
The Untold Story: The British Role In Iranian
Domestic Politics 1951-1953
Iran's political landscape underwent a significant transformation between 1951
and 1953, with various domestic actors vying for power and external influences
shaping their destinies. One such external influencer was the British government,
whose covert activities greatly impacted Iran's domestic politics during this crucial
period in history. This article sheds light on the British role in Iranian domestic
politics between 1951 and 1953, exploring the motives, actions, and
consequences surrounding this often-overlooked chapter in international
relations.

The Context: Iranian Nationalism and Oil

At the heart of Iran's internal turmoil in the early 1950s was the issue of oil. Iran,
with its vast oil reserves, sought to regain control of its lucrative oil industry, which
had been largely controlled by the British-owned Anglo-Iranian Oil Company
(AIOC). Rising Iranian nationalism and the election of Prime Minister Mohammad
Mossadegh in 1951 set the stage for a confrontation between the Iranian
government and the British government, as both sides sought to protect their
interests.

Mossadegh, a popular figure among Iranians, took steps to nationalize the Iranian
oil industry, leading to a direct clash with the AIOC. The British government,
deeply concerned about the potential loss of a vital source of oil, initiated a
campaign to undermine Mossadegh's government and protect its economic and
political influence in Iran.
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Operation Ajax: The British Intervention

In collaboration with the United States, the British launched Operation Ajax, a
covert operation aimed at overthrowing Mossadegh's government and reinstating
a pro-British regime in Iran. The operation involved a combination of propaganda,
economic pressure, and support for opposition forces within Iran.

Using its vast intelligence apparatus, the British disseminated negative narratives
about Mossadegh's regime, portraying him as a communist sympathizer and a
threat to Iran's stability. They also exerted economic pressure by imposing an
embargo on Iranian oil, creating financial chaos and stirring public discontent.

Furthermore, the British provided support for various opposition groups, including
influential religious figures and royalists who opposed Mossadegh's nationalist
policies. Through funding, training, and organization, these opposition forces
began to gain traction, ultimately leading to the downfall of Mossadegh's
government in 1953.
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The Fallout and Legacy

The successful British intervention installed Mohammad Reza Pahlavi as the
Shah of Iran, reinstating a monarchy that was receptive to British interests. The
Shah, with strong backing from external powers, proceeded to suppress dissent
and consolidate his power, leading to decades of authoritarian rule in Iran.

The consequences of the British intervention in Iranian domestic politics during
this period were far-reaching. The operation left a bitter legacy for Iranians,
creating a deep mistrust of Western powers and a lingering resentment towards
foreign interference in their internal affairs.

Furthermore, the British intervention played a significant role in shaping the socio-
political landscape of Iran, contributing to the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and
anti-Western sentiment. The eventual Iranian Revolution of 1979, which led to the
overthrow of the Shah and the establishment of an Islamic republic, can be
partially attributed to the grievances and mistrust fueled by the British actions in
1951-1953.

Reexamining History: Lessons Learned

The British role in Iranian domestic politics between 1951 and 1953 remains an
often-neglected aspect of the broader geopolitical landscape of the time. By
shining a light on this hidden chapter, we gain a better understanding of the
intricate dynamics of international relations and the long-lasting impact of foreign
interventions.

This historical episode serves as a cautionary tale about the consequences of
external powers manipulating domestic politics for their own strategic interests. It
highlights the importance of respecting national sovereignty and allowing nations
to determine their own paths without undue interference.



As we reflect on the British role in Iranian domestic politics, it is essential to learn
from past mistakes and strive for more ethical and equitable international
relationships.

The British government's intervention in Iranian domestic politics between 1951
and 1953 had a profound impact on Iran's trajectory, shaping its political, social,
and economic landscape for decades to come. By delving into this largely untold
story, we can gain valuable insights into the complexities of international relations
and the dangers of foreign interference. Hopefully, this knowledge can help foster
a world built on mutual respect and understanding, where the grievances of the
past are reconciled.
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Based on British and Iranian sources, this book investigates the background and
goals of the coup in Iran, examining how British foreign and domestic agents
interfered with Iran’s internal affairs between the nationalization of Iran’s oil in
1951 until its failure in 1953 with the overthrow of Prime Minister Mossadegh.
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How and why was Iran’s democratically elected government ousted in 1953?
Most studies refer to a ‘CIA-led’ operation. This study analyses how British agents
used the Shah, the ancient Persian Durbar, Majlis deputies, Islamic clergy, and
Iranian military officers in the overthrow of the first democratically elected Prime
Minister, and highlights how Britain used the ‘Communist menace’ as a pretext for
protecting its oil interests and persuaded the Americans to orchestrate the coup.
This close interaction between British colonial interests, American Cold War goals
and Iranian politics ultimately defeated the democratic aspirations of Iran’s
people.
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