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The Peace Corps brought an estimated 1,800 Americans to Iran from 1962 to 1976,
coinciding with the unfolding of Mohammad-Reza Shah Pahlavi’s Engelab-e Sefid, or
White Revolution. This article surveys Peace Corps Iran’s fourteen-year history by
dividing it into three distinct moments defined by changing social and political
conditions in Iran and shifting US-Iranian relations. Initially, the Peace Corps Iran
experiment built on earlier American foreign assistance programs, while coinciding
with the roll-out of the White Revolution. Second, during its heyday in the mid-
1960s, the Peace Corps inevitably became entangled with the White Revolution’s
unfolding, both experiencing a phase of expansion and apparent success. Finally, as
Iranian social and political conditions moved toward instability by the 1970s, Peace
Corps Iran also seemed to have lost its divection and purpose, which ultimately led to a
vote by volunteers to terminate the program. Based on accounts by US Peace Corps
volunteers and the Iranians with whom they worked, the Peace Corps Agency, and the
US State Department, this article argues that, ultimately, the Peace Corps Iran
experience left a more lasting legacy on individuals than institutions.

Keywords: Peace Corps; Peace Corps Iran; White Revolution; Pahlavi Iran; US-Iran
relations; 1960s Iran

In 1966 Asadollah ‘Alam, then chancellor of Pahlavi University in Shiraz, published
an article in the Peace Corps Volunteer, the official newsletter of the United States
Peace Corps, about his 1962 meeting as Iran’s prime minister with American Vice Pre-
sident Lyndon Baines Johnson." The two had met in Tehran to discuss Iran’s partici-
pation in the Peace Corps, a new American foreign assistance initiative envisioned by
President John F. Kennedy as a counterweight to both communism and old-fashioned
imperialism. ‘Alam had considered the Peace Corps project a “delicate task,” yet “noble
and philanthropic,” agreeing to host American Peace Corps volunteers. However, he
told Johnson that the program “should act in a way that its activities would not be
misinterpreted” and “should be free from any political connotation,” as a “mission

Jasamin Rostam-Kolayi is Associate Professor of History at California State University, Fullerton. The
author thanks Afshin Matin-asgari and the three anonymous reviewers for their valuable comments and
ideas for revision.

© 2018 Association For Iranian Studies, Inc % Routledge

Taylor &Francis Group

https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2018.1464386 Published online by Cambridge University Press


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00210862.2018.1464386&domain=pdf
http://www.tandfonline.com
https://doi.org/10.1080/00210862.2018.1464386

588 Rostam-Kolayi

for spreading goodwill.” Four years later, ‘Alam would announce that American vol-
unteers had indeed helped meet Iranian needs, and he looked forward to the Peace
Corps’ future successes in Iran.”

Mohammad-Reza Shah Pahlavi seemed to agree, too, when in 1966 he received
Peace Corps director Robert Vaughn, who succeeded founding director and Kenne-
dy’s brother-in-law, Sargeant Shriver. At that Tehran meeting, the shah reportedly
acknowledged the Peace Corps’ contributions to Iran’s development through its vol-
unteers acting as role models for Iranian youth.3 Likewise, Peace Corps publicity
lauded its Iran program, emphasizing young Americans working hand in hand with
Iranians to build a better future for each other. What both parties failed to
mention was that the Peace Corps had landed in the midst of a great political and
social upheaval in Iran. The following story of the Peace Corps in Iran is a chapter
in the history of those turbulent years.

Scholars have examined the Peace Corps’ global record incorporating various criti-
cal perspectives. Thematic approaches include its cold war origins, institutional
history, and the individuals—politicians, bureaucrats, and volunteers—who shaped
its formative years, its impact on US domestic policies, and its operations abroad.*
According to historian Elizabeth Cobbs-Hoffman, the Peace Corps mingled US
national interest and cold war militarism with idealism and humanitarian internation-
alism.> While the Peace Corps was an agency of the US government, sharing its cold
war vision, she argues, its young volunteers had their individual motivations for par-
ticipating. These included the desire to travel the world, learn about other cultures,
serve their country, help those in need, and, for some men during the Vietnam
War, evade the military draft. 6 Journalist and former Peace Corps staffer Stanley
Meisler downplays the Peace Corps’ cold war origins and argues that the agency
was not an “arm of the Cold War” but instead a “contribution to the world commu-
nity.”7 In contrast, historian Michael Latham claims the Peace Corps was based on the
hubristic premise that “a powerful benevolent America could intervene directly in the
cultural life of other societies for mutual benefit of all.” Focusing on the Peace Corps’
much criticized community development programs in Latin America, Latham empha-
sizes the program’s projection of American power abroad based on assumptions of US
cultural superiority and exceptionahsm.8

While the Peace Corps’ most extensive activities were in Latin America,” East Asia,
and Africa,'’ its Iran program was significant and arguably unique in the context of
other Middle East Peace Corps orperations. Though it remains virtually unstudied
by American or Iranian scholars,'! Iran was among the first countries of the world,
and the first in the Middle East, to host Peace Corps volunteers and did so for fourteen
years. In comparison, the Peace Corps’ other programs in the region—in Turkey,
Bahrain, Afghanistan, and Omanlz—operated for shorter periods in the 1960s and
1970s."® Thus, Iran sponsored the most far-reaching Peace Corps program in the
Middle East during this period with the largest number of volunteers—at an estimated
1,800 total—serving in all corners of the country, from remote villages to the capital,
working in English instruction, vocational education, agriculture, community develop-
ment, city planning, and other fields.
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During the 1960s-1970s, Iran played a special role from the perspective of US
foreign policy. Its distinction was its status as the “linchpin in the U.S. Cold War
defense strategy in the Middle East” as a member of the Central Treaty Organization
(CENTO), supplier of oil, and reliable ally to Israel.'* Asa recipient of substantial US
aid since World War II, the shah most likely viewed his hosting of American Peace
Corps volunteers in the context of appeasing Kennedy in order to get what he
wanted—political support and more military assistance. Thus, Peace Corps Iran’s see-
mingly auspicious beginnings can be attributed to a convergence between the shah’s
objectives and American cold war policy. Such symbiosis was not a given, since
during the 1960s and 1970s US-Iran relations experienced “intermittent tensions,””
and US policy toward Iran could vary from one US administration to the next.'®
Nevertheless, during the 1960s, the two governments had formed a fairly stable “stra-
tegic partnership” that enabled the Peace Corps to use Iran as its launching pad in the
Middle East until the closure of the program in 1976.

Peace Corps Iran is largely remembered fondly by government officials, American vol-
unteers, and Iranians who came in contact with it, a point highlighted in brief descrip-
tions of the program in Iranian studies scholarship. Eminent historian of US-Iran
relations, James Bill, notes that Peace Corps Iran made “a strong, positive impact” and
US volunteers were “the antithesis of the ‘ugly American.”"” Political scientist Mark
Gasiorowski discusses the Peace Corps within the context of other Kennedy-era
policies to promote “peaceful political and socio-economic change” in Iran, while
historian Abbas Amanat argues that Iran’s “positive experience” with the Peace
Corps may have inspired the creation of the shah’s Literacy Corps.18 Such arguments
deserve elaboration and clarification, if not correction.

Despite the existence of considerable English-language primary sources, and pre-
sumably also in Persian, the Peace Corps Iran sojourn remains unstudied in both
the US and Iran.'” Thus, this article surveys Peace Corps Iran’s fourteen-year
history by dividing it into three distinct moments defined by changing social and pol-
itical conditions in Iran and shifting US-Iranian relations. First, the Peace Corps Iran
experiment built on earlier American foreign assistance programs, while coinciding
with the roll-out of the shah’s reform and modernization project, the White Revolu-
tion. Second, during its heyday in the mid-1960s, the Peace Corps inevitably became
entangled with the White Revolution’s unfolding, both experiencing an initial phase
of expansion and apparent success. Third, as Iranian social and political conditions
moved toward instability by the 1970s, Peace Corps Iran also seemed to have lost
its direction and purpose. This study, therefore, notes that Peace Corps Iran and
the White Revolution not only coincided in time, but partially overlapped in terms
of objectives, also following a similar trajectory from auspicious early 1960s beginnings
to eventual floundering by the mid-1970s. Structurally, the following narrative relies
on two distinct, yet interconnected, threads: the dynamics of US-Iran foreign relations
and the experiences of American volunteers and the Iranians with whom they inter-
acted. For example, the Johnson administration’s strategy of aligning the Peace Corps
with the White Revolution led to an expansion of the Iran program and a high
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concentration of volunteers teaching English to meet the shah’s prioritizing of Amer-
ican English as the language of development and progress.

In terms of this article’s source material, it was already noted that scholarly inatten-
tion to its topic is not due to a shortage of available primary sources. Former American
volunteers have published accounts of their Peace Corps service in Iran,*® a significant
literature this article relies on, supplementing it with oral history interviews the author
has conducted with Americans as well as Iranians directly involved with the Corps.
These personal testimonies, representing Americans and Iranians outside of govern-
ment circles, capture varied and sometimes contradictory experiences representing
all three phases of Peace Corps Iran’s duration outlined above. A second important
category of source material is found in Peace Corps Agency publications and
reports and US State Department telegrams and memoranda, obviously reflecting
the American government’s perspcctive.21 Though the bulk of its evidence skews
toward American sources, the article also tries to incorporate the story’s “Iranian
side,” which is admittedly limited due to the difficulties of access to Pahlavi-era archi-
val material and the dearth of published Iranian accounts of the Peace Corps.

The Formative Years: “Golden Boys and Girls ... Off to the Near East”

The Peace Corps was officially launched on 1 March 1961 with Executive Order
10924 issued by Kennedy as the first outpost of his administration’s domestic and
foreign policy reforms, known as the New Frontier. Introduced in 1957 legislation
sponsored by Senator Hubert Humphrey, the idea of sending American youth
abroad was resurrected by Kennedy during his 1960 presidential campaign. The
new agency created soon after his inauguration was tasked with “the training and
service abroad of men and women of the United States in new programs of assistance
to nations and areas of the world.”** The legislation passed by Congress, known as the
Peace Corps Act, set forth three main objectives: (1) to provide trained manpower, (2)
to promote a better understanding of Americans in the world, and (3) to increase
Americans’ knowledge of the world.>® In retrospect, the Peace Corps’ program in
Iran fulfilled all three objectives, though the last two were arguably the most successful.

When “Iran-I"—the pioneer Peace Corps group of forty-three Americans bound for
Tehran—boarded a Pan Am jet in New York in September 1962, it was heading to a
country in political turmoil** Only one day before, a devastating earthquake had hit
Iran, adding to the state of national instability. Meanwhile, during the early 1960s,
the Iranian opposition had revived after about a decade of forced quiescence following
the CIA-sponsored 1953 coup that had restored the shah to power. The opposition’s
most active and vocal participants were university and high school students representing
a new political generation coming of age during the 1960s. In 1961, Iranian teachers had
gone on nationwide strike for higher salaries, while student protests led to the fall of the
prime minister and his replacement by the US-backed Ali Amini.*> The Peace Corps’
arrival in Iran thus coincided with a time when the country was moving toward a show-
down between the opposition and the shah.
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In ]anuary 1963, Iranians were called to a plebiscite on the shah’s White Revolu-
tion.”® The key pomts of the White Revolution—land reform, a national Literacy
Corps, and women’s suffrage—were advocated in the 1940s by Iran’s leftist parties,
in the late 1950s by politicians like ‘Alam, and eventually by the Kennedy adminis-
tration.”” While the plebiscite received the requisite 99 percent approval, the opposi-
tion’s reaction to the White Revolution was mixed and ambivalent. Secular liberals
and the left-leaning student opposition did not contest the substance of the shah’s
reforms, which in fact they had proposed. However, a newly emerging conservative
opposition, led by Ayatollah Khommm categorically rejected the White Revolution
as an anti-Islamic American ploy.”® Taking to the streets in June 1963, Khomeini’s
followers were suppressed violently, with reports of hundreds, or perhaps thousands,
of casualties.”” The 1963 showdown became a turning point after which no organized
political opposition, whether secular, Islamic, reformist, or radical, was tolerated by a
regime that was becoming a monarchist autocracy. This was the Iranian political
setting into which the Peace Corps entered and operated until 1976—an increasingly
authoritarian government pushing through an ambitious program of modernization
financed by multiplying oil income.

The first Peace Corps group in Iran was predommantly male, white, and single, and
included six women and two African Americans.’® With an average age of twenty-two,
the majority had Bachelor of Arts degrees in various disciplines, though one had just
graduated from high school. 31 While inspired by Kennedy’s call for young Americans
to serve their country, they had joined the Peace Corps also seeking adventure, learning,
and world travel.** They had spent two months of training at Utah State University in
Logan, chosen because of its topographical similarity to Iran’s central plateau and its
location as the remdence of Iranian professors and students hired by the Peace Corps
to train volunteers.*> During the summer of 1962, the trainees underwent su(—days a-
week schooling, which included six hours daily of Persian language instruction.”* The
rigors of study were often punctuated with more relaxed social time spent with
young Iranians, who informally introduced volunteers to their language and culture. »
A feature of Peace Corps training remembered less fondly by volunteers was psychologi-
cal surve1llance whereby psychologists evaluated trainees to “deselect” those unqualified
for service.>® After a brief post-training break, those making the final cut departed for
Iran where, upon arrival, they spent two weeks in temporary housing on the outskirts
of Tehran awaiting their permanent assignments.

Sargent Shriver, US Peace Corps director, had chosen a Wellesley College anthro-
pology professor named William Cousins to be the ﬁrst Iran program director, joined
later by Jack Frankel as deputy country representative.”® As a fluent Persian speaker
and a former advisor to the US Agency for International Development (USAID)
in Iran, Cousins was qualified for the Job He in turn recruited an American-edu-
cated Iranian, Hossein Moftakhar, to be his assistant and liaison with Iranian officials.
Together, Cousins and Moftakhar launched the program from a makeshift, but ade-
quate, office in Tehran. 40

Peace Corps Iran, however, did not start entirely from scratch. It built on the admin-
istration and infrastructure of existing US assistance programs in Iran. Since 1946 econ-
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omic aid to Iran had been dispensed through USAID and the Near East Foundation
(NEF) in the areas of agricultural education, social welfare projects, public health,
and vaccination campaiglls.4l The NEF had intended for American-sponsored rural
development efforts eventually to be taken over by the Iranian government, and it
was preparing to close down operations in Iran by 1964.% Led by former US Marine
Sergeant William Fuller, the NEF helped place and supervise the first Iran volunteers.*?

During the transition period, tensions between the leadership and goals of the Peace
Corps and the NEF were apparent. Cousins and Fuller could not have been more
different personalities. While Fuller reportedly interacted with volunteers “the way
you deal with Marine boots,”** Cousins was remembered as kind, gentle, and empa-
thetic.”® Peace Corps volunteers were classified not as foreign experts like US aid
workers, but as employees hired by Iranian government agencies and ministries. As
such, they were under the joint supervision of the Iranian and US governments.
They were therefore expected to serve Iranian interests, as defined by the Tehran gov-
ernment, as well the mandates of the US State Department.46 Six weeks of language
and culture training would, officials hoped, prepare volunteers for a more immersive
engagement with local Iranians than previous experiments in US foreign assistance.
The Peace Corps was designed to be different kind of American project.47

Iran-I volunteers were clustered in small groups or pairs and assigned to major cities
and towns, such as Ahvaz, Isfahan, Kerman, Mashhad, Rasht, Sari, Shiraz, and Tabriz, as
well as the villages of Mamazan and Qal'e-now near Tehran. Seven of the forty-three
were sent to the southern city of Ahvaz to teach English and sciences.*® Many were
tasked to work with students in state-sponsored agricultural colleges established in
the 1950s to help carry out earlier pilot projects of land redistribution. Others in
Iran-I were sent to secondary schools. In addition to English, they taught physical edu-
cation and vocational agriculture, which included farm mechanics and poultry and live-
stock raising.49 Their living conditions were “on the scale of U.S. graduate students,”
residing in small apartments, earning a modest stipend, and eating simple meals.”°

In practice, Iran-I faced numerous challenges. The group’s first outside evaluation
report, prepared in March/April 1963, six months after its arrival, noted weaknesses in
recruitment, training, assessment, and programming. Evaluator Thornton Reid voiced
concerns about a small number of allegedly inexperienced, culturally insensitive, and
poorly trained volunteers in the midst of a larger group of “bright young people
whose interest in the Peace Corps is more than superﬁcial.”51 According to Reid,
unqualified volunteers were commandeering the director’s attention, while “the
good Volunteers have not been getting the support they need to develop projects
which can help Iran.”>* Reportedly, volunteers tended to socialize too much with
cach other, rather than Iranians, yet preferred to a keep a distance from American
USAID ernployces.53 The Peace Corps office in Washington, DC was especially con-
cerned about the program’s reception among Iranians, who might become disillu-
sioned by its initial setbacks.”® Therefore, it was recommended that Cousins change
his exceptionally “humane” policy of rehabilitating “marginal” volunteers and
instead assume a “tougher” approach.55 Such was the level of concern that Shriver
himself traveled to Iran in 1963 to intervene.>®
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It appears that declining morale, related primarily to job dissatisfaction, was wide-
spread in Iran-I. Some volunteers found that work sites were not prepared for their
arrival, and Iranian counterparts were non-existent.”’ Iranian supervisors and
school principals were sometimes indifferent or dubious of their skills and experi-
ence.’® Students were reportedly uninterested in subjects taught by volunteers, who
often lacked proper equipment and supplies.59 One volunteer assigned to teach
English in a rural hamlet, for example, found that it had never been taught before,
and therefore villagers had little interest in it. As a result, she “scrounged around
and found enough to do to keep her busy.”60 Those teaching physical education,
newly introduced in Iranian secondary curriculum, reported similar experiences.®’
Volunteers teaching English in urban secondary schools, where it was already
taught, “advised” Iranian instructors, who often resented the insinuation that their
skills and methods needed improvement.62 In June 1964, at the end of Iran-Is
two-year service, the program evaluation argued that a “gap in understanding
between top-level Ministry of Education people and bottom-level principals” led to
mishaps at the programming level.®

Such challenges were not unique to Peace Corps volunteers, since Iran’s educational
system was highly inadequate at all levels throughout the 1960s. During this period,
half of the country’s university students were studying abroad, while primary and sec-
ondary schools suffered from the lack of infrastructure and poorly trained and under-
paid teachers. It was not a coincidence that the most widely read semi-documentary
account of such conditions, Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s The School Principal, was translated
into English by former Peace Corps Iran volunteer John Newton.®* In the preface
to his English translation, he noted that volunteers “will see many familiar faces
moving about in these pagc:s.”GS

Meanwhile, confusion about the ultimate goals of the program befuddled volun-
teers. Was their responsibility to reach Iran’s future leaders and influence the country’s
course of development or more simply to “broaden” the thinking of ordinary Iranians?
In either case, they wondered what “development” or the “broadening” of Iranian
thinking meant. Volunteers were sometimes dismayed to find that what they
learned in training did not correspond to the realities experienced in Iran. Officially,
they were supposed to be “pioneers” embarking on a “world-saving mission.”®® Yet, as
a volunteer reported, “When we got here, we found out we were assistants—and in
most cases, to Iranians who were good or better than most of us.”®” Unrealistic
goals were highlighted by another volunteer: ““We got the impression [in training]
we were golden boys and girls, clean-cut American youth, off to the Near East to
wreak great changes among backward Iranians.””®® At the same time, volunteers
experienced culture shock adapting to “the different sense of time of Iranians, the
widespread corruption, the suspiciousness of Iranians, and their tendency to say
they will do things and then not do them.”® Clearly, living for a short time on
a Native American reservation during their Utah training had not prepared
them for the cultural idiosyncrasies of Iran.”’

For the thirty-eight Iran-I volunteers who completed their service, success stories
were documented in the final evaluation report.7l John Huxtable, a teacher of farm
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mechanics in Reza’iyeh, had initiated, organized, and completed the construction
of “the first swimming pool in Western Azerbaijan” and was celebrated as
“an example of resourcefulness and practical application of the skills he has been teach-
ing.”72 The Kerman duo of Don Croll and Len Passwater, who had taught English
and farm mechanics and worked well with an Iranian counterpart, could reportedly
“move about the school ... as if they were born there ... [TThey will be genuinely
missed—not only for the innovations they have successfully sold, but for their easy-
going, unassuming integration into the culture of their area.””? Renee Smith, heralded
as “making one of the most significant contributions ... of all the English-teaching vol-
unteers,” worked in Tehran-area schools with over a dozen Jewish Iranian teachers,
while John Lorentz, who taught English at Karaj Agricultural Training School,
“patiently and diplomatically surmounted jealousy and pride in his counterpart and
achieved a real working relationship ... leaving behind something solid.””*

How the formative years of the American Peace Corps was perceived in Iran is
more difficult to determine. The vast majority of Iranians did not know anything
about the US Peace Corps, known in Persian as the Sepah-e Solh-¢ Amrika (American
Peace Army). Those who did, however, viewed the program on a continuum ranging
from suspicious curiosity to high favorability. Iranians seemed interested in, yet dis-
trustful of, a “young American who comes to volunteer with little pay.”75 Writing
in 1964, program evaluator Charles Caldwell registered that a “considerable
number of Volunteers told me that they were, indeed, thought to be spies—and
that Iranians found it hard to believe that American youths would ‘give up good
jobs and homes in America’ to come to Iran.””® Given US support for the shah, identi-
fication of volunteers with the American government may have stoked the distrust
of Iranians critical of the monarch’s policies.77 An Iran-I volunteer noted the contra-
dictory perceptions of the Peace Corps among Iranians.

“The people I work with can see I have only one jacket and patch my pants ... and
that 'm happy in this situation. But taxi drivers ... and university intellectuals ...
have no understanding of the Peace Corps ... They think I'm an instrument of
American foreign policy.””®

Interestingly, this comment identified accurately two groups of Iranians—university
students and taxi drivers—often considered politically sensitive and well informed.

Generally, the Iranians who worked with the early Peace Corps seemed to have
shared the view that its volunteers were different from American technical advisors
of USAID and similar programs. An Iran National Bank vice president in Shiraz,
for instance, reportedly had higher regard for Peace Corps volunteers than other
“British and Americans he had secen in the past who ‘were here to get—these
people ... are here to give.’”79 A dean at Ahwaz Agricultural College remarked
about Iran-I, “[Wlhen we know their motivation, and see their attitude and the
way in which they live, we can say nothing against them.”®® For Iranians familiar
with the Peace Corps, the volunteer’s image conformed largely to the “innocent Amer-
ican abroad” who represented a potentially benevolent US program.81
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Its people-to-people orientation distinguished it as a different kind of American
foreign assistance program based on cooperative and interpersonal relationships. As
Americans who lived, worked, and socialized with ordinary Iranians, Peace Corps vol-
unteers were indeed unique. Six months after its launch, it appears that awareness
of the Peace Corps was increasing in Iranian government ministries as more
requests and inquiries for future projects streamed in. 82

The Mid-1960s: The White Revolution Co-opts the New Frontier™®

As the shah’s reform and development plans were underway in the mid-1960s, the
Peace Corps was in heady days of sending peak numbers of volunteers to Iran. The
program’s feverish pace was evident in its Teaching English as a Foreign Language
(TEFL) training program at the University of Texas at Austin. The first Austin
Peace Corps Iran trainees began on 18 June 1965. Following their departure three
months later, another group arrived in November 1965 and stayed until February
1966. It was barely out of the door when the next one landed in February and finished
training in May. The last group began on 22 June, with departure scheduled for 14
September 1966.%* Thus, within this two-year period, almost 200 volunteers com-
pleted training in Austin and departed for Iran.

Meanwhile, the institutional frame of the program had changed from the early days
of Iran-I’s reliance on the moribund Near East Foundation. Peace Corps projects were
still initiated by Iranian government ministries but now defined more carefully by
development priorities of the Iran Plan and Budget Organization. The Plan Organiz-

ation, often considered a “government within a government,” was formed in 1949 to
set Iran’s economic and social development goals with its ﬁve -year plans for industrial
and infrastructural investment financed by oil revenue.*® The Third Development
Plan (1963-67), devised by US-trained Iranian economists with the input of American
advisors, included a “comprehensive” approach to directing Iran’s development into
the 1970s. It “marked the Pahlavi state’s most concerted effort to date at central plan-
ning and was designed to be Iran’s ‘big push’ into the ‘developed’ world.”®® In 1966 the
Plan Organization had assumed sole authority to coordinate Peace Corps activities,
thus integrating the Peace Corps to a greater degree into Iranian state projects. The
Iranian government communicated to the Peace Corps its needs in rural and urban
areas and, in some cases, employed Iranian counterparts to work with American vol-
unteers. By this time, Peace Corps Iran had become a more established American
assistance program on the scene, evolving into a “service” organization, responding
to Iranian government goals rather than setting its own agenda as earlier American
aid and assistance programs had done.*”

The peak of the Peace Corps Iran program was reached in 1966-67 when it spon-
sored almost 400 volunteers working in primary and secondary schools, universities,
municipal governments, and villages in virtually every corner of the country from Kur-
distan to Baluchistan and Mazandaran to Kish Island.*® The program even recruited
professional musician volunteers to join the Tehran Symphony Orchestra and Opera
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Company.89 What had started as a tentative first step teaching English and
agricultural methods had expanded into a program tackling an assortment of jobs
throughout the country. A new regional office was added in Shiraz to handle the
volume.’

These developments coincided with a new era of close cooperation between the
Pahlavi monarchy and the Lyndon B. Johnson administration. The shah found a sup-
portive ally in LBJ after his initially strained relations with Kennedy, who had press-
ured the shah to follow American directives and carry out political and other reforms.
By the mid-1960s, Johnson’s officials were convinced that the White Revolution could
contain Iran’s simmering tensions and the shah had the situation under control.”!
The US was no longer dictating to the shah—the monarch was now in charge as
the Johnson administration consented to support his centralization of power.”” Mean-
while, the shah was charting a “more independent course,” visiting Moscow in 1965 as
a “symbolic assertion of independence from U.S. influence.” In a New York Times
interview the same year, he appeared to distance himself from Washington, voicing
frustration with American restrictions on arms sales to Iran.”® Similar to Kennedy-
era officials, policymakers in the Johnson administration had expressed private con-
cerns about the shah’s voracious appetite for military weaponry at the expense of
meaningful economic and political reform.”* In 1966 some of these private criticisms
went public when a series of articles in the Washington Post brought to light points of
contention between Iran and the US.”

By 1967, however, tensions had eased while the US-Iranian “alliance matured from
a patron-client relationship to a true partnership.” This new phase of relations was
sealed when the Johnson administration ended USAID economic assistance and
grant aid based on a new assessment of Iran being “no longer a less developed
country.”96 Iran’s increased oil revenues and stronger economy funded its augmented
arms purchases. Nevertheless, though empowered by a friendly Johnson adminis-
tration, the shah was still dependent on American military support and eager to
please US officials.”” This may explain his continued willingness to host American
volunteers in Iran’s development projects even as his own government was putting
into place programs, such as the Literacy Corps, which overlapped with Peace
Corps activities.

Meanwhile, official Peace Corps publicity boasted about implementing the shah’s
reform agenda under the Iranian government’s direction. A 1966 Peace Corps
booklet claimed its Iran program played

a vital role in making the ideas behind the [shah’s] development plan a reality ...
Iranian officials have invited the Peace Corps to work side by side with members
of [the shah’s Literacy and Health Corps] in villages and small towns throughout
the country.”®

The rhetorical emphasis on American volunteers working alongside Iranian youth in
the shah’s development programs also reflected the changing demographic picture of
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Iran. In the 1960s, American officials charted Iran’s growing student population,
noting that more than half of Iranians were under the age of twenty. 7 A Peace
Corps call for recruits more directly tied Americans to the White Revolution’s edu-
cational initiatives by calling volunteers to work in Iran’s Literacy Corps, “the coun-
try’s most effective instrument in rural community development.” Women were
invited to teach rural and tribal girls in provincial schools, while men would train Lit-
eracy Corpsmen.'® Indeed Jay Crook, serving as Peace Corps Iran field officer in
1964, referred to the Literacy Corps as “Iran’s own ‘Peace Corps.’”101 With increasing
numbers of young Peace Corps volunteers serving in projects mirroring and overlap-
ping with the goals of the White Revolution, it appeared that the shah had co-opted
the New Frontier.

By the 1960s, American English was Iran’s language of development and progress,
and most Peace Corps Iran volunteers taught English in Iran’s secondary schools. Pre-
vious generations of Iranian officials had learned French and German as the languages
of commerce, the military, diplomacy, and culture. In 1952 the Iranian Ministry of
Education had replaced French with English in most secondary schools.'* A 1967
Peace Corps evaluation report confirmed that indeed “the Shah has decided that
the country’s official second language shall be English.”103 The shah’s desire to have
a population of workers who read and spoke English drove the Peace Corps’ recruit-
ment of TEFL volunteers. Initially working as “advisors” to Iranian teachers, starting
in 1966, volunteers taught their own classes, somewhat alleviating tensions with
Iranian teachers and filling empty positions in provincial sites. |4 Many volunteers
also taught English to adults in evening classes and in small, private gatherings.lo5

Anticipating the top-down demand for English, in 1963 the Peace Corps hired Ger-
trude Nye Dorry as its TEFL advisor and consultant.'°® Known as “Mrs. TEFL,” Dorry,
a longtime American resident of Tehran married to an Iranian, was legendary among
volunteers as well as Iranian officials and educators, eliciting respect and awe.'” She
was the author of a series of widely used English-language textbooks developed in the
1950s in cooperation with the Iran-America Society and the Iranian Ministry of
Education. Dorry’s firm stewardship of TEFL made it a mainstay in Peace Corps
Iran in the 1960s.

Though TEFL volunteers had received some training in Persian and pedagogy state-
side, they faced a host of challenges in the Iranian classroom. Most were first-time tea-
chers in charge of multiple sections of fifty or more students and often teaching at
more than one school. Students frequently took advantage of their young age and inex-
perience with Iranian-style disciplinary methods in order to misbehave. Frustration
with students’ unruliness and apathy was common.'®® Volunteers posted in towns
where Persian was not the first language of their students faced additional pedagogical
and communication mishaps.lo9 While TEFL was establishing its hegemony over
Peace Corps Iran programming, a brief experiment in rural community development
took place in 1965-67.

Community development projects—popular elsewhere in the Peace Corps of the
1960s—were often the most politically fraught. The Corps defined community devel-
opment rather awkwardly as “trying to help the people ... fashion themselves into an
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organized civic body that will make it possible to do things for themselves ... to
improve their life situation for themselves.”!'? It may come as no surprise that the
vague mandate to encourage self-help efforts in rural communities led to the most dis-
satisfied volunteers. Indeed, of the thirty community development volunteers sent to
Iran in September 1965, only six remained one year later, which was more or less the
trend elsewhere in the Peace Corps.111 Chroniclers have discussed the troubled nature
of community development assignments, with the most infamous cases belonging to
Latin America. In Bolivia, for example, American volunteers were implicated in popu-
lation control programs, which led the host country to end its Peace Corps associ-
ation.

The short-lived community development program in Peace Corps Iran generated
widely varied results, ranging from unwitting participation in the White Revolution’s
corruption, to stories of legendary success. For example, a volunteer posted in the
Caspian Sea region was tasked to supervise village elections carried out as part of
the shah’s municipal reforms. When he learned that elections were rigged with a
pre-determined winner, yet begrudgingly carried out the wishes of his hosts to register
them anyway, he began to see his work as too politically sensitive. He eventually left
his post for a different assignment in Isfahan."'® Another volunteer discovered that his
village in northeastern Iran already had its own well-designed and effective community
development plan when he arrived. Struggling to be relevant, he focused instead on
cultivating meaningful personal connections and became a beloved brother, son,
uncle, and friend to village residents.!!

By all accounts, the most celebrated volunteer was Barkley Moore, lauded in Peace
Corps publicity and even the New York Times for his many accomplishments.115 In
the Gorgon area, Moore helped build schools, sports clubs, libraries, and a science
lab while housing and paying the educational fees of orphan boys and adjudica-
ting intra-community conflicts.'*® Even as volunteers in community development
experienced frustrations and difficulties leading to reassignment, feelings of inade-
quacy, or termination, Moore appeared to thrive and was later awarded recognition
and honors from local officials and the Iranian government for his seven-year
service. The unpredictable outcomes of community development and the shah’s
move away from rural development priorities may have been why Peace Corps Iran
never repeated this experiment.

By the late 1960s, the Iranian government had shifted reform from rural land redis-
tribution to urban investment in infrastructure and industry.“7 Peace Corps Iran, in
turn, aligned itself accordingly, moving away from the volunteer model of the young,
idealistic liberal arts major facilitating sometimes vaguely defined development pro-
jects tov;zilgd reliance.on older, more c?xperienced, technically trained and skilled vol-
unteers. Addressing this changing context, Peace Corps director Joseph
Blatchford reassured concerned volunteers during his 1969 visit to Tehran that the
original “idealism will not be lost, and that there is still enormous need for the general-
ists,” while he agreed to meet the Iranian government’s request for more volunteers
with technical skills.'*® This program change, volunteers feared, would take the
Peace Corps away from its people-to-people mission, a key reason for many to
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enlist. Changing Iranian priorities did not single-handedly drive this shift. Domestic
politics of the Richard Nixon era also led Blatchford to recruit older professionals to
counterbalance a growing perception of the Peace Corps as a bastion of rebellious,
anti-war youth.'

Meanwhile, the Iranian and US governments continued the rhetoric of the Peace
Corps and Iran marching toward progress in tandem. Official Peace Corps publicity
created an image of its Iran program contributing to the country’s ongoing state-spon-
sored modernization, while American volunteers were energetic pioneers forging new
frontiers alongside Iranian counterparts. The Peace Corps director had consented to
Prime Minister Amir-‘Abbas Hoveyda’s request for additional volunteers to work in
English, agriculture, nursing, and municipal engineering. At a 1969 press conference in
Tehran, Blatchford announced that Iranian officials shared his glowing assessment of
the program as “excellent.”!?! Likewise, ‘Effat Navi of the Iran Plan Organization
delivered a speech in 1971 at the Peace Corps Washington headquarters noting
that “mutual collaboration” characterized the Peace Corps’ work in Iran. Iranians
had gained much from Peace Corps technical assistance and development training.
In turn, she asserted, American volunteers benefited from the valuable experience
and knowledge of working with Iranians.'** Thus, it seemed that on the surface
the three original objectives of the Peace Corps—to provide trained manpower, to
promote a better understanding of Americans in the world, and to increase Americans’
knowledge of the world—were still being achieved.

At the close of the 1960s, however, the Peace Corps’ golden age was fading as
Iranian economic, social, and political conditions transformed rapidly. Skyrocketing
oil wealth propelled Iran’s industrialization, changing its development priorities and
forcing Peace Corps officials to reassess their host country’s new needs. With the fal-
tering of the shah’s land reform, Iran’s rural-to-urban migration was accelerating at a
fast pace. Iranian government requests for volunteers in the fields of architecture,
engineering, and city planning addressed such shifting infrastructural needs. Increas-
ingly popular US critiques of modernization, the cold war, and especially the
Vietnam War began to reshape volunteers’ perceptions of US policy. In the late
1960s, a committee of returned Peace Corps volunteers, serving primarily in Latin
America and Southeast Asia, lobbied the Nixon administration to shut down the
agency, which, they argued, served US imperial interests.'”> As the new decade
began, Peace Corps Iran, too, was undergoing a crisis of conscience, and some volun-
teers began to advocate for an end to their program.

Peace Corps Parts Ways with the White Revolution

In 1975 the Peace Corps office in Tehran was bombed. The force of the bomb
blew up the gate, though no one was injured or killed."®* Some have attributed
this to growing anti-Americanism, and indeed Iranian Marxist guerillas had assas-
sinated two US military advisors and made a failed attempt on an American dip-
lomat’s life in the same ycar.125 While State Department reports played down any
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imminent threat to civilian Americans, they predicted that heightened Iranian sen-
sitivities to foreigners would increase over time as more “ordinary” Americans came
to Iran to service the shah’s military and industrial projccts.126 Peace Corps volun-
teers, especially those in Isfahan where a US enclave had formed, remembered a
new Iranian unease toward Americans and recalled that living in Iran was becom-
iqg m?21‘7e difficul, th(.)ugh they had friendly and warm relati.ons with individual Ira-
nians. " The trends in Iran seemed to parallel those in Pakistan and Turkey where
the Peace Corps was shut down in 1967 and 1971 respectively, in part due to
rising anti-Americanism.'?® Though the Johnson era of the mid-1960s has been
considered the “golden age” of the Peace Corps, as the Vietnam War set in, interest
in the Peace Corps waned within host countries and the US government, as well as
among volunteers.'*” The reasons for Peace Corps Iran’s closure in 1976 were thus
complex.

If the Iranian and US governments agreed on the Peace Corps’ positive contri-
bution, who terminated it, and why? Iran volunteers and the program director
appear to have been instrumental in shutting down the program. They were eyewit-
nesses to the consequences of the oil boom, the influx of US corporations, the shah’s
prioritization of US technical expertise, and the surge in military expenditures and
political repression. The veneer of the White Revolution’s 1960s-era development
and modernization was wearing thin, while the Iranian economy, society, and politics
appeared to be spinning out of control. Many volunteers agreed that the Peace Corps’
original mission could no longer be sustained.

By the early 1970s, Iran was poised to be a member of the industrialized world. New
roads and railroads under construction in the east and west better connected it to the
outside world, as did cutting-edge telecommunications systems. Iran was manufactur-
ing its own cars and tractors, while international agri-business was expanding rapidly
across the country. Foreign clientele, especially Americans, were feted at Tehran’s
finest hotels, such as the Hilton, the Sheraton, and the Intercontinental.!*° Iran’s pet-
rochemical complexes on the Persian Gulf supported flows of oil, while more revenues
came from new reserves of iron, copper, and steel. Iran’s status as the fourth largest oil
producer and the world’s second oil exporter garnered profits to the tune of $5 billion
in 1973-74, which increased to $20 billion three years later.'?! Consequently, the Plan
Organization’s 1973-78 budget jumped from $20 billion to $100 billion."** Yet the
1975/76 economic boom contrasted dramatically with shortfalls in education
where supply did not meet demand coupled with high levels of unemployment and
lack of housing and food items in major cities.

The shortage of public schools in the early 1970s was contrasted with the prolifer-
ation of for-profit English-language schools in Tehran and other major cities. Native
English speakers could command high salaries at private institutions teaching a
language that more Iranians seemed to want or need, from the soldier whose job
was to service American-made helicopters to professionals at every level.’** It was
not uncommon for former or current Peace Corps volunteers to get recruited into
private industry or for volunteers to leave the program attracted by lucrative job
offers.">> As one 1970s volunteer testified:
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I could have left the Peace Corps and gotten a job teaching English for 10 times
what I was getting paid by the Peace Corps and still have the Peace Corps experi-
ence. I didn’t because I was close to the end of my time anyway and because the
American Embassy, apparently, was so upset about the types of jobs... not so
upset—they were trying to save the Peace Corps and had gotten the agreement
of some of the companies not to hire Peace Corps volunteers who were still
active Peace Corps volunteers.!¢

Whereas American soldiers, military officials, aid workers, and Peace Corps volun-
teers had comprised the bulk of Americans in post-World War II Iran, in the early
1970s an influx of blue-collar Americans joined them."”” American companies,
such as Bell Helicopter and Grumman Aircraft, located on the outskirts of Isfahan,
had attracted several thousand US citizens to the area.'*® Their employees and families
were often insensitive to the local cultural context. A longtime American resident in
Iran, TEFL Peace Corps staffer Gertrude Nye Dorry felt embarrassed by compatriots
living in her adopted country. She reported that “American youths were ... helling
around the city—calling the Isfahanis ‘niggers’ ... There were times when I tried, by
speaking only in Persian, to hide the fact that I was an American.”*® Volunteers,
too, were troubled by prejudiced American attitudes toward Iranians.'*

Indeed, a lot had changed from the time of the Peace Corps’ arrival in the fall of
1962. By the early 1970s, though the program still drew TEFL volunteers, more tech-
nically trained recruits eclipsed them over time. Among the 217 volunteers in Iran in
1970—down from the mid-1960s peak of 400—a quarter were involved in municipal
development projects requiring engineering, urban planning, and architectural exper-
tise. Other sought-after fields were nutrition, forestry, fish and game management,
animal science, computer science, library science, and small industry.'*! In its final
year, the program sponsored eighty volunteers exclusively in urban planning-oriented
and agriculture projects.142 Such highly specialized jobs did not always lead to volun-
teer satisfaction, prompting a number of 1970s volunteers to end their service carly.'*?
The program also gave volunteers more decision-making authority than in the past.

Dorry recalled that in the 1970s,

The Peace Corps changed to self-selection, under which each trainee, after having
finished training—including a trip to the host country at government expense—
decided for himself whether he wanted to serve the remainder of his two years
or not. Under that system, attrition in some of Iran’s subsequent programs sub-
tracted nearly half of a group.'*

Furthermore, since volunteers with post-graduate training tended to be older and
married, they came to Iran with a spouse, who often faced unfulfilling work assign-
ments, leading to early volunteer-initiated terminations.'*’

Another complicating factor was the 1970s volunteers” awareness of growing pol-
itical and social tensions across Iran. William Killgore, a US consular official who
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spent 1972-74 in Tehran, remembered how volunteers taught him about an Iran he
did not know.

The director of the Peace Corps in Iran asked me, as political counselor, if I would
be willing to come down and talk to the Peace Corps volunteers. I said, “Sure.” And
I did. Ilearned more from them than they learned from me. They kept referring to a
fellow named George. “George has built the greatest society on earth, health corps,
literacy corps, villages are being rebuilt, fresh water, pure water.” They were talking
about George Bernard Shaw—Shah. They referred to the Shah as George. They
told me that the so-called literacy corps and health corps that were much touted
in the media and in the PR pronouncements by the government of Iran, were
simply not happening at all; they were just words. There was nothing but
poverty and misery out in the villages, that the government wasn’t doing anything.
Subsequently, I traveled to every corner of Iran by road. The truth of what the vol-
unteers said was evident.'

Similarly, US consular official Thomas R. Hutson (1968-71), recalled:

We associated with many Peace Corps volunteers who really had a good feel for

what was going on outside of Tehran and could describe to us the huge gap
between what was happening in the capital and what was happening in the rest
of the country.'*’

Volunteers’ political consciousness was heightened, too, as critical views of foreign
policy became more widespread in the US. In the 1960s, the Pahlavi model of devel-
opment was aligned with prevalent American cold war ideas supporting modernizing
leaders as a bulwark against the spread of communism. Furthermore, the American
press had published little criticism of the shah or US policy in Iran.'*® The 1970s
marked the apex of the shah’s repression, coinciding with an emerging human
rights discourse that painted the monarch as a despot supported by the US.'* An
Amnesty International report had rebuked the Pahlavi regime for its physical and
psychological torture of dissidents, the lack of freedom of speech and movement,
and other oppressive measures.”>® In addition, the political activism of thousands of
Iranian students in the US also contributed to American awareness about the
shah’s repression, as did US congressional investigations into Iran’s human rights vio-
lations.”>* The changing US perception of the shah clashed with the volunteers’ com-
mitment to serving the people of Iran.

It is not surprising then that some volunteers saw the flaws in the US underwriting
the shah’s modernization program of uneven development and limited political free-
doms. Many questioned, and some rejected, the received wisdom about Iran, particu-
larly the shah’s White Revolution as the Peace Corps’ institutional partner. Sheldon
Fleming, son of the last Peace Corps Iran director Quentin Fleming, remembered con-
versations with his father about aggrieved and unhappy volunteers. By 1975 such was
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the level of concern that the director invited volunteers to cast their vote on the future
of the Peace Corps in Iran. The results fell on the side of closing the program, which
were soon conveyed to Peace Corps headquarters in Washington. Agency director
John Dellenback gave the official go-ahead to terminate by 30 June 1976.">
Quentin Fleming packed up the Peace Corps Iran office sign from No. 65, Takht-e

Jamshid Avenue in Tehran and took it with him into retirement in California.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Peace Corps Iran

Though the Iranian opposition vehemently denounced the shah’s close ties to the US,
there is little to no evidence of it maligning the Peace Corps. It is notable that the
leading literary figure and quintessential public intellectual, Jalal Al-e Ahmad,
known for his condemnation of cultural imperialism in his 1962 publication
Gharb-zadegi (Westoxication), could be harshly critical of contemporary US-Iranian
ties. However, he was apparently oblivious to the Peace Corps’ presence in Iran
until the mid-1960s. A passing comment on the subject appeared in Al-e Ahmad’s
report of his participation in a Harvard University summer program in 1965 where
he noted that “200 Peace Corps [volunteers] in Iran ... get paid $5-7 per day, being
trained for jobs such as ... those in the US State Departmcnt.”153 Though somewhat
dismissive of the Peace Corps’ loftier goals, his assessment of it seems relatively benign.
A more positive impression of the program may be found in the friendship between
Iran’s renowned opposition cultural critic Ali Shariati and Michael Hillman, a Peace
Corps volunteer at the University of Mashhad in 1965-67. Shariati accepted Hillman
as a colleague and friend and even acted as an intermediary facilitating Hillman’s mar-
riage to an Iranian woman.">

Thus, more meaningful than the subject matter volunteers taught at Iranian schools
and the structures they built were the intangible personal impressions they made on
Iranians. This perception of Peace Corps Americans, as objects of curiosity but also
affection and trust, appear in numerous accounts and anecdotes.'>> An Iranian immi-
grant in Chicago, ‘Ezzat Gushehgir, launched a search for Peace Corps English teacher
Paul Levering, whom she met in her hometown of Dezful, Khuzistan in the mid-
1960s. Though Levering was her brother’s teacher, she was impressed by this
foreign man living far from home—and the first American she had ever met—who
had sacrificed the comforts of the US to live with Iranians, which struck her as poign-
ant.’>® An Iranian supervisor of Tehran-based Peace Corps volunteers admitted that
more than anything else, Iranian students were drawn to their American teachers’
dress, talk, and lifestyles,157 while some volunteers complained that they suffered
from lack of time to prepare for their classes and regroup mentally because they
were “so lionized by the citizenry.”158 The politicized teenager in Semnan province,
who hated all things associated with the shah, including the US government,
became lifelong friends with the young Peace Corps Americans who rented
his parent’s house.”® Thus, at a time when the war in Vietnam was turning the
world against the US and unattractive images from American popular culture were
exported abroad, Peace Corps volunteers humanized Americans for Iranians.
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The story of Peace Corps Iran began with earlier US foreign assistance programs in
Iran, where American technical advisors worked with Iranian counterparts to
implement development plans.léO Yet the Peace Corps was an innovation expanding
beyond this original context. Its distinct and unique role was to place Americans—
referred to as “volunteers” rather than “technical advisors”™—in settings where they
worked alongside ordinary Iranians and, to varying extents, integrated into local
society. Unlike earlier American aid employees, Peace Corps volunteers had studied
Persian—sometimes quite well to gain fluency—and learned about Iranian history
and culture during a short, intensive training program. Evolving over time in
content and form, Peace Corps training generally emphasized collaboration and
cooperation, sometimes placing volunteers with Iranian “counterparts” in cities,
towns, and villages and encouraging them to become part of the community.

During its “golden age” in the mid-1960s, the Peace Corps was steered to work in
tandem with the shah’s White Revolution. Its volunteers taught English to feed the
shah’s desire for a foreign-language literate workforce, while also sponsoringa rural com-
munity development project with mixed results. By the early 1970s, the contradictions
of an American project supporting the shah as an agent of modernization and anti-com-
munism while also promoting goodwill toward the US and serving the needs of ordinary
Iranians were too evident. Though it is not clear how Peace Corps officials in Washing-
ton perceived affairs in Tehran, the program’s volunteers and director in Iran saw the
writing on the wall. With rising Iranian oil wealth fueling state spending and private
enterprise directing the American presence in Iran, increasingly negative images of
the US began circulating. Things had changed from the days when the New Frontier
had first met the White Revolution. Ultimately, it was the volunteers themselves
who decided the fate of the program, perhaps influenced also by critical voices from
within the Peace Corps calling for its termination across the world.

The demise of the Iran Peace Corps program, however, did not tarnish its legacy as
a meaningful experiment in cultural exchange. Peace Corps volunteers helped con-
struct parks, buildings, and roads, while introducing Iranians to new agricultural
methods and social activities.'®" In the village of Chashm in Semnan province,
George Sakkal, Jim Bruce Prior, Douglas Schermer, and David Garrett built a
school.'®? In Shiraz, Susan Omohundro started an English club for teenage girls
where they made handicrafts, sang songs, played games, and visited local orpha-
nagc:s.lé3 Thousands of Iranians who migrated to the United States, United
Kingdom, Canada, and Australia put to good use the English they were first
exposed to via American volunteers. Perhaps the most significant achievement of
the Peace Corps’ Iran program was to bring hundreds of Americans and thousands
of Iranians together to foster cross-cultural understanding. The program’s success is
most clear when we remember its original goals—promoting understanding of Amer-
icans in the world and increasing American knowledge of the world.

When it comes to assessing the Peace Corps’ third goal—promoting Americans’
knowledge of the world—volunteers acknowledge that their work made a greater
impact on them than on Iranians. Living abroad, learning a new language and
Iran’s many cultures, and befriending Iranians of all backgrounds transformed
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them. They received an education in world politics, religion, and society, thus coming
to learn much about themselves and what they were personally capable of outside of
what was officially mandated. A salient outcome of the Peace Corps’ program in Iran
was its producing a generation of US academics fluent in Persian whose years of service
led to careers studying and teaching Iranian literature, history, society, politics, and
Islamic cultures, such as Richard Eaton, Mary Hegland, Michael Hillman, Eric Hoo-
glund, John Limbert, John Lorentz, Thomas Ricks, and the late Jerome Clinton. Vol-
unteers also went into diplomatic service, and, sadly, three of the fifty-two American
embassy employees taken hostage in 1979 to 1981 were former Peace Corps Iran vol-
unteers.'®* Whether or not they subsequently chose careers in education or diplomacy,
their worldview was invariably influenced by the relationships formed and the knowl-
edge acquired in Iran. Ironically, while some Peace Corps Americans were trained to
see themselves as the sole “change agents,” in the end it was the Iranians who made a
deeper impact on them. Some fifty years after their service, former volunteers confess a
deep emotional connection to Iran and express distress at the misrepresentation and
maligning of Iranians in US popular and political discourse. Most recently, many have
been moved to marshal their Iran experience for political and community advocacy
and action, forming a non-profit organization, promoting Iraman culture and the
arts, and lobbying their US representatives on policy toward Iran.!
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