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Book Review

The Sand Castle and the Revolutionary Ants

Andrew Scott Cooper
The Fall of Heaven: The Pahlavis 
and the Final Days of imperial Iran
New York: Picador, 2018, 587 pages.

On the eve of the 40th anniversary of the Islamic Revolution of Iran, we might think 
that we have seen and read enough books or articles that try to shed “new light” on 
the last days of the Pahlavi monarchy, the regime that replaced brutality with the 
foundation of the Islamic Republic of Iran. The reader here should not be surprised 
by this inquiry, since this revolution has had (and apparently is still having) a great 
impact on the world, so studies of it and its enigma still provoke, ignite, and urge 
researchers to delve into it one more time and expose new evidence, facts, and 
ideologies, and find something we have never seen before.

That is – research on this specific revolution has become harder to consider, 
because the real impression is that we have seen, read, etc. everything that is 
related to it. And here, we are fundamentally wrong. You cannot take your eyes 
off this book.

Regarding the recent vibrations coming from Iran, many observers say that 
the Islamic Republic, like any revolution, will, in its own way, whatever that may 
be, quietly or loudly, come to an end. It really does not matter how that happens; 
all that matters is the fact that it could happen sooner or later. Confirming this 
assessment, we can find Iranian oppositionists who adopt the above assumption 
as their main agenda, while finding ways to reemerge and present themselves as 
a relevant alternative to the current regime. These are mainly the Mojahedin-e 
Khalq and the Monarchists. The latter, apparently, have no real power, yet have 
great imaginations when it comes to representing Iran during the last Shah’s reign 
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and to picturing how Iran would be if this revolution had never happened − it 
would be a superpower, but aligned with the West and not against it.

Andrew Scott Cooper, a brilliant and innovative professor at Columbia 
University, USA, shows he has no fear, by giving the last days of the Pahlavi 
monarchy a new and fresh outlook and interpretation. Dealing with the 
abovementioned conceptions, he has an important mission –  to provide a different 
insight into this revolution, without sounding too critical and unrealistic. 

Cooper re-tells us the known story of the revolution, while giving each actor 
a full treatment that enables the reader to be exposed to a context other than the 
religious one. Many books have dealt with Khomeini and his associates, and with 
other revolutionary groups − religious, semi-religious, and secular (including my 
own books) − and nothing is wrong with that, except for the fact that the bad guy 
has been in most cases the Shah and his dictatorship. One might say, dictatorship 
is bad; therefore, the dictator, with all his good intentions of putting Iran in the 20th 
century, etc., is still a bad guy. However, Cooper, in this book, does not try to show 
another truth or “the truth” about the Shah; he is trying, rather, to present him in the 
real context of Iran’s vigorous reality. Most importantly, the Shah is not the victim of 
consequences of his actions. He is responsible for the outcome of his own acts and 
insolent agenda. However, Cooper’s ability to present a dimensional process gives us, 
as readers, a thoughtful understanding that the enigma around the Shah, not Khomeini, 
is the enigma that has never been solved and that probably never will be solved. 

The fall of the Shah was not only his personal loss, but the author hints at 
the colossal American failure to preserve their ally in Iran – the shah, since the 
establishment of the Islamic Republic. The USA assumed that he should go and 
that they would handle the new regime – yet, even at the very last moment the 
USA could not have known who would take over as ruler in Iran. They did not 
believe that Khomeini and his circle could ever become rulers of the state. 

The interesting part of this book is the questions the Shah and his queen – Farah 
− asked themselves while surviving the waves of the revolution and especially 
afterwards, when they felt the world’s denial and ignoring of them, which for 
them was the real pain. These questions show the deep hatred the Iranian people 
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felt toward their king and queen, and it might be naïve to ask if the latter were 
really pretending to present ultra-ignorance or if they were just fundamentally 
stupid? How could the king and queen themselves ask these questions? Where 
were they ever since the Shah expelled Khomeini from Iran? And we ask many 
more questions that neither the Shah nor his wife were able to ask. 

Yet, Cooper presents these questions not to emphasize the Shah’s arrogance, but 
from the point of view that the Shah and his queen were totally convinced that their 
deeds and vision of Iran’s future represented the real way to make Iran a regional 
and worldwide power and to bring the 20th century’s advancements into every 
aspect of life. The urgency around enforcing the White Revolution reforms, the 
hard hand against oppositionists, the horrible influence of SAVAK on the people, 
the deterioration of the economy, fighting among the religious circles etc. – all were 
aimed at bringing Iran into modernity – nothing else. The contrition of the Shah, and 
especially of his wife and successors, were signs of regret. Yet, one person might 
consider theirs to be crocodile tears, but another would see them as real redemption. 
The researcher searches for the truth in this remorse, as Cooper does. The many 
actors who played revolutionary games, in Iran and outside of it, had ideologies that 
were too innovative and unrealistic for the Shah to see or understand, and which he 
blamed for his downfall. His part in the revolution was no smaller than Khomeini’s; 
in this tango, both engaged in a fight for survival. The Shah, however, counted on 
the USA for help and support. When he lost that, they lost his support too. The 
framed understanding that Cooper gives us − through the eyes of Empress Farah, 
American officials, as well as statesmen in the USA, Iran, and the Middle East – is 
that the private story of the royal family could not change the outcome, nor was it 
willing to. Cooper gives us the impression that the revolution that the Shah wanted 
to implant in Iran was planted in salted soil, while Khomeini’s revolution played 
with the world’s and mostly with the Iranian people’s imaginations to create a new 
reality – a reality that still plays in the people’s minds, even today.
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