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Current Iranian President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, when pressed about his views 

on the United States, frequently harkens back to the 1953 coup as the event that stained 
America’s image in the eyes of Iranians.  Nearly six decades later, the consequences of the 
coup still reverberate throughout the country as the regime portrays its nuclear ambitions 
as the same sort of national struggle faced by Mohammad Mossadegh when he 
nationalized Iranian oil in 1951 against the wishes of the British.  Hence, the current 
Western imposed sanctions on Iran are viewed by some as a rerun of Britain’s 1951 trade 
embargo on the purchase of Iranian oil.  Amid recent speculation that an attack on Iran 
may be imminent in order to prevent the country from developing nuclear weapons, let us 
not overlook the “blowback” suffered by the United States following its deposition of 
Mossadegh in 1953.  Stephen Kinzer’s All The Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the 
Roots of Middle East Terror provides readers with a context for the attitudes of disdain 
towards American foreign policy current among both moderate and right-wing Iranians. 

 
The 1953 Iranian coup is widely regarded as a watershed moment in American-

Iranian foreign relations.  In a plot organized by the American CIA and the British MI6, 
the western powers desperately sought to overthrow Iranian prime minister Mohammad 
Mossadegh and reestablish the despotic Mohammad Reza Shah as the foremost authority 
in the country.  Through bribes, assassinations, clandestine meetings, and other devious 
means of undermining Mossadegh, Operation Ajax, as code-named by the CIA, proved to 
be a success as American and British operatives succeeded in ousting Mossadegh in August 
1953.  In a subsequent trial, Mossadegh would be found guilty of treason by a kangaroo 
court and sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of his life.  Kinzer’s work 
reconstructs the series of events that led to the coup in a manner that resembles a thrilling 
novel more so than a standard historiography.  Recalling the tense atmosphere of the 
1950s, Kinzer emphasizes the significance of the Cold War in terms of drawing the United 
States into Operation Ajax.  Mossadegh, whom the author portrays as a heroic figure with 
some apparent flaws, was pitted against his antithesis, the Shah, as well as the conniving 
officials of the CIA.  Kinzer asserts that the coup’s consequences eventually resulted in the 
1979 Islamic Revolution, yet his conclusion, which suggests a causal relationship between 
Operation Ajax and Middle Eastern terrorism, has raised the eyebrows of some pundits. 

 
The effects of the 1953 coup resonated strongly throughout Iran in the form of 

political repression by the Shah, government concessions, and the emergence of the feared 
secret police known as SAVAK.  However, the most caustic outcome was the Iranian 
perception of being betrayed by the United States.  In the aftermath of World War I, the 
Iranian public viewed America with admiration -- instead of exploiting Iran’s lucrative oil 
fields and crucial geographical position, American officials voiced their support for Iranian 
sovereignty.  But following the overthrow of Mossadegh, appreciation of American 
integrity quickly dissipated as “Operation Ajax taught tyrants… that the world’s most 
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powerful governments were willing to tolerate limitless oppression as long as oppressive 
regimes were friendly to the West and to Western oil companies.”1  Kinzer argues that 
following America’s betrayal of Mossadegh’s democratic values, Iranians began viewing 
the United States with constant suspicion.  Therefore, Iran’s reputation for disliking the 
United States should not be rationalized simply as a clash of cultures; Kinzer attributes the 
hostilities to the coup, which tainted America with a shade of dishonesty. 

 
Kinzer avoids offering a definitive answer on whether the coup was an essential 

step towards thwarting the Soviet Union or merely the byproduct of Western imperialism, 
but he willingly recognizes the drastic consequences that emerged from Mossadegh’s 
overthrow.  According to Kinzer, the coup’s “most direct result was to give [the Shah] the 
chance to become dictator… but his oppressive rule turned Iranians against him.  In 1979 
their anger exploded in a shattering revolution led by Islamic fundamentalists.”2   While 
Kinzer offers an explanation for the Islamic Revolution by fixating on the Shah’s cruelty, 
he fails to elaborate on the correlation between Operation Ajax and the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution.  Instead, he provides a generalized explanation by chalking it up to the 
dastardly deeds of Mohammad Reza Shah, one of the many villains depicted in his book.  
Even if the Shah had been the sole catalyst for the revolution, Kinzer could have clarified 
how the ruler’s repressive actions managed to alienate Iranian citizens and ultimately pave 
the way for Islamic fundamentalists to overthrow the government. 

 
Kinzer’s boldest and certainly most contentious assertion suggests that the 

consequences of Operation Ajax laid the foundation for Middle East terrorism.  He 
contends that following the Islamic Revolution, “Iran’s revolutionary leaders became 
heroes to fanatics in many countries… [including] Afghans who founded the Taliban… 
[thus] it is not far-fetched to draw a line from Operation Ajax… to the fireballs that 
engulfed the World Trade Center in New York.”3   Kinzer’s claim raises doubts not 
because of the correlation formed between the 1953 coup and the September 11th attacks, 
but rather it is his conclusion of causality that appears dubious.  It is plausible that the 
masterminds behind the World Trade Center attacks were influenced by the Islamic 
fundamentalists who consolidated their power in Iran after 1979.  However in the years 
following the coup, there were boundless possibilities that could have thwarted the Islamic 
Revolution, which in turn would have halted the emergence of the Taliban, according to 
Kinzer’s logic.  The Shah could have turned over a new leaf and rescinded his oppressive 
laws or perhaps the United States could have forcibly demanded more equitable reforms in 
Iran.  Between 1953 and 1979, a variety of factors could have prevented the overthrow of 
the Pahlavi dynasty. 

 
Mohammad Mossadegh, portrayed by Kinzer as the foremost champion of anti-

imperialism, is ostensibly engaged in a David versus Goliath battle against the western 
superpowers.  The prime minister is depicted as a man with both admirable qualities as 
well as prevalent flaws.  On the one hand, Mossadegh possessed a pristine sense of honor 
as he passionately fought for Iranian sovereignty without once kowtowing to British 
demands.  But Kinzer also views Mossadegh’s unwavering refusal to submit as a double-
edged sword, arguing that “the single-mindedness with which [Mossadegh] pursued his 

                                                
1 Stephen Kinzer, All the Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle East Terror (Hoboken: 
John Wiley & Sons, 2003), 204. 
2 Ibid., 202. 
3 Ibid., 203-204. 
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campaign against [AIOC] made it impossible for him to compromise when he could and 
should have.”4   Kinzer does not hesitate to blame Mossadegh for failing to recognize the 
tense environment of the Cold War, which undoubtedly swayed the Eisenhower 
administration into supporting plans to oust the prime minister, but for the most part the 
author takes a compassionate stance towards the controversial Iranian figure. 

 
Despite Kinzer’s attempts at objectivity, he takes a sympathetic tone when writing 

about Mossadegh.  The most telling evidence of this lies in the book’s epilogue, which 
diverges from Iranian history and instead focuses on Kinzer’s journey to Mossadegh’s 
home in the modest village of Ahmad Abad.  The section deviates from traditional 
historiographies by adding a personal touch to the work as Kinzer interviews residents of 
the village and encourages them to share their stories about how Mossadegh’s influence 
still reverberates throughout the community.  Furthermore, he provides a look into the 
legacy of Mossadegh through the eyes of the prime minister’s family.  From these 
conversations, it is abundantly clear that the characteristics that made Mossadegh such an 
endearing figure among his countrymen have not been forgotten despite Iran’s foray into 
the 21st century.  As the prime minister’s great-grandson succinctly articulated, “I want to 
practice honesty, generosity, and the other qualities that people associate with the name 
Mossadegh [but] public life is not for me.  It’s too great a responsibility.”5 

 
Stephen Kinzer’s All The Shah’s Men: An American Coup and the Roots of Middle 

East Terror provides a glimpse into the series of events that would eventually result in the 
1953 Iranian coup.  While Kinzer utilizes copious sources, none of them are Persian texts, 
which presumably may have influenced his arguments.  Some of the claims made are 
coherent and well-supported, such as placing partial blame on Mossadegh for the collapse 
in negotiations with AIOC and arguing that the coup set the precedent for overthrowing 
uncooperative governments by means of covert CIA missions.  Despite these solid points 
raised by Kinzer, he does occasionally jump to irrational conclusions.  For example, 
Kinzer’s assertion of a cause-and-effect relationship between the coup and Middle East 
terrorism is supported by dubious reasoning.  Regardless, that shortcoming does not 
prevent the book from being an informative and enjoyable read.  Putting American 
rhetoric aside, Kinzer exposes how the United States, a country based on “life, liberty, and 
the pursuit of happiness,” forcibly removed an admired official in favor of a repressive 
tyrant, all in the name of combating communism -- a tradeoff that has ultimately resulted 
in grave consequences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4 Ibid., 206-207. 
5 Ibid., 228. 


