
CHAPTER 5

UK–Iran Relations and Brexit

Nicole Grajewski

5.1 Introduction
The 2016 Brexit referendum occurred against the backdrop of the
measured normalisation in Anglo-Iranian relations following the restora-
tion of diplomatic relations and the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA). Rather than inciting a fundamental shift in bilateral rela-
tions, the trajectory of the UK’s relations with Iran after the Brexit vote
remained entangled in regional alliances in the Persian Gulf, transatlantic
divisions over the Iranian nuclear deal, and historical legacies which hinder
the improvement of Anglo-Iranian relations.

This chapter begins with an overview of the main domestic, regional,
and international factors that have shaped UK–Iran relations over time.
Iran’s historical grievances towards British interference during the Qajar
and Pahlavi dynasties have persisted as sources of distrust, frequently
complicating present-day Anglo-Iranian relations. Although widespread
distrust towards the UK has exacerbated tensions in the bilateral relation-
ship, Anglo-Iranian relations have been sensitive to the shifts in regional
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order as in the cases of the UK withdrawal from the Gulf in 1971, the
1979 Islamic Revolution, the Iran–Iraq War, and the 2003 US–UK inva-
sion of Iraq. The globalised nature of the Persian Gulf has transposed
wider conflicts on the region and the UK–Iran relationship itself. Despite
the UK’s alignment with the US during the Iraq War, Britain’s role as in
the E3 along with France and Germany rendered critical for the JCPOA
in 2015.

After providing an overview of the bilateral relationship, the chapter
focuses more closely on Iran’s perspectives on UK foreign policy. Tehran’s
assessment of UK foreign policy after the Brexit referendum reveals much
about the salient cleavages in Iranian domestic debates about its rela-
tionship with the UK. Additionally, the nature of London’s relations
with Tehran after the Brexit vote highlights the fluctuations in British
foreign policy which vacillated between a Washington-oriented policy in
the Persian Gulf and unified alignment with Brussels on the JCPOA.
Therefore, the chapter proceeds to more closely examine the develop-
ments in the UK–Iran relations since the 2016 Brexit referendum with
an emphasis on tensions in the Persian Gulf and the schisms in transat-
lantic relations that arose following the election of US President Donald
Trump in November 2016.

5.2 Historical Development
of Anglo-Iranian Relations

Throughout the history of Anglo-Iranian relations, Great Britain earned
a reputation as predatory Imperial power due to the recurrent instances
of British interference in Iranian internal affairs and Persian conces-
sions (imtiyāzāt ) associated with economic capitulation and the loss of
sovereignty. Anglo-Iranian relations extend back to the Safavid Dynasty
during which Britain sought to establish a trade presence in Persia
around its southern ports. The relationship rose in prominence under
the Qajar Dynasty as Britain’s imperial interests in India and its competi-
tion with European powers drove Britain to establish a presence in Persia.
Following the Napoleonic Wars, Russian and British rivalry for influence
in Persia often begrudged the country of its sovereignty over its political
and economic affairs and ingrained the popular notion of the “deceitful
English” (Ingil̄ıs-i pur-tadl̄ıs) “ominous Russia” (Rūs-i manhūs). Despite
widespread discontent over the Reuter and Talbot concessions and terri-
torial losses in the Treaty of Paris, the British maintained a substantial
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presence in Persia through local consular influence in the south and,
later, through its control over the British Imperial Bank of Persia and
the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. With the 1907 Anglo-Russian Agree-
ment, Persia was effectively divided into British and Russian spheres of
influence—further depriving the country of their independence and right
to exercise national sovereignty (Dab̄ır̄ı 2007, 39–47).

During World War I, the joint British and Russian occupation of Persia
under the pretext of Ottoman aggression induced famine and economic
hardship in Persia. The 1917 Bolshevik Revolution precipitated the with-
drawal of Russian forces, allowing Britain to assert its preponderance in
Persia. However, the Bolshevik disclosure of a secret 1915 Russian and
British agreement to dismember Persia after World War I sparked backlash
and contributed to the rejection of 1919 Anglo-Persian Agreement that
many equated to reducing the country’s status to that of a British protec-
torate (Ansari 2007, 28–30). Despite the British failure to solidify its
political dominance in Iran through the 1919 Anglo-Persian Agreement,
the perceived role of the British in Reza Shah’s 1921 coup influenced the
widespread notion that any major political event or upheaval in Iran was
“planned and executed by foreign powers through their Iranian agents”
(Katouzian 1995, 7). Consequently, the abdication of Reza Shah in 1941
and the subsequent Allied occupation of Iran during World War II were
seen as part of an elaborate British scheme to maintain influence in the
country.

Although the period from 1946 to 1978 was characterised by a decline
in British influence in Iran, the obsession with the British hidden hand
(dast-i pinhān) grew following the American and British 1953 coup d’etat
of Mohammed Mossadegh who attempted to encourage Iranian indepen-
dence through the nationalisation of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. The
UK and US role in Mossadegh’s coup imbedded the discourse of “28-
Mordadism”, a reference to the date 1953 coup on the Persian calendar,
characterised by the fear of “foreign intervention, colonial domination,
imperial arrogance, domestic tyranny, [and] an ‘enemy’ always lurking
behind a corner” in Iran (Dabashi 2017, 72). The hidden hand of the
British was captured by the satirical novel My Dear Uncle Napoleon whose
main motif was that the eponymous character’s obsession with the idea
that the English were behind all of Iran’s misfortunes (Behravesh 2011).

Across the Iranian elite and popular discourse, Britain’s historical
grievances towards Tehran have coloured the assessment of UK foreign
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policy.� The� persistence� of� the� Iranian� narrative� about� British� involve-
ment� in� Iran� has� contributed� to� the� present-day� inclination� to� afford�
an� outsized� influence� on�UK� foreign� policy.� Yet,� Tehran’s� tendency� to�
attribute�domestic�misgivings� to�external� interference� in� itself�denies� the�
very� agency� that� post-Revolutionary� Iran� has� sought� to� assert� in� its�
foreign�policy.

5.2.1� Anglo-Iranian�Relations�After�Britain’s�Withdrawal
from�East�of�Suez

The�1968�decision�to�terminate�Britain’s�established�treaty�relations�with�
the� Trucial� States� in� the� Gulf� elevated� the� importance� of� the� UK’s�
relationship�with�Iran.�The�successful�implementation�of�the�British�with-
drawal�by�1971� involved� settling�Iran’s�claim� to�Bahrain�and� the�dispute�
between� Iran� and� two�Trucial� States,�Ras� al�Khaimah� and� Sharjah,�over�
the�Gulf� islands�of�Tunbs�and�Abu�Musa�(Mobley�2003).�Although�Iran�
relinquished� its�claim� to�Bahrain� in� the� spring�of�1970,� the�Shah� threat-
ened� to� oppose� the� creation� of� the�United�Arab� States� via� its� influence�
over� the� ruler� of�Dubai� until� its� conditions� over� the� islands� were�met�
(FCO�17/1518�1971).�Archival�documents� further� attest� to� the� impor-
tance� the�UK� attached� to� the� settlement�of� the�dispute�over� the� Islands�
which� the�UK� viewed� as� essential� for� the� formation�of� the�United�Arab�
States.�The�FCO�attempted�to�serve�as�an� intermediary�between�Iran�and�
the� Trucial� States� though� by� autumn� of� 1972� shiftFE� to� coordinating�
the� timing� of� the� Shah’s�occupation� of�Tunbs�with� Iran� and� supporting�
Iran’s�agreement�with�Sharjah�on�Abu�Musa�which� effectively�placed� the�
islands�under� Iranian� control� (FCO�8/1598�1971;�FCO�8/1604�1971).�
In� the�aftermath�of�Britain’s�withdrawal� from�East�of� the�Suez,�London’s�
inter-ests� in� the� region� became� closely� tied� to� its� relationship� with� the�
Shah�who� emerged� as� the� regional� hegemon� through� the� military� and�
political�support�of�the�West.

In� the� years� leading� up� to� the� Islamic� Revolution,� London� and�
Tehran� maintained� close� ties� through� lucrative� defence� contracts� and�
investment� in�Iran�which�were�predicated�on� the�UK’s�close� relationship�
with�the�Shah.�The�British�withdrawal�of�military�forces�from�the�Persian�
Gulf� prompted� the� Shah’s� rapid� expansion� and�modernisation� of� Iran’s�
armed� forces.�Between�1971� and�1976,� the�Shah�purchased�naval� craft,�
air�defence�equipment,�and�tanks� from�the�UK� including�1500�Chieftain
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tanks and armoured vehicles. The emphasis on maintaining close rela-
tions with the Pahlavi monarchy, however, led Briton to overestimate the
personal popularity of the Shah in Iran and uncritically assess the Shah’s
policies (FCO 8/4029 1981). Consequently, due to Britain’s emphasis on
its economic and defence ties with the Shah, the UK was slow to respond
to the upheaval across Iran in 1978 (Ali 2018). In February 1979, the UK
recognised Mehdi Bazargan’s government based on the assessment that
Bazargan was likely to continue to have “profitable political and commer-
cial relations” with London (FCO 8/3279 1979, 7). However, following
the November 1979 US Hostage Crisis, the UK moved to downgraded its
formal diplomatic relations with Iran and maintained a reduced presence
through the British Interests section of the Swedish Embassy.

Throughout the 1980s, the UK position on the Iran–Iraq War and
the subsequent strengthening of British naval presence in the Persian
Gulf contributed to the tensions in Anglo-Iranian relations which were
compounded by the issue of British hostages in Iran and Lebanon. During
the Iran–Iraq War, despite its official policy of neutrality, British foreign
policy in the Iran–Iraq War was perceived as unequivocally in favour of
Saddam Hussein by the new leadership in Tehran (Chipman 1989, 219–
220; Razoux 2015, 96). Although the UK suspended and terminated its
military contracts with Iran including the Shah’s purchases of Chieftain
tanks, the UK sold 29 of these Chieftain tanks to Iraq via Jordan during
the Iran–Iraq War. Moreover, many in Iran viewed the UK and France
as privy to “Iraq’s aggression by not demanding an immediate cease-fire
and withdrawal” and during the tanker wars, the UK’s increasing naval
presence in “Persian Gulf as part of the shipping protection policy that
was seen by Iran as helping Iraq” (Halliday 1994, 312). In August 1988,
Iran’s acceptance of the ceasefire for the Iran–Iraq under UN Security
Council Resolution 598 was accompanied by Tehran’s shift away from
revolutionary calls to export the revolution.

After the Iran–Iraq War, Iran’s domestic situation prompted Iranian
engagement with the international community for economic development
and reconstruction. In September 1988, Iranian Foreign Minister Ali
Akbar Velayati met with his British counterpart Foreign Secretary Geof-
frey Howe at the UN General Assembly which paved the way for the
November 1988 agreement to re-establish diplomatic relations between
Tehran and London. The embassy briefly reopened with a chargé d’af-
faires for three months before the Iranians broke diplomatic relations
over Salman Rushdie’s book The Satanic Verses in March 1989. The
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fatwa issued by Ayatollah Khomeini calling for the assassination of Salman
Rushdie impelled all European member states to withdraw their Heads
of Mission from Tehran (Rundle 2008, 96). Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait
provided the impetus for the UK and Iran to re-establish diplomatic rela-
tions and re-open the British Embassy with a chargé d’affaires until 1999
with the full restoration of relations at the ambassadorial level.

5.3 Iran, UK, and Europe: From Critical
Dialogue to Comprehensive Engagement

The European dimension of British foreign policy towards Iran enhanced
London’s ability to pursue dialogue with Iran. Throughout the course
of engagement with Iran, the UK “found it necessary not only to
work in harness with other leading European states, but also at times
to draw on the procedures and resources of the European Union”
(Hill 2019, 73) In areas such as terrorism and narco-trafficking, “Bri-
tain maintained a strong bilateral focus, but combined this with EU
action and dialogue” (Dryburgh 2010, 267). Britain’s role in European
diplomacy with Iran displays the interplay between the UK’s multilateral
and bilateral approaches to Iran—the former of which evolved into an
semi-institutionalised mechanism under the E3.

In December 1992, the European Council formally adopted the policy
of “critical dialogue” with Iran during the Edinburgh Summit. The
core premise of “critical dialogue” reflected the notion that, given Iran’s
regional importance, “a dialogue should be maintained with the Iranian
Government” while continuing to address “concerns about Iranian
behaviour” pertaining to human rights, the fatwa against Salman Rushdie,
and terrorism (European Council 1992). As an alternative to negotiations
for a Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) with Iran, the critical
dialogue was a means of establishing ties with Tehran with the underlying
assumption that closer relations with Europe would lead to improvements
in Iranian behaviour (Posch 2006, 101). The most important vehicle was
the biannual meetings between Iran the European troika consisting of the
UK, France and Germany through these meetings devolved into empty
rituals due to the absence of a unified policy among the troika (Reissner
2000).

The EU’s policy “critical dialogue” came under constant scrutiny
from the US, especially after the inception of Clinton’s dual contain-
ment strategy. Washington’s opposition to dialogue with Tehran posed
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an impediment to progress for Europe. The divergences between the
European and the American response to Iran were not only in the area
of dialogue but also in sanctions policy as the EU opposed the Clinton
Administration’s comprehensive trade and investment ban on Iran. The
EU threatened to challenge the legality of the 1996 Iran–Libya Sanc-
tions Act in the WTO over the extraterritorial application of US law
that imposed sanctions to foreign companies investing more than $20
million in Iran’s oil and gas sector (Davidson 1997). As part of a broader
campaign to limit the impact of US extraterritorial sanctions, the EU also
introduced the Blocking Regulation to protect EU businesses from third
parties which would late become and a crucial area of UK united with
Europe after Brexit. Eventually, the dispute was resolved in May 1998
during the British EU Presidency which managed to secure a US pledge
to waive the Iran–Libya Sanctions Act for EU companies in Iran’s oil and
gas sector (PRES/98/162 1998, 8–9).

Although US opposition to Europe’s outreach to Iran complicated the
transatlantic relations, it was the April 1997 German court ruling that
implicated the Iranian leadership in the assassination of Kurdish dissi-
dents which led to the termination of critical dialogue and the removal
of European heads of mission from Iran. In May 1997, the election of
Mohammed Khatami in Iran and the election of the first New Labour
government in Britain offered the context for the re-evaluation of policy
towards Iran. Khatami’s drive for investment and discourse about the
“dialogue of civilisations” further contributed to the EU’s decision to
revise its policy towards Iran and to explore grounds for further dialogue
with Iran, beginning with the return of EU heads of mission to Iran in
November 1997.

Starting in January 1998 during the UK presidency, the EU formu-
lated the policy of “comprehensive dialogue” towards Iran to encom-
pass a broad range of regional and functional issues including Iraq,
the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan, Israel–Palestine, narco-trafficking, energy,
trade, investment, and, for the first time, non-proliferation. The restora-
tion of “EU dialogue with Iran was re-established very much under
British initiatives” that resulted in a series of meetings starting in 1998
(Dryburgh 2010, 269). Like critical dialogue, comprehensive dialogue
was envisaged to facilitate the exchange of views through series of bian-
nual meetings between Iran and the troika (Posch 2006, 100). However,
in addition to expanding the scope of interaction, comprehensive dialogue
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offered the British government with a vehicle to seek a rapprochement in
relations.

The exchanges between Iranian and British representatives under the
auspices “comprehensive dialogue” and through backchannel contacts
were positively impacted by the Iranian government’s rebuke of the
fatwa against Salman Rushdie. Iranian Foreign Minister Kamal Kharrazi
proclaimed that the dispute over the fatwa on Rushdie belonged to the
past and expressed Iran’s readiness to continue cooperation with the EU.
The September 1998 meeting between Kharrazi and his British coun-
terpart Robin Cook at the UN General Assembly provided the basis for
the re-establishment of relations at the ambassadorial level one year later.
Tehran and London to reach several agreements on cooperation in narco-
trafficking and refugees while a series of parliamentary and high-level
delegations in 1999–2001 contributed to the growing pattern of bilat-
eral contacts. Multilaterally, between 2002 and 2005, Iran and the EU
held negotiations for a non-preferential TCA alongside parallel negotia-
tions on Political Dialogue and Counterterrorism which continued until
the resumption of Iranian enrichment under Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.
Although EU–Iran technical working groups dealing energy, drugs,
trade, and investment fostered common understandings, comprehensive
dialogue did little to resolve outstanding issues relating to human rights
or Iran’s nuclear activities. The experience of E3 diplomacy, however,
rendered crucial for the future nuclear negotiations with Iran following
Britain’s break with Europe during the Iraq War.

5.3.1 Iran and the US–UK Special Relationship: Afghanistan
and Iraq

The September 11th attacks led to an unprecedented level of contacts
between the UK and Iran, starting with Tony Blair’s phone call with
Mohammed Khatami as he flew across the Atlantic to meet President
Bush. Prior to the attacks, the British Embassy in Tehran helped supple-
ment US and Iranian backchannel discussions primarily based in Geneva.
After 9/11, however, the status of the UK as an intermediary grew in
importance “to reinforce a security and intelligence relationship for the
US-led coalition to invade Afghanistan, which was in the early stages of
being assembled” (Straw 2019, 289–290). Within months of heightened
cooperation between British and Iranian diplomats on Afghanistan, rela-
tions progressively deteriorated with the Bush Administration’s Axis of
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Evil speech and the disclosure of Iran’s covert enrichment facilities. Rather
than serving as an intermediary between Washington and Tehran, the UK
became entangled in the decades-long conflict between Iran and the US.

Starting in 2002, the UK–Iran relationship devolved with a series of
bilateral disputes that was worsened due to London’s special relationship
with Washington. Iran rejected the nomination of David Reddaway as the
UK ambassador in Tehran who the Conservative Iranian press labelled as
a Zionist spy (Hollis 2010, 120–125). Iran’s rejection of the ambassador-
designate appeared as a reaction to London’s support for Washington’s
increasingly assertive stance towards Iran led by the Conservative elements
in the Iranian leadership. In August 2003, the UK arrested and detained a
former Iranian diplomat Hade Soleimanpour—suspected of involvement
in the attack on a Jewish community centre in Buenos Aires in 1994—for
extradition by the Argentina. After the US–UK invasion of Iraq, British
foreign policy became closely associated with that of the US. The US–UK
campaign in Iraq placed British forces in direct conflict with Iran as in the
cases of Iran’s detention of British sailors in June 2004 and in March 2007
as well as Iran’s alleged support for attacks on British forces in Basra via its
Shi’a militias. The British Embassy in Tehran would experience protests
over issues such as the presence of UK troops near holy cities in Iraq while
the UK position on the Lebanese war in 2006, the Israel’s attacks on the
Gaza Strip, and its tougher policies towards Iran’s nuclear programme
were subject to vocal condemnations by Iranian officials and media.

NATO’s campaign in Afghanistan and, later, the US–UK invasion of
Iraq made Anglo-Iranian relations particularly sensitive to US foreign
policy. Sir Richard Dalton, former UK ambassador to Iran from 2003
to 2006, noted that the UK “had to mediate” Iranian concerns through
the US which often failed due to “the limitations in the UK ability
to get leverage on the United States’ decisions with respect to Iranian
behaviour” (Transcript of Sir Richard Dalton and Sir Geoffrey Adams
Hearing 2010, 54–55). British support for the US invasion of Iraq caused
many in Iran to overstate the US–UK special relationship and the impor-
tance of the Anglo-American axis in British foreign policy. For example,
in Iran’s leading foreign policy journal, it was argued that US–UK special
relationship is the most important factor shaping British foreign policy
towards Iran, which imposes constraints on the development of bilateral
relations (Hosseini-Matin 2007, 631).
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5.4 Anglo-Iranian Relations
in the Ahmadinejad Era

Following the 2002 revelations of covert proliferation activity at Natanz
and Arak, Iran engaged in a series of negotiations with the E3 to avoid
referral to the UN Security Council. The E3 spearheaded negotiations
with Iran which led to the Tehran Declaration in 2003 and the Paris
Agreement in 2004 (Alcaro 2018). Despite close US–UK relationship in
the Blair and Bush years, the British government shared the French and
German position on using negotiations with Iran as a means of avoiding
a pre-emptive military intervention. Until the breakdown of negotiations
under Ahmadinejad in 2005, the E3 provided a diplomatic forum to
pursue a peaceful solution to the Iranian nuclear programme and laid the
basis for the eventual P5+1. Additionally, the E3 negotiations resulted in
Iran’s temporary suspension of enrichment activities due to the incentives
provided by the EU and the additional protocol.

Throughout 2005, the situation surrounding the E3 and Iran quickly
unravelled. The election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in June 2005 set Iran
on a collision course with the international community that was worsened
by Tehran’s disengagement from negotiations and resumption of uranium
conversion activities in August 2005. As a result, in February 2006, the
IAEA Board of Governors decided to refer the Iranian nuclear case to the
UN Security Council where the UK assumed a prominent role in drafting
numerous draft resolutions with France and Germany under the auspices
of the P5+1 or E3+3. From 2006 to 2010, the EU adopted a series of
UN Security Council sanctions on Iran and eventually moved to adopt
multiple EU sanctions against Iran starting in 2010.

Although Iranian hardliners continue to blame the failure of the 2003–
2005 nuclear talks between Iran and the E3 on Britain’s reluctance to
diverge from the US, Seyyed Hossein Mousavian—Iran’s former nuclear
negotiator—contented that the UK’s close relationship with the US was
an asset for Iran. Negotiations proceeded along the London–Washington
and Paris–Berlin axes which “acted differently and in some ways comple-
mented each other” as the Paris–Berlin axis “strove for international
convergence within the framework of the European Union” while the
London–Washington axis guaranteed the “external links between the
European Union and the United States, given traditional and strategic ties
between Britain and the United States” (Mousavian 2012, 90). Others
have also noted that Britain’s “dual policy” allows the UK to pursue
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the policies of US against Iran through interference and sanctions while
following the EU position of using diplomatic leverage, public diplomacy,
and multilateral engagement with Iran (Rahbar and Sahihonnasab 2012,
235–237). The view of UK as a link or balance between Europe and
Washington contrasted the state-led narrative propagated by Ahmadinejad
to absolve his regime of domestic criticism through the revival of the trope
of British interference.

The historical legacy of British interference in Iran’s internal and
foreign affairs is apparent in the hostility towards the London’s foreign
policy intentions across the political spectrum in Iran. With intensification
of international scrutiny over the Iranian nuclear programme and allega-
tions of fraudulent elections in 2009, “Ahmadinejad’s vocal exploitation
of anti-British sentiment tapped into a latent Anglophobia that enjoyed
deep roots in Iranian political culture” (Ansari 2013, 380). Ahmadinejad
embraced aspects of Iran’s post-revolutionary foreign policy discourse
including historical victimisation and the perpetuation of the West, in
particular the UK and the US, as the country’s external other (Adibzadeh
2008). International pressure on Iran allowed Ahmadinejad to respond by
“appropriating Mosaddeq helped foster the narrative…that the nuclear
crisis was his ‘oil crisis’” and during the Green Movement “the narra-
tive of the coup of 1953 ultimately segued nicely into the narrative of
‘Velvet Coup’ of 2009, with the British once again the villain of the piece”
(Ansari 2013, 381).

The Iranian official response to Green Movement protests over
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s contested re-election in 2009 was saturated
with allegations over Western a “soft war” (jang-i narm) against Iran.
Prior to the election, the UK’s explicit commitment for “closely moni-
toring developments in the presidential elections in June 2009” in the
FCO’s 2008 Human Rights Report added fuel to state-led narratives
about external interference (Annual Report on Human Rights 2008
2009, 144). The Iranian media contained numerous reports accusing
organisations like BBC Persian of propagating fallacious allegations of
electoral fraud and to foment internal discord and disunion in society
(Dimashqee 2009; Tabnak 2009; Safari 2010). During the Green Move-
ment, nine Iranian employees of the British Embassy in Tehran were
detained and later released by Islamic Republic security forces on charges
of assisting rioters and protesters.

The overt hostility towards the British and its ambassador increased
with frequent condemnations and accusations of British interference by
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Iranian officials and in the media (Jam-i Jam 2010, 1). In November
2011, the UK coordinated with the US and Canada to adopt unilateral
sanctions that ordered all British financial institutions to halt business with
Iran and Iran’s Central Bank in response to an IAEA report on Iranian
nuclear weapon designs. A number of Iranian officials and members of
the Islamic Consultative Assembly called for the expulsion of the British
ambassador from Tehran and the reduction of political relations. The
Majlis voted to downgrade links with the UK to the level of chargé
d’affaires which empowered students and Basij forces aligned with the
hard-line factions in Tehran to storm the British Embassy compounds.
Previously, Gholhak Garden and the British Embassy in central Tehran
were targeted for periodic demonstrations orchestrated by the Iranian
hardliners. However, the November 2011 “exemplified the vehement
animosity against Britain that continues to exist in segments of Iranian
society” (Mousavian 2016, 85). Although the storming of the British
Embassy involved hard-line elements, the UK’s scrutiny over Iran’s
internal affairs and human rights abuses and its silence over human
rights violations among the GCC states have been used by moderates
to highlight the explicit hypocrisy in London’s foreign policy.

5.5 Iran, UK, and the JCPOA
The election of Hassan Rouhani in 2013 paved the way for an improve-
ment in Iran’s relations with the UK and the international community.
A prominent message advanced by Rouhani was that Tehran’s foreign
policy should build confidence and trust with the international commu-
nity through constructive negations on the nuclear issue in order to
lift sanctions and to resolve the country’s economic crisis (Jami and
Firoozabadi 2017). The broader political context also contributed to the
path towards normalisation, particularly the Obama Administration’s will-
ingness to engage with Iran through backchannel discussions in Oman
during the last months of Ahmadinejad’s presidency. The combination of
the Obama Administration’s outreach efforts and the election of Rouhani
established the foundation for the P5+1 nuclear talks.

Shortly after Rouhani’s election, Iran and the UK began exploring
paths for potential normalisation of relations. In June 2013, David
Cameron sent the newly elected president a letter expressing London’s
desire to improve relations on “step by step” approach (Jam-i Jam
2013, 10). This was followed by Foreign Minister Javad Zarif’s meeting
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with Foreign Secretary William Hague on the sidelines of the UNGA
in September. One month later, during the nuclear negotiations in
Geneva, Iran and the UK announced the appointment of non-resident
chargé d’affaires “tasked with implementing the building of relations,
including interim steps on the way towards eventual re-opening of both
our embassies, as well as dialogue on other issues of mutual concern”
(UK Policy Towards Iran 2014). Tehran’s primary interest in resuming
dialogue with the UK was connected to its broader approach to foreign
policy that aimed to build amicable relations with the international
community while focusing on the mutual economic benefits of UK
investment in Iran (Khalouzadeh 2014).

As nuclear negotiations progressed with the November 2013 Interim
Geneva Agreement, the UK and Iran also increased their bilateral consul-
tations on the Islamic State and Syria. The UK announcement of its
intention to re-open its embassy in Tehran was followed by President
Rouhani and Prime Minister Cameron’s meeting on the sidelines of the
U.N. General Assembly—the first meeting between an Iranian president
and a British prime minister since the 1979 Islamic Revolution. The
JCPOA marked a high point in international diplomacy, attesting to the
benefits of the UK’s multilateral engagement with Iran and its unified
position with Europe.

Less than a month after the JCPOA, British Foreign Secretary Philip
Hammond attended a high-level ceremony to inaugurate the re-opening
of the British Embassy in Iran (Golpour 2015, 12). As the first British
foreign secretary to visit Iran since Jack Straw in 2003, Hammond hailed
the “symbolic importance” of reopening the embassy as “the logical next
step” after the JCPOA “[to] build confidence and trust between two great
nations”. The Foreign Secretary maintained that despite “big deficit of
trust” with Iran and “fundamental differences of view” on major issues,
“Iran is, and will remain, an important country in a strategically important
but volatile region”. The deficit of trust and the fundamental issues that
thwarted the development of closer relations in the past did not dissipate
in the period after the JCPOA. In fact, many of the Iran and Britain’s
divergences in the Persian Gulf and internationally persisted as sources of
conflict.
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5.6 Iran and Brexit
The results of the 2016 Brexit Referendum neither instigated a radical
shift in Iran’s view of the UK nor contributed to any fundamental changes
in the nature of bilateral relations. Iranian assessments of Brexit broadly
coalesced around Anglo-Iranian relations, Iran’s relationship with Europe,
UK foreign policy in the Persian Gulf, and the US–UK special relation-
ship. In fact, many of the debates and analyses of Brexit and British
foreign policy reflected the persistent themes within the Iranian elite and
popular discourse towards the UK.

5.6.1 Iranian Responses to Brexit Referendum

The initial Iranian responses to Brexit assessed the referendum through
the prism of Iranian foreign policy and the impact of changes in Anglo-
Iranian and EU–Iran relations on Tehran’s national interests. Those who
viewed the UK’s withdrawal from the EU as beneficial for Iran either
accentuated the potential economic and political partnership between
Tehran and London in a post-Brexit world or the improvement in Iran’s
relationship with the EU through the removal of the UK’s tradition-
ally anti-Iranian stance. Similar themes were accentuated in the more
ambivalent or negative projections about Brexit.

One argument highlighting the benefits of Brexit on Iran was that
Britain would seek to establish relations with countries like Iran to
compensate for the decline in economic ties with Europe. In such circum-
stances, Iran would have greater leverage to negotiate with a weakened
Britain that was no longer constrained by EU regulations on trade yet
lacked the economic power of the EU. This was also seen as advantageous
for the development of Iran’s energy sector with potential investment by
BP and Royal Dutch Shell (Dunyā-yi Iqtis.ād 2016a, 5).

Brexit was seen as beneficial for moderating the EU’s policy towards
Iran since the UK was considered a leading sponsor of anti-Iranian policy
in the EU, which London allegedly pursued directly or on behalf of the
Washington. As Seyyed Mousavian notes during nuclear negotiations, “it
had become clear that the EU’s position was heavily influenced by the UK
and that Iran could not have a meaningful economic relationship with the
EU if it continued to have poor relations with Britain. One implication
of an EU without the UK is that British, and by extension American,
influence on EU–Iran relations will be diminished” (Mousavian 2016,
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86). Brexit would allow European countries to distance themselves from
the Anglo-American coalition and to adopt an approach more indepen-
dent from America and “Iran, in the post-nuclear deal atmosphere, will
potentially have better chances for interaction with European countries”
(Qanadi 2016).

For advocates of Tehran’s relationship with Europe, Brexit created
favourable conditions for the development of Iran’s relations with Euro-
pean countries beyond the E3. Khorosan lauded the “historical oppor-
tunity” created by Brexit to pursue Iran’s Second Europe or Europe-II
policy (Rezakhah 2020, 2). Previously, Khorosan published a special
issue on the Europe-II strategy for Iran which advocated for closer
ties with European countries outside of the E3 that could serve as a
bridge to improve Iran’s with Europe including Spain, Italy, Austria,
Finland, and the Netherlands (Urūpā-yi Divvum 2014). Though Europe-
II proposed a parallel commitment to reaching an understanding of the
Iran nuclear issue, many argued that the nature of negotiations limited
Iran’s diplomatic apparatus to the UK, France, and Germany.

Until the election of Donald Trump, few in Iran considered Brexit
a negative development in international relations. The more ambivalent
analyses centred on the weakening of the EU and Britain’s adoption of a
US foreign policy. Though Iran’s financial and business coverage focused
on the disastrous economic consequences of the Brexit for the British
economy, many economic analyses looked favourably on the opportuni-
ties for Iran (Dunyā-yi Iqtis.ād 2016a, 5; 2016c, 1). Early sceptics such as
Alireza Akbari, founder of the Tasnim Strategic Studies Centre, lamented
that “Britain’s decision to leave the EU…will restrict the course of Iranian
foreign policy” since a weakened EU is “fundamentally not in Iran’s
interest” due to Europe’s traditional balancing role between Iran and its
adversaries (Akbari 2016, 12). In anticipation of the 2016 US election,
there was speculation that Brexit would push London close to Wash-
ington which would be determinantal to Iran especially “if the next US
administration’s policy changes course and is tougher on Iran’s national
interests” (Mojahedi 2016). Accordingly, in the Middle East, Britain’s
proximity to US policy was expected to increase (Khajouei 2016, 8). A
report by Iran’s Institute of Strategic Studies suggested that UK foreign
policy will follow the traditional goals of previous Conservative govern-
ments in the Middle East which aimed to establish a military bases, sell
a significant amount of arms, increase economic exchanges, and over-
look human rights abuses in the Gulf monarchies (Ali Vand 2016, 47).
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After the election of Donald Trump in November 2016, the pessimistic
outlook of Anglo-Iranian relations dominated the elite discourse towards
Brexit and ultimately reflected the regional and international realities
constituting both Iran and the UK.

5.6.2 UK–Iran Relations After the Brexit Vote

In the aftermath of the May 2016 Brexit Referendum, the UK initially
viewed its relationship with Iran as a potential case for its goal of strad-
dling the transatlantic divide between continental Europe and the United
States. This was especially true after the election of Trump, and the
fractures between US and European policy on Iran, which surfaced in
2017 and ruptured in 2018. Britain distinguished itself from the US by
supporting a blend of cautious engagement on the Iranian nuclear and
ballistic missile issues yet diverged from Europe by opting for harder line
of deterrence on maritime threats. In reality, the UK departed from US
objectives and Europe without finding its own vision. This failure was due
to domestic cleavages, especially within the ruling Conservative Party, and
reflected the deep fissures between pro-EU (doves on Iran and in line with
European goals) and hard-line Eurosceptics (more hawkish on Iran and
closer to some of the US goals) over Brexit.

The Iranian perception of British foreign policy after Brexit shifted
substantially following the November 2016 US Presidential elections. In
particular, the election of US President Donald Trump strengthened the
view in Iran that, in light of the anticipated UK withdrawal from the EU,
British foreign policy would face no other alternative that closer alignment
with the US. At the regional level, the narrative that the UK would assert
its presence in the Persian Gulf at the exclusion of Iran grew in promi-
nence as the UK’s continued its outreach to the Persian Gulf Monarchies.
Britain’s close alignments with Saudi Arabia and the UAE have also hurt
the UK–Iran relationship, especially with the UK arms sales to Yemen,
and these actions have allowed Iranian media discourse to perpetuate old
narratives about the aggressive nature of British foreign policy.

Notwithstanding the measured normalisation of diplomatic relations,
UK–Iran relationship remained beholden to historical mistrust, regional
entanglements, and alliances. The following section evaluates the trajec-
tory of Anglo-Iranian relations in the aftermath of the Brexit referendum,
focusing on the bilateral relationship including the challenges of dual
nationals, financial ties, and legacies of interference; the impact of Brexit
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on the UK, Iran, and the Gulf; the European dimension of UK foreign
policy with the JCPOA; and the internationalisation of crisis in the Persian
Gulf.

5.7 Bilateral Challenges
The re-opening of Embassies and the JCPOA in 2015 offered a basis for
a gradual improvement in UK–Iran relations, however, recurrent impedi-
ments over issues such as dual nationals, economic ties, and human rights
precluded the realisation of closer relations. Bilaterally, Iran’s arbitrary
detention of dual nationals including the April 2016 arrest of Nazanin
Zaghari-Ratcliffe emerged as a central point of tension that became
embroiled in a decades-long dispute over outstanding British debt to
Iran. After the JCPOA, Britain’s economic ties with Iran faced significant
barriers to completing legitimate banking transactions for trade purposes
since British banks remained hesitant to handle direct transactions with
Iran. Britain’s condemnations of Iran’s handling of human rights and
domestic unrest compound these challenges. Yet, schisms in the UK–Iran
bilateral relationship after the Brexit vote were propelled by extant diver-
gences rather than emergent conflicts arising from Britain’s withdrawal
from the EU.

One year after the re-opening of their respective embassies in Tehran
and London, Iran and the UK upgraded their bilateral relationship to
the ambassadorial level in September 2016. The improvement of Tehran–
London relations was considered an important step in Iran’s reappearance
as a responsible actor in the international community (Khalouzadeh 2014,
2; Shargh 2016a, 4). Despite the lifting of U.N. sanctions on Iran in
January 2016, American primary sanctions against Iran continued to
thwart the growth of British-Iranian financial ties after the JCPOA. Much
to Iran’s chagrin, British banks remained circumspect over facilitating
banking transactions with businesses connected to Iran—a problem that
only accelerated with the Trump Administration’s unilateral sanctions on
Iran.

The Iranian government’s arbitrary detention of Nazanin Zaghari-
Ratcliffe and other dual nationals remained a central issue during both
Theresa May and Boris Johnson’s Premierships. Since Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s
arbitrary arrest in April 2016, the UK faced significant challenges due
to Iran’s non-recognition of dual citizenship and refusal to provide
consular access. Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s previous employment as a member of
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the BBC World Serve chimed with the narrative that she participated in
an extensive foreign network aimed to overthrow the Islamic Republic
(Ebrahimian 2017, 15). The case was complicated by comments made by
Boris Johnson during his tenure as Foreign Secretary which insinuated
that Zaghari-Ratcliffe had been teaching journalism while in Iran. In late
2017, members of Iran’s judiciary and media reports began linking the
issue of dual nationals to the British government’s payment of hundreds
of millions of pounds in debt for the Shah’s Chieftain Tanks (Isma’ili
2017, 3). Though the UK and Iran denied numerous reports that the
detention of dual nationals was linked to outstanding British debt to Iran,
there were reports that Zaghari-Ratcliffe’s release was delayed because the
UK and Iranian governments disagreed on the precise interest rate to be
paid by Britain to settle 450 million pounds of debt (Jam-i Jam 2017, 1).
Britain’s decision to award Zaghari-Ratcliffe with diplomatic protection
in March 2019 inflamed criticism by Iranian officials who described it as
an act of interference, alluding to the long history of British involvement
in Iran’s internal affairs (Ma’sumi 2019a, 5).

As in the past, Britain’s emphasis on human rights and response
to protests in Iran were points of contention. The Foreign Ministry’s
decision to accept the UK ambassador was censured by hardliners who
described it as an “illegal” violation of the 2011 Majilis Bill that provided
a pretext for spies to operate out of the embassy (Shari‘atmadari 2016, 2).
In any major news story involving the UK, the Iranian media continued
to invoke a litany of grievances against Britain including the UK’s assis-
tance for Saddam Hussein during the Iran–Iraq War, support for separatist
groups, use of media networks such as the BBC to overthrow the Iranian
government, and imposition of sanctions on Iran (Karami 2016; Qanadi
2016; Fahri 2019). While the UK’s response to domestic unrest in 2018
and 2019 appears as extensions of a wider US–UK policy that aimed at
producing regime, the British Ambassador’s presence at a vigil turned
a protest over the downed Ukrainian airlines flight in January 2020
reanimated narratives about the hidden British hand in undermining
regime stability. The traditional areas of frictions in Anglo-Iranian rela-
tions extended to the regional level, especially surrounding the UK’s
relations with the GCC and the Iran–Saudi Rivalry.
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5.8 The UK, Iran, and the GCC
Despite the measured improvement of Britain’s relations with Iran under
Rouhani, the fundamental differences in the UK and Iran’s approaches to
the Persian Gulf security and conflicts in the Middle East posed signifi-
cant challenges to the bilateral relationship. The UK’s criticism of Iran’s
support for Bashar al-Assad in Syria, its use of proxy forces across the
Levant, and domestic ballistic missile programme have been accompanied
by Iran’s condemnations of the British naval presence, double standards
with human rights, and arms sales in the region.

The UK government’s attempt to forge closer relations with the states
of the Persian Gulf came under increasing scrutiny following critical
remarks made by British Prime Minister Theresa May and Foreign Secre-
tary Boris Johnson on Iran’s regional policy. In December 2016, at
the GCC summit, Theresa May condemned “Iran’s aggressive regional
actions” and declared the UK “will make a more permanent and more
enduring commitment to the long-term security of the Gulf” to counter
“Iran’s destabilising and threatening behaviour in the region” (Faghihi
2016). Theresa May’s comments were followed by Boris Johnson accu-
sations directed towards Iran and Saudi Arabia of “abusing religion to
puppeteer proxy wars in the region”. In response, Iran summoned the
UK ambassador as Ayatollah Khamenei blasted Theresa May for “shame-
lessly” describing Iran as a regional “threat”, adding that “Britain has
been the source of evil and misery for the nations” in the Persian Gulf
(Jam-i Jam 2016).

The remarks provoked a strong reaction across the spectrum in Iran,
prompting a slew of analyses about British intentions in the Persian Gulf.
Shargh condemned May’s comments as a demonstration that “the conser-
vative administration of the United Kingdom wants to separate itself from
the European Union and seeks to pursue a policy of confronting Iran”
akin to the US (Shargh 2016b, 2). Johnson’s comments about Iran and,
the UK’s close partner, Saudi Arabia were considered as indications of the
many contradictions arising from Brexit which also compelled London
“to attract the attention of sheikhs of the region” as “compensation for
the UK’s economic problems resulting from their exit from the EU”
(I‘timād 2016, 1). The UK was also accused “playing the Iran card” by
instilling fear of Iran with the purpose of convincing Arab monarchies to
conclude economic, business, and military agreements as compensation
for losses from Brexit (Karami 2016, 2).
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The official responses and critiques towards British foreign policy in
the Middle East that surfaced in the Iranian media in late 2016 were
consistent with the long-held assumptions about the role of the UK
in the Persian Gulf. Many Iranian assessments of the UK illustrate the
inherent tension between overestimating the strength of British foreign
while reducing the guiding factors in UK policy to bandwagoning with
the US or maintaining paternalistic ties with its clients in the Persian Gulf.
As an extension of Tehran’s aversion to the presence of extra-regional
powers in the Persian Gulf, Iran has frequently rebuked British foreign
policy in the region for contributing to the intensification of the arms
race and reducing incentives for cooperation among neighbouring coun-
tries (Ali Vand 2016, 50). The December 2014 announcement that Royal
Navy would re-establish its permanent presence in the Persian Gulf in
Bahrain generated additional anxieties about Britain’s desire to contain
Iran, which grew after Donald Trump’s election in 2016 (Izadi 2016).
Moreover, British arms sales to Iran’s neighbours to curtail Tehran’s
regional power and its support for sanctions that limit Tehran’s economic
relations have been interpreted as part of a wider strategy designed to
negatively affect Iran’s national security (Nataghpour and Vaez 2016,
101–104). Certainly after the Islamic Revolution, Britain considered it
necessary to limit Iran’s control and influence in the Persian Gulf as a
means of expanding its own influence and control in the region (Sahebi
2012).

By late 2016, Britain’s weakness and loss of influence after Brexit
became identified as the primary factors determining the UK’s efforts to
cultivate close political, military, and economic ties with the Gulf monar-
chies (Izadi 2016). Nasratollah Tajik, a former Iranian diplomat in the
UK, observed that Britain’s attempt to adopt a more independent strategy
in political and economic matters from Europe raises the importance of
London’s relations with Arab states in the post-Brexit era (Tajik 2017,
1). The conflation of Iran as a threat and the beating of “the drum of
Iranophobia and anti-Iranism” became associated with the failure of the
“hasty and contradictory policies of London and Riyadh towards Iran”
and attested to “the effectiveness and success of Iran’s regional and inter-
national policy” (Tafreshi 2017, 6). A report by Iran’s Strategic Research
Council found that Brexit was both a symptom of and a factor acceler-
ating Britain’s decline as a global power which could only be salvaged by
strengthening the UK–US special relationship. The report forecasted that
Britain’s relationship with Iran will be hindered by the UK’s unwillingness
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to jeopardise relations with the Gulf for Iran, the absence of overlap-
ping interests in regional crises, conflicting visions of maritime security
in the Persian Gulf, and the pervasive distrust in Iranian society towards
the UK (Izadi 2016). Iran’s negative assessment of UK foreign policy in
the Persian Gulf contrasted its measured realism towards the country’s
support for the JCPOA which demonstrate an implicit recognition of the
UK’s compartmentalisation of its policy towards Iran.

5.9 The E3 and the JCPOA
Despite the withdrawal from the EU’s common foreign and security poli-
cies after Brexit, the UK has retained a unified position with France
and Germany with respect to the Iranian nuclear deal (Brattberg 2020).
The transatlantic divisions on the Iranian nuclear deal that arose after
the election of Donald Trump elevated the importance of E3 diplo-
macy which was mostly “insulated from the complexity and politics of
the Brexit process” (Billon-Galland et al. 2020, 5). Brexit’s impact on
the JCPOA and European diplomacy with Iran are explored with greater
detail in subsequent chapters by Alexander Shumilin and Inna Shumilina,
Jacopo Scita, and Vladimir Kukushkin. Still, Britain’s commitment to the
JCPOA has significant implications both for its relations with Iran and
with Europe.

Throughout the course of nuclear negotiations, the UK was viewed
as a significant bridge between continental Europe and the United States
(Khalouzadeh 2014; Tarami and Moradi 2014). After the Brexit refer-
endum, the Iranian press questioned the referendum’s negative conse-
quences for the JCPOA though seldom questioned whether London
would remain a party to the nuclear agreement (Dunyā-yi Iqtis.ād 2016b,
2; irdiplomacy.ir 2016). Britain’s commitment to the JCPOA was cast
into doubt after the election of Donald Trump as many anticipated
London’s progressive shifts towards Washington (Javadi 2016). Despite
clear tensions in the Persian Gulf, Theresa May’s emphasis on the UK
support for the JCPOA during her meetings with Trump in January 2017
and Israeli President Benjamin Netanyahu in February 2017 provided
early indications to Iran’s elite on Britain’s intentions with nuclear deal
(Sadatian 2017). Britain’s diplomatic efforts to salvage the nuclear deal
prior to the Trump Administration’s withdrawal helped quell Iran’s anxi-
eties over Brexit’s implications for the JCPOA. While criticising British
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support for the Saudi military campaign in Yemen and its ties with Wash-
ington, the Iranian discourse accentuated the UK’s opposition to US
unilateralism through its commitment to the JCPOA.

Following the Trump Administration’s withdrawal from the Iran
nuclear deal in May 2018, the British government worked closely with
the E3 to salvage the JCPOA. In response to the reimposition of extrater-
ritorial sanctions on Iran, the EU updated the Blocking Regulation that
was originally introduced in 1996 to protect EU businesses from the Iran,
Libya Sanctions Act. In addition to transposing the EU Blocking Regu-
lation into UK domestic law, the UK worked with France and Germany
to establish the Instrument in Support of Trade Exchanges (INSTEX),
special purpose vehicle, to facilitate trade between European businesses
and Iran. The UK also took over the joint US–China project for the
modernisation of the Arak heavy water reactor, which was part of the
JCPOA to redesign the reactor and to make isotopes for medical and
agricultural use rather than weapons-grade plutonium.

As an indication that the UK intended to diverge from Washington,
“Britain’s role in this tripartite effort is crucial” to save the JCPOA
as it shows that London can be a reliable partner for the EU despite
Brexit (Ma’sumi 2018, 2). The transatlantic schisms over the JCPOA
also provided sustenance to the notion that London would maintain its
European dimension in foreign policy (Hatamzadeh and Ali Vand 2018,
181–182). Former Iranian chargé d’affaires in the UK Seyed Jalal Sadatian
argued that London’s interest in strengthening economic ties with Iran
has been an important factor underlying British support for the Iranian
nuclear deal despite US opposition. After Boris Johnson’s election, it was
speculated that the new prime minister will try to strike a balance between
the JCPOA, the oil tankers, and Nazanin Zaghari-Radcliffe rather than
aligning completely with the US (Fahri 2019).

5.10 Maximum Pressure and Stena Impero
Throughout 2019, the UK became entangled in rising tensions between
the US and Iran which devolved into a diplomatic crisis between Tehran
and London over the detention of Grace I off the coast of Gibraltar and
Stena Impero in the Strait of Hormuz. As part of the Trump Admin-
istration’s “maximum pressure” campaign on Iran, the US terminated
sanctions waivers for countries purchasing Iranian oil in May 2019,
thereby, severing a crucial economic lifeline for Iran. Iran responded by
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increasing its attacks on commercial oil tankers and disrupting global
shipping in the Strait of Hormuz.

London sought to minimise the transatlantic divide between US
and European policy on Iran, however, the UK found itself increas-
ingly unable to formulate a comprehensive foreign policy and vacillated
between the US and European positions on Persian Gulf security. By
late June, Anglo-Iranian relations had become visibly strained after the
UK indicated that Iran was “almost certainly” responsible for the attacks
on two oil tankers in the Persian Gulf. Deputy Foreign Minister Seyyed
Abbas Araqchi admonished the UK’s position and claimed that “the
British government’s entanglement with the predicament of Brexit has
prevented it from having a correct understanding of the global realities”.
Araqchi also warned that London’s “immature support for the bully-style
measures of Washington will result in nothing but an increase in the
Iranians’ historical aversion to the UK policies” (Tasnim 2019).

In early July 2019, Gibraltar with the help of the Royal Navy
impounded Grace I which was suspected of carrying Iranian oil to Syria in
violation of EU sanctions. Khamenei called the seizure of the oil tanker by
an act of “piracy” and vowed to retaliate while Zarif scolded the UK for
“helping the United States to impose its illegal oil sanctions against Iran”.
The UK was also accused of becoming “America’s colony in foreign
policy” and attempting “to hold Tehran responsible for the tensions in
the Strait of Hormuz and the Persian Gulf region in order to play a role in
the US-intended coalition in this region” (I‘timād 2019, 5). In apparent
retaliation, Iranian forces seized the British-flag tanker Stena Impero while
transiting through the Strait of Hormuz on 19 July 2019 (Iran 2019,
2). Iran’s seizure of Stena Impero occurred against the backdrop of the
Conservative Party’s leadership contest which culminated in Boris John-
son’s replacement of Theresa May as prime minister in late July 2019.
The Iranian press extensively commented on Boris Johnson’s premiership,
focusing on the possible impact of his new political role on the future of
Tehran–London relations and the tanker crisis. There was concern that
Johnson would adopt a foreign policy more closely aligned to that of the
Trump Administration than his predecessor due to Johnson’s campaign
promise to leave the EU.

The UK’s decision to abandon the prospects of joining the EU-led
naval force in favour of the US-led maritime security concept was seen
as a clear indication of Boris Johnson’s break from his predecessor’s
foreign policy in the Gulf. Days prior to his dismissal and replacement by
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Dominic Raab, Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt sought to rally support
for a European-led maritime protection mission to “support safe passage
of both crew and cargo” in the Strait of Hormuz (BBC News 2019).
Previously, Hunt lobbied against accepting Trump’s proposal for the UK
to join a US-led maritime force after the IRGC shot down a US drone
in June. Although the UK’s presence in the Persian Gulf increased with
the official opening of the Royal Navy base at Mina Salman in Bahrain
in April 2018, Britain lacked the capability to spearhead a naval mission
without the US or European support. The UK initially adopted a position
close to most European governments, including Germany and France,
and declined to join the US-led coalition over concerns of antagonising
Iran by aligning with the US “maximum pressure” campaign (Ma’sumi
2019b, 5). However, in early August 2019, the UK opted for the US-
led International Maritime Security Construct over the European naval
protection force. By doing so, the UK abandoned its efforts of attempting
to protect British shipping without associating itself too closely to the
Trump Administration and yielded to pressure from Washington.

Following the release of Grace I and Stena Impero, Iran’s Centre for
Strategic Research January 2020 report postulated that the UK would
continue to expand its ties with Bahrain, Oman, Saudi Arabia, and the
United Arab Emirates in addition to providing significant arms assistance
to Saudi Arabia and the UAE in attacking Yemen (Rahim Bayazidi 2020).
Chairman of the Foreign Relations Committee of the National Security
Council Kamal Dehghani Firoozabadi echoed the concerns that British
foreign policy will continue to follow those of the Trump Administra-
tion and suggested that Iran should seize the opportunity to strengthen
its cooperation and bilateral relations with European countries that want
to improve ties with Iran such as France, Italy, and Germany. Despite
Johnson and Trump agreeing and even likening the British prime minis-
ter’s policies to those of the US president, observers noted that he has
been able to pursue relatively independent policies on the Iranian nuclear
deal (Fahri 2019).

5.11 Conclusion
In the aftermath of the Brexit referendum, London’s relationship with
Tehran remained enmeshed in the regional dynamics of the Persian Gulf
and affected by long-held historical distrust. Iran’s initial optimism over
the potential economic and political opportunities accrued from UK’s
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exit from the EU faded as the impact of the Trump Administration’s
“maximum pressure” campaign overshadowed any prospects of improve-
ment. To an extent, the oscillations between the various vectors of the
UK’s engagement with Iran speaks to the complications arising from
Brexit. Yet, there is not a single British foreign policy towards Iran but
multiple which manifest in their various bilateral, European, and transat-
lantic dimensions. The ability of the UK to retain a unified position with
the E3 attests to the compartmentalisation of the UK’s policy towards
Iran.
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Razoux, Pierre. 2015. The Iran-Iraq War. Harvard University Press.
Reissner, Johannes. 2000. Europas „kritischer Dialog“ mit Iran. In Die

Europäische Union als Akteur der Weltpolitik, ed. Klaus Schubert and Gisela
Müller-Brandeck-Bocquet, 173–186. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwis-
senschaften. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-322-93219-8_10.

Rezakhah, Ali Reza. 2020. “Brigz̄ıt” furs.at̄ı barā-yi Istirātizh̄ı-i Urūpā-yi Divvum
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