
"IRAN, Hussein’s dilemma" is a voyage of discovery into the fascinating realm of one of the world's most misunderstood 
countries. The journey begins at the heyday of the Shah’s regime in the 1970s and takes us through the Islamic Revolution and the 
Iran-Iraq war to contemporary Iran, today under international sanctions for its controversial nuclear activity. Hard facts, geopolitics, 
historical details and analysis are combined with lively and poignant autobiographical anecdotes.

Drawn heavily from my experience of living and working in Iran over more than ten years, "Iran, Hussein's dilemma" offers an 
intimate glimpse into the societal norms, political culture and business realities of the Islamic Republic.
Below you will find a Foreword by Sir Richard Dalton, former British ambassador to Iran and a critique (en français) by the 
anthropologist Fariba Adelkhah, senior research fellow at CERI / Sciences Po.
Published in both paperback and electronic formats (Kindle...) it is available via Amazon, other online bookshops and via your local 
bookshop. (ISBN: 978 2 322 03560 1)

Additional links of interest:
BBC Persian TV HardTalk interview:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2hi1N1emu_s

Kayhan London review and Q&A:
http://bit.ly/1v4updE 

FOREWORD by Sir Richard DALTON, HM British Ambassador in Tehran, 2003 to 2006.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2hi1N1emu_s
http://t.co/qC6qb8pUCt


This is a rare book.  It gives you what you really should know if you are going to live among, or work with, Iranians: coherent, well-

informed insight into the cultural context.

There are deeper books on history and politics and more learned ones on society and the arts.  There are guide-books that will tell 

you how to get about and volumes filled with up-to-date figures so that you can master the Iranian economy.  But it is this book, of 

200 Pages, the fruit of twelve years spent in Iran across four decades, that can prime you on all this, whether you are in business or 

in government or are a visitor. 

Making use of the inestimable advantages of being European himself and Iranian by marriage, Nigel Coulthard’s purpose is to share 

with the reader his voyage of discovery of, and initiation into, Iranian society.  He conveys the delighted surprise that so many 

foreigners feel when learning about the country’s past and potential, and when enjoying Iranian hospitality and the breadth of 

interests of Iranians.  He sets out Iran’s uniqueness, born of a 3000-year history within much the same borders.  He brings a very 

sharp eye and telling anecdotes to the rich story he tells. 

His account of the relevant history stands out, starting with a vivid description of a young man’s perceptions of Tehran under the 

Shah and reminiscences of the revolution of 1979.   He brings us up to date with a masterly synthesis: Reza Shah’s dream of a 

secular society, and Ayatollah Khomeini’s idea of a theocracy, he writes, were both “top-down” visions enforced by coercion. The 

excesses of these two experiences appear today to have given rise to a “bottom-up” demand from the country’s young population for 

a more tolerant secular society, whatever their personal spiritual beliefs. These aspirations are seen quite clearly, not only in the 

streets of the country during the demonstrations of 2009 and 2010 but also more explicitly in the cinema, music, blogs, and other 

modern media of Iran’s vibrant youth.

The politics of commerce and investment in Iran are well described.  Particularly candid is his analysis of why people behave the way 

they do in everyday situations.  A westerner visiting Iran on business, he writes, has to navigate between fastidious over-politeness 

on the part of most Iranians and an acute profiteering cheekiness born from the harsh social and economic realities of revolution. 

The lessons of long business experience are delivered in a serious but amusing and salty manner.  So, the astute choice of which 

projects to follow amongst the myriad of proposals is of key importance.  “Projects that raise their head then disappear for several 

years, somewhat like the Loch Ness monster, seem to be a speciality in Iran.”

And for those preparing for the opportunities that will open up following a breakthrough in the nuclear dispute, he warns that there is 

no fast track or hidden formula especially applicable to the Islamic Republic. Hard work, perspicacious analysis, integrity and putting 

in the necessary resources are the essentials.

Iran is a great country that wishes to be both powerful and technically advanced. Today it is under the hammer of international 

economic sanctions.  Much now depends on the outcome of the negotiations on its disputed nuclear programme. Iran’s policy is to 

alleviate international concerns so that they can gradually overcome the effects of the pressures on them and go for growth once 

more.  For without the fresh growth that sorting out its international relations will bring, it will not progress materially.  Morally, it’s 

an even more complicated picture, largely because the tension has not been resolved between the religious mission of the ruling 

system and the yearning of much of the people for the rights and freedoms enjoyed elsewhere.  Iran has never had the thoroughly 

good government its people deserve.

Anticipating Iran’s future is harder than hard, but allow Nigel Coulthard to infuse you with his knowledge and enthusiasm and you 

will have made a great start.
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Hommage implicite et touchant à son épouse d'origine iranienne décédée il y a quelques années, cet essai de l'auteur livre les leçons 

de sa longue expérience d'homme d'affaires occidental - et singulièrement de sujet de Sa Majesté travaillant dans la deuxième partie 

de sa carrière pour un grand groupe français - en Iran pendant une période qui voit défiler le Shah, la révolution de 1978-1979 et la 

guerre contre l'Irak, puis celui de la République islamique post-khomeyniste.

Sans prétendre faire œuvre scientifique, l’auteur restitue ses observations avec un humour décapant, certes parfois un peu 

condescendant,  mais très british. Les pages les plus utiles au lecteur seront sans doute celles qu'il consacre à l'économie et à la 

manière de faire des affaires en Iran. Il dévoile aussi tout un pan de la société iranienne, mal connu, celle de la société du nord de 

Téhéran plutôt que de ses quartiers populeux ou de ses campagnes. L'exercice est intéressant au-delà de cette description car il 

montre comment l'extrême familiarité avec un pays, la maîtrise de sa langue, la connaissance intime de ses milieux dirigeants, de 

son histoire et de ses codes culturels permettent de dissiper certains stéréotypes, mais n'empêchent pas toujours de les reconduire 

sous de nouvelles formes, fussent-elles plus savantes ou raffinées.

Orientalisme, quand tu nous tiens!  Y compris en étant tantôt plus sévère tantôt plus indulgent à l'égard du pays que ses 

ressortissants eux-mêmes. Et cet orientalisme est parfois celui que les classes dirigeantes nationales manifestent à l'endroit de leur 

peuple. En bref, Nigel Coulthard est parfois plus Iranien que les Iraniens eux-mêmes, à l'instar d'une certaine catégorie d'expatriés, 

ceux qui aiment profondément le pays d'adoption que leur carrière, et ici l'amour, leur ont fait épouser.

Une dernière remarque, pour dissiper tout malentendu : le Hussein en proie à son dilemme n’est pas celui de Kerbala, mais un 

certain Obama!

Fariba Adelkhah,

Anthropologue, Directeur de recherche au CERI / SciencesPo
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