states in his autobiography that “the only word I ever received” from Ambassador Sulli-
van, with whom he was meeting regularly in the fall of 1978, “was reiteration of Washing-
ton’s complete support for my rule” (Pahlavi 1980: 161). According to Sullivan, “the shah
himself in due course told me he was somewhat embarrassed by the constant reiteration of
our public support, saying it made him look like a puppet” (Sullivan 1981: 204). Even Brze-
zinski, who is highly critical of the State Department and the ambassador for not urging the
shah to get tough and supposedly diluting his and the president’s exhortations, concedes
that the shah “had enough encouragement from Carter and me to have taken — had he
wanted to and had he the will to do it— a tougher line” (Brzezinski 1983: 356).

American policy toward the Egyptian Revolution

The Egyptian Revolution was as unanticipated as the Iranian Revolution before it and signif-
icantly more rapid. Egyptian opposition groups attempted to capitalize on the fervor set off
by the recent revolution in Tunisia by calling for protests on January 25, 2011. The outpour-
ing surprised the organizers themselves. The escalation of protests ended two weeks and
three days later when the Egyptian president, Hosni Mubarak, stepped down. The United
States had lost a major ally in the region and faced an uncertain relationship with the new
regime. To what extent did human rights norms shape the American response towards the
revolution? I first examine Obama’s broader outlook towards human rights, then consider
the strategic interests the United States had in Egypt, and finally assess the above question.

Human rights, Obama, and American foreign policy

President Obama has sometimes been described as a realist (e.g., Kaplan 2014). A variety of
reasons are given for this assessment, such as his willingness to deal with dictators, his
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attempt to pivot to Asia, and his continuation or escalation of Bush counterterrorism poli-
cies. Some within his administration, including Obama, were willing to emphasize his “real-
ism,” particularly on the campaign trail in 2008 when it seemed to contrast with President
Bush — his pragmatic pursuit of the national interest instead of failed policies driven by
ideology.12

But like every president since Ford, Obama has endorsed human rights as a part of his
foreign policy platform, though with different nuances. In his Cairo speech of 2009, which
was to set the tone for American relations with the Muslim world and the Middle East in
particular, Obama clearly wanted to distance himself from his predecessor by declaring
that “No system of government can or should be imposed by one nation by any other
[sic]” but he continued “that does not lessen my commitment, however, to governments
that reflect the will of the people.” After naming a few rights, he emphasized “these are not
just American ideas; they are human rights. And that is why we will support them every-
where” (Obama 2009a).

In the same speech, Obama stated, “[T]here is no straight line to realize this promise.”
This is what scholars have emphasized in Obama’s approach to human rights. David For-
sythe sets three benchmarks for generalizing about presidential administrations and their
foreign policy on human rights: Enlightenment cosmopolitanism, providential nationalism,
and muddling through, which is taking problems on a pragmatic, case-by-case basis, rather
than emphasizing a rationale that links human rights with the other ends of American for-
eign policy in a systematic way. While presidents of different orientations end up muddling
through, he argues that Obama began where others ended, with an inconsistent approach to
human rights (Forsythe 2011). American foreign policy towards Egypt in the first two years
of the Obama administration, prior to the revolution of 2011, is a case, for the most part, of
Obama deemphasizing human rights in order to support a crucial ally.

Egypt in American foreign policy

Egypt’s importance as an American ally was consolidated under President Carter, who ush-
ered in the peace treaty between Egypt and Israel, known as the Camp David Accords. Draw-
ing in Egypt under the American umbrella had two important effects on American interests
in the region. It denied the Soviet Union an important ally in the region, and it transformed
the Arab-Israeli dispute. With the ending of the Cold War, the former benefit was no longer
important but the latter remained. The Camp David Accords essentially bribed Egypt to at
least maintain a cold peace with Israel. This move neutralized the Arab-Israeli dispute. With-
out Egypt openly hostile to Israel, the rejectionist front of other Arab states withered. From
the Arab perspective, there could be no military solution to the Arab-Israeli dispute because
without Egypt the other Arab states were simply too weak to take on Israel.

Hosni Mubarak, the strongman of Egypt since the assassination of President Sadat in
1981 by Islamic militants, did the bidding of the United States for 30 years. He kept the peace
with Israel, despite the sentiment of the bulk of Egypt’s population, and was a broker
between the Israelis and the Palestinians. His service was not just in regard to Israeli matters.
He kept the lid on Islamists at home, supported the United States in the war on terror, and
cooperated with the United States against regional foes such as Iraq and Iran. For these poli-
cies, Egypt was handsomely rewarded, traditionally second only to Israel as a recipient of
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American military and economic aid. Correspondingly, Mubarak was not often pressed on
human rights issues or the lack of democratic accountability of his country (Brownlee 2012).

A notable exception was President George W. Bush’s application of his “freedom agenda”
to Egypt. In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 2001, the Bush administration spoke
about the need to press countries in the region on human rights and democracy issues. The
Bush administration set up the Middle East Partnership Initiative in the State Department
and dramatically increased funding to the preexisting Middle East Democracy Fund to fur-
ther the democratization agenda in the region (Brownlee 2012: 74–97; Gilley 2013: 661–662;
Hassan 2013).

Egypt was not excluded from this agenda. Mubarak was pressured to engage in demo-
cratic reforms when he visited the United States in 2004, and Secretary of State Condoleezza
Rice, speaking in Cairo, pointedly claimed that, while it had been the United States’ policy
for 60 years to support dictators in the region, “[n]ow, we are taking a different course. We
are supporting the democratic aspirations of all people” (Rice 2005). Congress also began
threatening to reduce or alter aid to Egypt based on human rights and democracy concerns
(Berger 2012).

Despite the rhetoric, however, the Bush administration ignored Mubarak’s blatant inter-
ference in the elections of 2005. The freedom agenda in the Middle East took a hit when elec-
tions did not turn out the way the United States wanted them. In Egypt, elections held in
2005 brought gains for the Muslim Brotherhood.13 Elections in the Palestinian Territories
resulted in a victory for Hamas in 2006. The freedom agenda in Egypt did not entirely disap-
pear but assumed a lower profile for the last two years of the Bush administration.14

The Obama administration did not eliminate the prodemocracy programs set up by his
predecessors, and he persisted in advocating human rights in the region, as seen in his Cairo
address. But he did not engage in direct public criticism of Mubarak, and the support for
prodemocracy programs was reduced (Brownlee 2012: 135–136). Human rights advocates
criticized the president for not making economic assistance conditional on human rights
compliance, as well as allowing the Egyptian government to control which nongovernmental
organizations (NGOs) received United States Agency for International Development funds
(Roth 2010: 12). There was no reaction to Mubarak’s heavy manipulation of parliamentary
elections in November and December of 2010. The dilemma for American foreign policy
makers regarding Egypt has been obvious: Pushing for democracy or human rights norms
that embolden political oppositions threatens to undermine a regime that supports Ameri-
can foreign policy and to replace it with one that does not.

The Obama administration responds to revolution

According to some observers, Obama’s approach to the Egyptian Revolution in 2011 is an
example of his realism. One scholar has stated that the Obama administration, after massive
demonstrations, “belatedly called for change toward more genuine democracy, no torture
and other human rights advances. But fearing another Iran circa 1979… the Obama team
played for time and hoped that elements of the Egyptian military could provide an orderly
transition to a new regime acceptable to the Egyptian protestors” (Forsythe 2011: 786).15

While from the protestors’ perspective, the administration did not get behind them fast
enough, for American allies in the region, the speed with which the United States abandoned
its longstanding ally was breathtaking. The notion that the Obama administration waited
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until Mubarak was doomed to abandon him probably underestimates how quickly Obama
shifted. But more importantly, the claim that human rights norms had little to no effect on
the Obama administration ignores what did and did not happen, which is highlighted by a
comparison with the Iranian case. The administration did not advocate the Mubarak regime
to crack down, as was the case with Iran. They did not even remain silent, to give Mubarak
the space to do so himself. Instead, Washington potentially hobbled the Mubarak regime by
sending clear messages from the outset that America would not tolerate a major crackdown.

There were two characteristics of the Obama administration’s approach to the Egyptian
Revolution that remained constant throughout the crisis. The first was a generational divide
in the administration over the extent to which the United States should support Mubarak or
get behind the protestors. Senior administration officials (Secretary of State Hillary Clinton,
Secretary of Defense Robert Gates, Vice President Joe Biden, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff Mike Mullen, National Security Advisor Tom Donolin) urged a more cautious
approach while younger members of Obama’s national security staff (Denis McDonough,
Ben Rhodes, and Samantha Power) urged the president to get on the right side of history
and behind the revolution. Obama ended up siding with the younger generation of officials.

The second characteristic was what seems to be unanimous support within the adminis-
tration for urging the Mubarak regime to restrain from violence, even among those who
thought that backing the protestors was a mistake. This suggests a widely held norm. While
the full record of the Obama administration’s deliberations on the matter have not been
released, there appears no evidence thus far that anyone in the administration advocated
that Mubarak or the military take a tougher line, or even that the United States should be
discrete about putting limitations on Mubarak’s response. Despite their differences about
the correct course of backing Mubarak or the protesters, there was no disagreement over
their policy of admonishing Mubarak for restraint. All the policy makers and military offi-
cers communicating with their Egyptian counterparts reiterated this same basic message
from the outset. Avoiding American culpability for a potential bloodbath in Egypt was an
accepted norm that shaped American policy toward the revolution.

The White House released a statement on the initial day of protest, where turnout had
been unexpectedly massive. The first line was “As we monitor the situation in Egypt, we
urge all parties to refrain from using violence, and expect the Egyptian authorities to respond
to any protests peacefully” (White House 2011). This coexisted with a desire by officials that
Mubarak stay in power. At a news conference on the initial day of protest, Hillary Clinton
urged all parties to exercise restraint and to refrain from violence. She nevertheless empha-
sized that the Egyptian government was stable and looking for ways to respond to the protes-
tor’s demands (Clinton 2011). Joe Biden several days later expressed further support for
Mubarak; when asked on PBS News Hour (2011) whether Mubarak should resign he firmly
said “no” and noted that Egypt had been a responsible ally, specifically in regard to Israel,
though he again reiterated the need for the regime to refrain from violence.

The national security team met on January 28th, as police forces began to use tear gas and
bullets to disperse crowds and Mubarak called on the Army to restore order. According to
one insider’s report, “American officials were dismayed when some Arab news media
reported that a good deal of the weaponry and ammunition used by the Egyptian army was
made in America” (Mann 2012: 262). Clinton recounts that she “shared the feeling of being
repulsed by excessive force” but she, Biden, Gates, and Donilon were concerned that “we not
be seen as pushing a longtime partner out the door, leaving Egypt, Israel, Jordan, and the
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region to an uncertain, dangerous future” (Clinton 2014: 339–340). Obama, though, leaned
toward the protestors. He called Mubarak for the first time since the crisis and told him to
“refrain from any violence against peaceful protesters” (Landler 2011: A1). Obama’s first
remarks on the Egyptian Revolution followed his talk with Mubarak, and he led it with
another admonition to Egyptian authorities to refrain from any violence (Obama 2011a).
The press secretary followed up with the claim that American assistance to Egypt would be
reassessed if repression was renewed.

Mubarak issued a defiant speech the following day. Clinton attempted to split the differ-
ence and to push for a democratic transition rather than a democratic revolution. She
responded on Meet the Press that what the administration would like to see is a “peaceful,
orderly transition to a democratic regime” (Clinton 2014: 341, emphasis in original). The cal-
culated use of “orderly” indicated an approach that was too conservative for some in the
administration. Clinton nevertheless insisted on sending an envoy, Frank Wisner, to negoti-
ate liberalizing reforms, including a commitment by Mubarak to end the emergency law in
effect since 1981 and a promise that neither he nor his son would run in the elections slated
for September. Meeting with him on January 31st, Wisner could not get Mubarak to budge.

The escalation of protests and the Egyptian military’s vote of no confidence most likely
caused Mubarak to revisit Wisner’s terms. The Egyptian military released a statement on
January 31st that they would not use force against the Egyptian people and recognized the
legitimacy of the protestors’ demands. The Egyptian military’s stance toward the revolution
had thus far been ambiguous. They had mostly stood aside and let the police and other
Mubarak supporters attack the demonstrators (Cook 2012: 286–287). Members of the mili-
tary had close ties with their American counterparts, and, in fact when the initial protests
erupted, several generals were in the United States for meetings that they had to cut short to
return home. The Pentagon had been in touch with their contacts up and down the chain of
command, urging the military to exercise restraint, even threatening to cut American aid if
violence was used on civilians (Bumiller 2011; Mann 2012: 264; Lynch 2013: 92, 96; Gates
2014: 505).16

In the wake of massive protests on February 1st, Mubarak addressed the nation as the
Obama administration was meeting to consider its policy towards Egypt. Mubarak promised
not to run for president in September, but he made no mention of his son or lifting the
emergency law. Obama was not satisfied with Mubarak’s concessions. While some in his
administration such as Gates and Clinton urged caution, he sided with his younger aids. He
called Mubarak and told him to step down, and said as much in a public statement after-
ward, reiterating his persistent theme of nonviolence (Obama 2011b). Against the reportedly
unanimous advice of his senior national security advisors such as Clinton and Gates, Obama
sided with his younger aids and came out decisively for Mubarak to step down (Gates 2014:
506).

The following day illustrated Mubarak’s plight. In the so-called “Battle of the Camels,”
plain-clothes police on camels and horses, a far contrast with soldiers in tanks, unsuccess-
fully attempted to disperse the crowds. It was a signal that the police forces alone, using
selectively repressive tactics, were unable to quell the disturbances. With the Egyptian mili-
tary and the United States no longer on his side, and the Americans as always insisting on a
peaceful response, Mubarak’s room to maneuver was greatly constricted. Protests continued
and there were negotiations over whether Mubarak’s newly appointed vice president, Omar
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Suleiman, would assume power, but, in the end, the Egyptian military took over. Suleiman
announced his and Mubarak’s resignation on February 11th.

The lines of debate within the Obama administration regarding the Egyptian Revolution
were clear. One can imagine that had Joe Biden, Hillary Clinton, or Robert Gates been presi-
dent, a different policy along the lines they suggested would have been pursued, one that put
a much greater emphasis on caution and slowing the process down. What is unimaginable is
that these policy makers would take the same position the Carter administration did in
1978: not only giving the shah free reign but actively encouraging him to crack down.

The Obama administration’s call for restraint was not just limited to the case of Egypt.
The president has been criticized for his inconsistent response to the Arab Spring, and
indeed there was inconsistency regarding whether the administration would intervene mili-
tarily and/or explicitly call for leaders to be removed when faced with a protest movement.
But the one area in which it was completely consistent was calling for rulers not to use force
against peaceful protestors. This happened in every case of significant uprising: Tunisia,
Egypt, Libya, Syria, Yemen, and Bahrain.

Yemen and Bahrain are the most relevant comparisons with Egypt, where the regimes
were close American allies. In Yemen, America’s primary interest was counterterrorism.
President Ali Abdullah Saleh cooperated with the United States in the fight against Al Qaeda
in the Arabian Peninsula. However, when protests began there, American officials repeatedly
and publicly urged the regime against violence.17 Saleh pledged not to use violence against
nonviolent protestors but did so anyway. His regime repeatedly fired live ammunition into
crowds of protestors. The United States abandoned Saleh and supported a Gulf Cooperation
Council-brokered agreement to ease Saleh out of power. Facing heavy American pressure,
Saleh finally agreed to step down 10 months after the protests began.

The United States faced a similar situation in Bahrain. There was a different outcome but
the same call from the Obama administration to refrain from violence. Bahrain is the home
of the United States Navy’s Fifth Fleet. The Sunni monarchy in Bahrain rules over a Shia
majority, and, if that majority ruled, the country might have a more favorable disposition
toward Iran. Despite its interests in the current regime, the United States issued the same
calls for restraint towards the Bahraini leaders that it had in regard to Egypt and elsewhere.
As Bahrain began its violent crackdown on protesters in mid-February 2011, the Obama
administration pressured the monarchy to stop the violence, including calls and public state-
ments from the president on down.18 This incurred the anger of Saudi Arabia. The State
Department sent a representative to negotiate between the regime and the protestors. Secre-
tary Gates traveled to Bahrain and urged reform.

The ruling elite, however, ultimately decided on inviting foreign powers, Saudi Arabia and
the United Arab Emirates, to quell the revolution. The elite did not gain the consent of the
United States. On March 13, the American defense attach�e in Saudi Arabia reported unusual
troop movements there. Worried that there would be “a bloodbath” if Saudi Arabia moved
its troops into Bahrain, Clinton attempted to persuade the Saudis to hold off (Clinton 2014:
357). She was unsuccessful, although the bloodbath she envisioned did not materialize. Saudi
Arabia moved in on March 14 and quickly stamped out the revolution. While the United
States has been accused of colluding in a counterrevolution in Bahrain, this was not Ameri-
can policy. Here, as in the Egyptian Revolution and the Arab Spring more broadly, the
United States consistently advocated a norm of nonviolence.
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Some might dismiss the Obama administration’s call for nonviolence as cheap talk. Who
cares what kind of public declaration Obama is making? First of all, such talk is not cheap.
Even publicly threatening leaders that their relationship will be revised if they pursue a
crackdown constrains client actors more so than if the United States had kept quiet. More
importantly, the Obama administration was not calling for restraint while signaling some-
thing else in private. From the available evidence there appears to be no daylight between its
public and private admonition against the use of violence. And American threats, at least in
one instance, were carried out. In the case of Yemen, President Saleh disregarded the insis-
tence on nonviolence and he was abandoned by the United States.

Conclusion

Some critics of the Carter administration accused it of being too moral and idealistic, which
contributed to the loss of an American ally. As has been argued here, that critique has little
merit and is more accurately leveled at the Obama administration. In the case of Iran in
1978, there was some concern, from a normative perspective, about the United States con-
doning the shah to use violence. A more common concern was the practical one that the
shah’s attempt at a crackdown would fail. But none of this affected the policy of the United
States toward the shah. The Carter administration sent signals to the shah to crack down on
his opposition or left him to handle the problem as he saw fit. In the case of Egypt in 2011,
even those who were disinclined to side with the protestors supported urging the regime at
all levels to refrain from violence. What this evidence suggests is that that there is a growing
human rights norm concerning violence towards civilians that constrains the way the United
States does or does not back its clients. Although some effort has been made to show these
cases were not unique, further research can widen the examination of how the United States
has responded to revolution over time.

Regarding the broader question of the extent to which human rights norms shape or con-
strain American foreign policy, it is important to assess the scope conditions of the argument
and cases here. The first scope condition is that these cases involved close American allies,
which makes the United States culpable for the potential violence towards civilians. The
implication is that American policy towards regimes that are not allies will not be as con-
strained by human rights norms. On the other hand, in dealing with a non-ally, there may
be fewer interests at stake in preserving the regime or good relations with it.

The Obama administration’s response to the Green Movement in Iran in 2009 provides
an example of such a case, although, in this instance, Obama had an interest in signaling to
the Iranians that he was not seeking the regime’s overthrow so that he could engage in nego-
tiations over Iran’s nuclear program. Some have pointed to this factor as the reason the
administration did not more forcefully come out in favor of the Green Movement. Obama
argued that any support he gave to the Green Movement would just backfire given the
domestic politics of Iran. He certainly did not have the culpability, or the leverage, over Iran
in 2009 that American policy makers had with Egypt in 2011 and Iran in 1978. Obama
received political flack for what was perceived as his tepid response. Although he did not
back the Green Movement, even in this case he repeatedly criticized the Iranian regime for
engaging in violence towards its citizens.19 This case, as well as the American response to
other non-allies in the Arab Spring, suggests that the norm persists in some form beyond
the scope condition of when the United States is culpable.
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What seems to be a more rigid scope condition of the argument is the nature of the situa-
tions examined here: when there is a particular flashpoint or a potential revolution. In these
cases, the eyes of the world are focused and the potential for violence is concentrated in
time. The more mundane, relatively low level of violence towards civilians that persists over
years does not seem to reach the same level of norms violation that calls for a response, as
was the case in pre- and postrevolutionary Egypt. For example, Secretary of State John Kerry
quietly released to Congress in May 2015 a report that allowed the United States to continue
its $1.5-billion-dollar annual assistance to Egypt despite that country’s lack of democratic
accountability and persistent human rights abuses. While the report catalogues such abuses,
it nevertheless declared the military regime as integral to American national security (Kirk-
patrick 2015).

These cases then suggest the human rights norms have become a source of constraint,
although in the particular circumstances when it is feared that Americans will be culpable
for a bloodbath. The findings, even given the narrow conditions stipulated here, are signifi-
cant for their theoretical and practical implications. Theoretically, they highlight the fact
that human rights norms can affect American foreign policy, even when American interests
are at stake. These findings indicate that certain norms can become embedded and constrain
policy makers during these flashpoints. Practically, if the United States (and, through its
influence, the regimes that are being challenged) is constrained from acting as a counterrevo-
lutionary power, the implication is that revolutions could be more successful than they
would be otherwise. Chenoweth and Stephan (2011) have noted the success of nonviolent
revolution, but, like many works on the subject, they neglect international components of
regime contestation.20 It may be that nonviolent revolution can be successful because of
increasing external constraints that prevent regimes from responding violently.

Notes

1. See, for example, Apodaca (2006), who begins her narrative in the 1970s. Moyn (2010) makes a
more controversial broader claim that the 1970s was the decade when human rights talk became
significant on a global scale.

2. I use the term “client” not to imply that such regimes are mere pawns or puppets of the United
States with no autonomy, but that the United States has a heavy degree of influence. In fact, the
American ability to influence these regimes is often exaggerated, which furthers the perceived
culpability of the United States for human rights violations perpetrated by the client states.

3. The rival superpower, the Soviet Union, was also a considerable counterrevolutionary power, but
America’s sphere of influence was greater and more revolutions during this period were leftist
rather than liberal.

4. While the quote is often repeated, it is rarely put into context. Adams’ speech was a rejection of
the call from British liberals to unite with them against the Holy Alliance, as well as a rejection of
Henry Clay’s (misinterpreted) call for the Americas to form a counterpoise to the Holy Alliance
(Whitaker 1941: 344–369).

5. This is not to suggest that the United States was always the primary partner responsible for the
hostility that existed between the United States and successful revolutions. Snyder (1999) argues
that the United States made attempts to reconcile with new revolutionary regimes, but the break-
down in relations was due to revolutionaries initiating hostilities with the United States as a
means to discredit their more moderate domestic rivals that had ties with the United States.

6. How human rights norms become established has generated a considerable literature. See, for
example, Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink (2013).
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7. Given the level of anti-Americanism that motivated the Iranian Revolution, it was thought that a
new regime would certainly not be as friendly to the United States, but it would have to confront the
reality of a Soviet power and remain on relatively cordial terms with the United States (see, e.g., Sul-
livan 1978; Precht 1978; Vance 1983: 343). This is in fact what occurred when the provisional Bazar-
gan government was in power (Emery 2013: 73–130). Even after the second revolution that
consolidated Khomeini’s control, the radicalization of the revolution did not translate into a pro-
Kremlin approach. With the uprising in Egypt, figures such as Hillary Clinton and Robert Gates
were concerned that Islamists could hijack the liberals, citing the Iranian Revolution as an example,
and the consequences for US interests could be dire (Clinton 2014: 341; Gates 2014: 502, 504).

8. Even if one argues that there were some differences in the interests at stake, they would not be
able to explain the dramatic variation in American policy toward these revolutions, as I will argue
below.

9. For the argument that controlled comparisons derive much of their effectiveness when combined
with process tracing, see George and Bennett (2004: 151–179).

10. Carter was criticized even within his administration by Patricia Derian for his sidestepping of the
human rights issue (Emery 2013: 37–38).

11. For the expressed assumption that a military government would entail a massive crackdown, see,
for example, Sullivan (1978).

12. See the speeches excerpted in Lizza 2011.
13. (Wittes 2008: 97–101). Blaydes (2011), though, argues that Mubarak actually used the elections to

enhance his power.
14. (Snider and Faris 2011). See, for example, a former Bush speechwriter’s account (Latimer 2011) of

gutting a strongly worded speech to be given by Bush in 2008, which had called for human rights
and democracy in Egypt.

15. See also Bouchet (2013: 50).
16. Whether or not the Obama administration’s admonition to exercise restraint was the cause of

military’s restraint is a matter of debate. Lynch (2013: 92) considers Washington’s pressure an
important if not widely recognized cause. Kandil (2012), on the other hand, emphasizes the previ-
ous grievances that the Army had with the Mubarak regime, which made them not particularly
averse to see Mubarak go. Another factor was that officers feared whether conscripts would heed
the call to crack down if ordered.

17. The White House made statements to this effect on February 18th, March 2nd, 11th, 13th, and
18th, and April 5th, 2011.

18. For President Obama’s call to the king, see Obama (2011c).
19. Parsi (2012: 99) argues that “Obama waited until June 23, 2009, to condemn the violence in Iran”

but, in fact, the administration publicly did so numerous times from June 15th onward. See, for
example, Obama (2009b).

20. The increasing emphasis on the international components of regime contestation includes not
just the literature on revolutions but also the literature on the external effects on democratization,
or lack thereof. For one such example, regarding US policy in the Arab world, see Berger (2011).
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