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The covert operations carried out by the CIA against Mohammad Mossadegh,
Iran’s democratically elected Prime Minister in the early 1950s, remain a
significant chapter in Cold War history. Understanding why President Dwight
D. Eisenhower authorized these clandestine efforts requires examining the
geopolitical context, economic interests, ideological fears, and Cold War
dynamics that shaped U.S. foreign policy during that era. This article
explores the multifaceted reasons behind Eisenhower’s decision to undermine
Mossadegh’s government, emphasizing the strategic, economic, and ideological
motives that led to one of the most consequential covert operations in modern
history.

---

Background: Iran and Mohammad Mossadegh’s Rise
to Power

The Political Landscape of Iran in the Early 1950s
Iran, in the early 20th century, was a nation of strategic importance due to
its vast oil reserves, its geographic position between the Soviet Union and
the Middle East, and its role in global geopolitics. Mohammad Mossadegh
emerged as a prominent nationalist leader committed to reducing foreign
influence and asserting Iran’s sovereignty.

Mossadegh’s Nationalization of the Oil Industry
In 1951, Mossadegh’s government moved decisively to nationalize the Anglo-
Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), which was controlled primarily by British
interests. This move was highly popular among Iranians, who viewed foreign
control over their natural resources as unjust and exploitative.

International Response to the Oil Nationalization
The British government responded with economic sanctions and diplomatic
pressure, seeking to undermine Mossadegh’s government. The United States,
initially neutral, began to take a keen interest in the situation as concerns
grew about regional stability and the spread of communism.

---



The Cold War Context and U.S. Strategic
Interests

The Rise of Communism and the Fear of Soviet
Expansion
During the early 1950s, Cold War tensions between the United States and the
Soviet Union dominated international relations. The U.S. was deeply concerned
about the spread of communism in the Middle East and Iran’s potential
alignment with the Soviet bloc.

Iran’s Strategic Importance to the United States
Iran’s geographic position made it a crucial buffer zone against Soviet
expansion into the Middle East. Control over Iran’s oil resources also held
significant economic and strategic value for the U.S.

The Truman Doctrine and Containment Policy
The U.S. adopted a policy of containment, aimed at preventing the spread of
communism worldwide. Iran’s political stability was viewed as vital to
maintaining regional balance and preventing Soviet influence.

---

Why Did President Eisenhower Authorize the
Operation? Key Reasons

1. Preventing the Spread of Communism in Iran
Eisenhower and his advisors believed that Mossadegh’s nationalist government,
with its anti-foreign stance, could potentially fall under Soviet influence
or be sympathetic to communist ideologies. Ensuring a pro-Western government
was seen as essential to safeguard Iran from becoming a communist ally of the
USSR.

2. Protecting U.S. and British Economic Interests
The nationalization of the Iranian oil industry threatened British economic
interests, which were also aligned with U.S. concerns about maintaining
access to Middle Eastern oil. The U.S. aimed to restore stability favorable
to Western oil companies.

3. Demonstrating U.S. Commitment to Containment
The CIA’s operation, known as Operation Ajax, was part of a broader strategy
to demonstrate U.S. resolve in countering Soviet influence and to promote



democracy aligned with American interests.

4. Responding to British Pressure and Shared
Intelligence
The British government, which had lost significant control over the oil
industry, collaborated with the U.S. to orchestrate a plan to remove
Mossadegh from power. U.S. intelligence shared the British assessment that
Mossadegh’s government was unstable and potentially a threat to regional
security.

5. Maintaining Regional Stability and U.S. Influence
A stable, pro-Western government in Iran was viewed as essential for regional
stability. Eisenhower’s administration prioritized this stability over Iran’s
democratic process.

---

The Covert Operation: How the CIA Worked to
Oust Mossadegh

Planning and Execution of Operation Ajax
The CIA, under the code name Operation Ajax, orchestrated a series of covert
activities including propaganda campaigns, political manipulation, and
supporting opposition groups. The operation involved:

- Funding opposition political parties and groups
- Spreading disinformation about Mossadegh’s government
- Encouraging protests and unrest
- Coordinating with Iranian military leaders and royalists

The Role of the Shah of Iran
The U.S. and British supported Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, the monarch,
encouraging him to take a more active role in resisting Mossadegh. The Shah’s
eventual return from exile and subsequent consolidation of power proved
pivotal to the success of the coup.

The Outcome of the Coup
On August 19, 1953, Mossadegh was deposed, and the Shah was reinstated with
increased powers. The new government reversed the nationalization policies
and restored Western control over Iranian oil.

---



Implications and Legacy of the U.S. Action

Impact on Iran’s Political Development
The 1953 coup significantly affected Iran’s political landscape, leading to
decades of autocratic rule under the Shah and fostering resentment towards
Western interference.

Relations Between Iran and the United States
The operation created deep mistrust between Iran and the U.S., influencing
subsequent events such as the Iranian Revolution of 1979.

Lessons from Cold War Interventions
The covert overthrow of Mossadegh is often cited as a cautionary tale about
the consequences of foreign intervention, especially in terms of sovereignty
and regional stability.

---

Conclusion: The Underlying Reasons for
Eisenhower’s Authorization
President Dwight D. Eisenhower authorized the CIA to undermine Mossadegh’s
government primarily to prevent the spread of communism, protect vital
economic interests, and maintain regional stability aligned with U.S.
strategic priorities during the Cold War. The operation reflected the broader
U.S. policy of containment and willingness to intervene covertly to shape the
geopolitical landscape in favor of Western interests. While successful in
removing Mossadegh, the long-term repercussions included regional instability
and a legacy of mistrust that continues to influence Iran-U.S. relations
today.

---

FAQs

Was the U.S. involved in the 1953 Iranian coup? Yes, the CIA
orchestrated Operation Ajax to overthrow Mossadegh.

Did the U.S. government have a motive for supporting the Shah? Yes, to
ensure a pro-Western regime aligned with U.S. strategic interests.

What were the consequences of the coup? Increased autocratic rule in
Iran, resentment towards the U.S., and long-term regional instability.

Is the 1953 coup considered a violation of Iranian sovereignty? Many
scholars view it as an interference that violated Iran’s democratic
process.



Frequently Asked Questions

What was President Dwight Eisenhower's main reason
for authorizing CIA agents to undermine Mohammad
Mossadegh?

Eisenhower aimed to prevent the nationalization of Iran's oil industry from
harming Western economic interests, particularly those of British and
American oil companies.

How did the fear of Soviet influence in Iran
influence Eisenhower's decision regarding Mossadegh?

Eisenhower was concerned that Mossadegh's nationalist policies could align
Iran with Soviet interests, thus increasing the risk of Soviet expansion in
the region during the Cold War.

What role did oil interests play in Eisenhower's
decision to undermine Mossadegh?

Oil interests were a significant factor; the U.S. and Britain wanted to
maintain control over Iran's oil resources, which Mossadegh threatened by
nationalizing the industry.

Did Eisenhower believe that undermining Mossadegh was
necessary to protect U.S. security?

Yes, Eisenhower believed that removing Mossadegh was essential to securing
American and allied strategic and economic interests in the Middle East
during the Cold War.

What methods did the CIA use to undermine Mossadegh's
government after Eisenhower authorized the operation?

The CIA orchestrated political propaganda, supported opposition groups, and
helped organize the 1953 coup that ultimately overthrew Mossadegh's
government.

How has Eisenhower’s authorization of the coup
against Mossadegh impacted U.S.-Iran relations
historically?

The covert overthrow contributed to long-standing mistrust and hostility
between Iran and the United States, shaping U.S.-Iran relations for decades
to come.
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The covert operation authorized by President Dwight D. Eisenhower to
undermine Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadegh of Iran remains one of the most
significant and controversial episodes of Cold War history. This clandestine
effort, primarily executed by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), was
motivated by a complex mixture of geopolitical, economic, and ideological
factors. Understanding why Eisenhower authorized such action requires delving
into the context of 1950s international relations, the strategic importance
of Iran, and the underlying fears of Soviet influence spreading in the Middle
East. This article explores these motivations, the strategies employed, and
the implications of the operation, shedding light on one of the most
consequential covert interventions of the 20th century.

---

Background: The Political and Economic Climate
of Iran in the Early 1950s

Before delving into Eisenhower’s reasons, it’s essential to grasp the
political landscape of Iran during this period:

- Mohammed Mossadegh’s Rise to Power: Elected Prime Minister in 1951,
Mossadegh was a nationalist leader advocating for Iran’s sovereignty and the
nationalization of the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC), a British-controlled
entity that dominated Iran’s oil industry.
- Economic Tensions: Iran’s move to nationalize its oil resources threatened
British economic interests and created a crisis that drew international
attention.
- Cold War Context: The early 1950s was the height of Cold War tensions, with
the United States and its allies deeply concerned about Soviet expansionism.

---

Why Did Eisenhower Authorize the CIA to
Undermine Mossadegh?

The decision by President Eisenhower to greenlight covert operations against
Mossadegh was driven by multiple interconnected reasons, primarily centered
around geopolitical strategy and economic interests.

1. Combatting Soviet Influence in the Middle East

One of the primary motivations was the fear of Soviet expansion into Iran,
which was seen as a critical geopolitical pivot point:

- The 'Domino Theory': U.S. policymakers believed that if Iran fell under
communist influence, neighboring countries might follow, threatening regional



stability.
- Iran’s Strategic Location: Iran's geographical position made it a crucial
buffer zone between the Soviet Union and the Middle East, vital for
controlling access to oil-rich regions and the Persian Gulf.
- Soviet Alliances and Propaganda: The USSR had shown interest in Iran, and
Mossadegh’s nationalist policies were viewed with suspicion, with fears that
he might lean toward the Soviet Union or be influenced by communist elements.

Pros:

- Strengthening U.S. influence in the Middle East.
- Preventing Soviet encroachment into Iran.

Cons:

- Risk of destabilizing Iran further.
- Possible backlash and anti-American sentiment.

2. Protecting Western Economic Interests in Oil

The nationalization of the AIOC threatened British and, indirectly, American
economic interests:

- Control Over Oil Resources: The U.S. had significant economic stakes in
Iran’s oil industry, especially through companies like Standard Oil.
- British Concerns: The UK sought to regain control over Iranian oil, fearing
that nationalization might spread to other oil-producing regions and
undermine Western dominance.
- Economic Stability: Ensuring access to Iranian oil was seen as vital for
energy security and economic stability.

Pros:

- Preservation of Western economic interests.
- Maintenance of favorable oil policies.

Cons:

- Undermining Iran’s sovereignty.
- Fueling anti-Western sentiments.

3. Supporting Democratic and Anti-Communist Policies

While the operation was covert, the broader U.S. strategy emphasized
promoting democracy and fighting communism:

- Perception of Mossadegh as a Threat: Despite being democratically elected,
Mossadegh’s policies and alleged communist sympathies led U.S. officials to
view him as a threat to regional stability.
- Preventing Communist Takeover: The U.S. aimed to prevent any government
perceived as sympathetic to communism from establishing a foothold in Iran.

Pros:

- Aligns with Cold War anti-communist ideology.



- Supports the U.S. narrative of promoting democracy, even if covertly.

Cons:

- Undermines the legitimacy of democratically elected governments.
- Sets a precedent for interventionism.

---

The Covert Operation: How the CIA Undermined
Mossadegh

Understanding the methods used provides insight into the scale and nature of
the intervention.

1. Propaganda and Psychological Warfare

- The CIA disseminated propaganda portraying Mossadegh as a threat to Iran’s
stability and a pawn of communists.
- Radio broadcasts and leaflets aimed to sway public opinion against him.

2. Political Manipulation and Support for Opposition

- The CIA supported opposition groups, including monarchists and conservative
elements within Iran.
- Funding and covert support were provided to anti-Mossadegh politicians and
factions.

3. Economic Pressure and Sabotage

- Efforts were made to destabilize the Iranian economy by disrupting oil
exports and other economic activities.
- The goal was to create unrest and erode Mossadegh’s support base.

4. Engineering a Coup

- Ultimately, the operation culminated in a coup d’état in August 1953, known
as Operation Ajax.
- The coup ousted Mossadegh, leading to the reinstatement of the Shah,
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, who was more amenable to Western interests.

---

Pros and Cons of the Operation



Analyzing the operation’s outcomes reveals a complex picture:

Pros:

- Strategic Success: The coup reinstalled a pro-Western government, securing
U.S. and British access to Iranian oil.
- Containment of Soviet Influence: Reduced the perceived threat of communist
expansion into Iran.
- Long-term U.S. Influence: Strengthened American influence in Iran and the
Middle East during the Cold War.

Cons:

- Undermining Democracy: The overthrow of Mossadegh was a clear violation of
Iran’s democratic process, fostering resentment.
- Long-term Instability: The Shah’s reign became increasingly authoritarian,
leading to unrest and the eventual Iranian Revolution.
- Loss of Moral Credibility: The operation damaged America’s image as a
supporter of democracy and sovereignty in the region.
- Legacy of Distrust: Contributed to anti-American sentiments and anti-
Western conspiracy theories in Iran.

---

Implications and Legacy

The 1953 coup had far-reaching consequences:

- Impact on Iran-U.S. Relations: It created a legacy of mistrust that
influenced decades of diplomacy.
- Revolution and Regime Change: The dissatisfaction with foreign interference
was a significant factor leading to the 1979 Iranian Revolution.
- Lessons on Covert Operations: The operation remains a cautionary tale about
the ethical and strategic ramifications of covert interventions.

---

Conclusion

President Dwight Eisenhower’s authorization of CIA agents to undermine
Mohammed Mossadegh was primarily motivated by Cold War anxieties about Soviet
influence, economic interests related to Iran’s oil, and the desire to
maintain Western dominance in a geopolitically vital region. While the
operation achieved its immediate goals—restoring a pro-Western government and
securing strategic interests—it also set a precedent for covert
interventionism that had profound and often destabilizing consequences for
Iran and U.S. foreign policy. The episode underscores the complex interplay
between ethical considerations, national security, and geopolitical strategy,
reminding us of the long-term costs and benefits of clandestine foreign
policy actions.
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