Politics, Power, and U.S. Policy in Iran, 1950-1953"
by Francis J. Gavin

On 19 August 1953, dements of the Iranian army, acting on orders from the Shah and
with covert support from the U.S. Centrd Intelligence Agency (CIA), deposed Mohammed
Mossadegh as the Prime Minister of Iran. Mossadegh's overthrow climaxed more than two
years of crigs semming from Iran’s clash with Greet Britain over the nationdization of the
British owned Anglo-Iranian Oil company. Early inthe criss, the United States was
sympathetic to Mossadegh' s nationalization program, and went to greet lengths to convince the
British to negotiate afair settlement with Iran. Throughout 1951 and 1952, the U.S.
government steadfastly refused to sanction any unilaterd attempt by Greet Britain to end the
crisis through non-diplomatic means. Asaresult, U.S. participation in the 1953 coup has been
taken as evidence of adramatic shift in American policy towards Iran.

The higtoricd literature on this criss explains the gpparent radica change in policy
toward Iran asthe result of a change in adminigrations from Truman to Eisenhower. Thisview
emerges from awidely held beief among diplomatic historians that each president, or at least
each adminigration, has a didinctive policy of itsown. The ory istypicaly one of discontinuity
from adminigtration to administration, based on ideologica and persondity differences. Inthe
case of Iran, it is argued that the Eisenhower adminigtration’s mistrust of Third World

nationalism, its sympathy for oil interests and its paranoia toward communism produced a
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dragtic shift in U.S. palicy. Inthisview, ideology, domestic palitics, and persondity play
fundamenta rolesin the formation of foreign policy. Itisof crucia importance exactly who the
president happens to be and who the president’s chief advisersare. Thisway of looking at
things, which is common among diplomatic historians, could be termed the * presdentid
synthesis’ framework.?

But how important were ideology, domestic palitics, and persondity in the formation of
U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War? Did U.S. policy redly shift dramatically when the
Truman administration was replaced by Eisenhower? Do changes in policy seem to result more
from shifts in administration than structurd changes in the internationa environment?

These types of questions are obvioudy rdevant to policymaking today, and are
important not only for diplomatic historians. For example, there has been a heated discusson
among internationa relaions (IR) theorists during the past few years over what factors matter
mogt in internationd politics. Rediam, with its emphass on shifting military balances and thrests,
has been criticized for ignoring important domestic sources of policy and grand strategy.
Explanations that focus on norms, ideology, and domestic sources of foreign policy are
increasingly popular. Richard Rosecrance and Arthur Stein have argued that “ grand strategic

assessments focusing only on the narrow congtituents of realism -- materia power, changesin its
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digtribution, and externd threet -- are radicdly incomplete and do not account for what nations
actualy do.” * Fareed Zakaria has pointed out that some critics have suggested that “the
domestic politics of states are the key to understanding world events”* Ethan Kapstein daims
that “structurd redlism, qua theory, must be viewed as deeply and perhaps fataly flawed.””
Michadl Desch has pointed out thet the new wave of culturdists in security studies are amogt dl
united in the belief that “redism ... is an overrated, if not bankrupt body of theory...”® Although
the terminology is often different, diplomatic historians have engaged in similar debates.”
Increasingly, scholars are looking to factors other than the baance of power to explain the past
and predict the future.

The debate over what factors drive foreign policy is of critica importance to historians
and IR theorigs dike. Unfortunatdly, these important debates have rarely crossed disciplinary
bounds, and with afew admirable exceptions, diplomatic historians and IR theorists have

generaly ignored each other. Thisis unfortunate, because as arecent International Security

Symposium on History and Theory demondrated, there is often more that binds the two
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disciplines together than separates them.® For example, IR theory can help diplomatic historians
sharpen the types of questions that drive their research. IR theory depends on fird-rate
empirica work, mogt of which isdone by historians. More important, both disciplines are
interested in the same fundamenta question -- what kinds of things make for war and peacein
the modern age.

America s policy toward Iranisacasein point. What is presented hereisahistorica
reinterpretation, based on archiva evidence, of a controversa chapter in America's Cold War
foreign policy. Intermsof content and Ktyle, it is diplomatic history. But my broader argument
should interest diplomatic higtorians and IR theorists concerned with the sources of U.S. foreign
policy. | point out that the historicd literature on America's Iran policy is an example of how
many scholars (in both fields) tend to over-emphasize domestic poalitics, ideology, and
presdentid persondity, while ignoring or understating important structurd factors like the
balance of power and threet, when analyzing U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War. This has
led many historians and political scientists to exaggerate the policy differences between different
presidents -- in this case Truman and Eisenhower -- while ignoring important continuities. In
turn, this has led to aditorted view of which factors mattered most in the making of U.S.
foreign policy during the Cold War.

How are we to understand the seemingly dramatic shift in America's Iran policy? This
paper will answer that question by examining how structurd factors, especidly the changing

balance of power and threet, affected U.S. decison-making in the early 1950s. It istrue that

8 See the collection of articles under the heading, “ Symposium: History and Theory,” International Security,
Vol. 22, No. 1 (Summer 1997), pp. 3-85.




Truman's Iran policy initidly was cautious. This restraint was dictated by the need to avoid
provoking the Soviet Union, because an invasion or even acommunist coup could have meant
theirrevocable loss of Iran’s ail resourcesto the West. But beginning in the summer of 1952,
the Truman administration developed a more assertive policy. Favorable shiftsin both the
globa baance of power and the percelved threat from the Soviet Union dlowed for more
aggressive measures to guarantee that Iran remained out of the Soviet orbit. This assertive
policy was reflected in NSC 136 and 136/1, debated during the fall and written in November
1952. For thefirgt time, the Truman adminigtration was willing to consder a Soviet invasion of
Iran as acasus belli, or the sart of agloba war. The Truman administration also sanctioned
direct intervention to stabilize the Iranian domestic Stuation, including covert operations and the
deployment of military forcesif necessary. Furthermore, the United States now sought to
include Iran in any regiond security dliance.

What gppeared to be a more aggressive stance by the Eisenhower administration wasin
actudity a continuation of a policy initiated by the late Truman adminigtration. Seenin thislight,
the August 1953 coup was not an isolated incident, but an outgrowth of decisons and policies
meade by the Truman adminidration largely as aresult of atruly remarkable U.S. military buildup
that redlly began to come on linein mid-1952. Such aggressveness would have been
impossiblein 1950 or 1951, even if Eisenhower had been president. By the same token, had
the Truman adminigtration continued through 1953, it probably would have continued the
assartive policy it had begun in the summer and fal of 1952, perhaps even gpproving internd

intervention to prevent the loss of Iran.



This paper has four sections. Inthefirg, | lay out the consensus view of historians who
have looked at America s policy toward Iranin the early 1950s. | offer an dternative
framework -- the balance of power -- to understand what initidly might appear to be
ideologica, domestic palitica, and persondity-driven shiftsin policy. The second section
explains the Truman adminigtration’s policy toward Iran between late 1950 and early 1952. |
explore the enormous difficulty the United States faced in trying to keep Iran out of the Soviet
orbit without making amilitary commitment or unduly angering aclose dly during atime of
extraordinary global danger and Western military weskness. The third section details how U.S.
policy became more assartive from mid-1952 on. The massive American resrmament, initiated
in 1950, began bearing fruit in 1952. Anincreasein U.S. military power and a decreased
Soviet threat were key elements behind the new U.S. policy toward Iran. Thefind section
explains how the Eisenhower policy continued the more unilatera gpproach begun by Truman in
late 1952, a policy made possible in large measure because of adramatic shift in the balance of

military power between the United States and the Soviet Union.

Innenpolitik: The Presidential Synthesisand America’sIran Policy

Thereisin fact a consensus interpretation of U.S. policy toward Iran during the early
1950s. In account after account, scholars have stressed what they see asadrastic shiftin U.S.
policy on the Iran question brought on by the change in presidentia adminigtrations. According

to thisinterpretation, there was what Barry Rubin, one of the leading students of U.S. policy



toward Iran, called a shift from "liberal to conservative Cold War policies’® When John Foster
Dullestook over as Secretary of State, as Richard Cottam put it, there was "ingtantly a new
officid definition of the situation.™® Mark Lytle, author of another book on U.S.-Iranian
relations, basicaly agrees. The new adminigtration, he contends, decided that it would "resolve
the crisis on its own terms...[M] ossadeq would receive alesson in cold war palitics, Republican
dyle™ Another scholar, Mark Gasiorowski, takes essentiadly the sameline. This shift to a
"consarvative' philosophy, he argues, meant that the Eisenhower administration would pursue a

"more activist foreign policy.'®?

The Eisenhower people were more suspicious of Third World
nationaliam, Rubin says, than the Truman administration had been.** And James Bill, another
scholar who has worked on this question, makes asimilar point. The Eisenhower adminigtration
was "more paranoid about the communist threat™** than its predecessors had been; the new

adminidration, he says, "had little patience or sympathy for nationaist movements in aress of the

world where they had economic and political interests'™ Indeed, according to Bill, the new
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Republican adminigration was more hogtile to Third World nationalism because it was "more
susceptible to the arguments of the oil industry."®

In generd, the argument is that the Eisenhower administration was reaedy to act more
"aggressivaly," employing "abroader variety of policy instruments, indluding covert action™” than
the Truman administration had been. Its predecessors had been relatively moderate on the Iran
issue; the Eisenhower adminigtration from the start was ready, for ideologica and domestic
political reasons, to take a much tougher line® In particular, the assumption is thet it was only
under Eisenhower that covert action came to be consdered alegitimate and important
ingrument of U.S. policy inthisarea. The most recent account argues that Eisenhower and
Dulles “were ideologically predisposed to covert operations.”™ In short, the January 1953
change of adminigration aso marked aclear shift in policy. The moderate, Democratic
approach, relatively sympathetic to Third World nationadist movements, had been replaced by a
far more aggressive, hard-line Republican policy.

An dterndtive view, linked to the classical redig tradition in American politica thought,
emphasizes what Soviet officids used to cal "permanently operating factors' in internationd

palitics® The picture here is essentially one of continuity. For the Cold War period, the
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argument would be that the United States and the Soviet Union were engaged in a great political
conflict, that their policies were rooted in that overarching rivary, and that those policies were
shaped by such factors as the globa balance of power and the specific dynamics of the loca
and regiona political conflicts that became enmeshed in the Cold War. According to this view,
policy was not essentidly "reinvented” with each changing adminidration. The contention is not
that policy remained congtant. Things could change. Assessments of potentid threets could
shift. The baance of military power could change and conflicts within particular countries could
evolve. Nor isit clamed that persondity or domestic palitics count for nothing. The basic
argument issSmply that what historians call the "presidentid synthesis' or political scientists refer
to asfirst and second image explanations greatly underestimate the degree of continuity between
adminigrations. The clam isthat domestic politics, ideology and personality counted for a good
dedl less, and other factors, like the baance of power and threat, mattered a good ded more.
U.S. palicy toward Iran should provide what political scientists call an easy case for the
presidential synthesis view and a hard case for redism. Not only was there changein

presidentia adminigirations, but there was a new presdentia politica party. The 1952
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presidentia campaign witnessed a bitter rhetorica battle, focused on politica ideology, between
the Democrats and Republicans over the direction of U.S. foreign policy. Eisenhower retained
few Truman adminidration officids on his foreign policy team. If the presdentid synthesis
framework is correct, Eisenhower’s policy toward Iran should have been dramaticdly different
from Truman’'s policy. It should be ahard case for redlism because its adherents disagree about
the importance of the periphery to internationd politics® Redists have had difficulty
determining how great powers should caculate the importance of Third World countries like
Iran. In short, if structurd factors like the balance of power and threat drove U.S. palicy ina
hard case like Iran, we may have good reason to question the accuracy of historical accounts
thet rey largdy on ideology, domestic palitics, and presidentid persondity to explain U.S.

policy during the Cold War.

The Truman Administration's Policy toward Iran

From the gart of the Cold War, the Truman administration’s policy toward Iran was
driven by the geopalitica redities of the Cold War. Thiswas especidly true after the North
Korean invasion of South Koreain June 1950, which provoked a greet fear that the Soviet
Union would expand the war to other weak spots around the world. Iran was identified by
adminigration officias as one of the important U.S. interests that were vulnerable to Soviet
pressure:

Elsawhere dong the periphery of the Soviet orbit Iran,
Y ugodaviaand Germany are the principa foci of attention and

2 For an excellent review of these disagreements, see Michael Desch, “Why Realists Disagree about the
Third World (and why they shouldn’t),” Security Studies Vol. 5, No. 3 (Spring, 1996), pp.358-381.
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any fdtering in Free World unity and determination might tempt
the Kremlin to move a these points.*

Protecting vulnerable areas like Iran became even more important to U.S. policymakers
after Chinaintervened in the Korean conflict in October 1950. The Truman administration
feared that the communist world was going on the offensive and scrambled to figure out what
area of the world might be next. With American-led forces in danger of being pushed off the
Korean peninsula, the Joint Chiefs of Staff told the administration that the United States faced
“one of the grestest dangersin history.” They worried that the Korean War was only the “firgt
phase of agloba war” between the United States and the Soviet Union.”® A Nationd
Intelligence Estimate prepared in December 1950 argued that the Soviet Union had “resolved
to pursue aggressively their world-wide attack on the power position of the United States and
itsdlies, regardless of the possibility that global war may result ..."** As General Omar Bradley
told the House Foreign Affairs Committee, the Korean War had confronted the United States
with a completely new threat that required atotal reassessment of U.S. military requirements.
“Itis... goparent that Communism iswilling to use amsto gain itsends..... Thisis afundamentd
change, and it has forced a change in our estimate of the military needs of the United States.”®

If the Soviet Union initiated globa war in 1951, how did policymakers think the United
States would fare? The loss of the U.S. nuclear monopoly in 1949, the North Korean invasion,

and the intervention by the People' s Republic of Chinain October 1950 had taken U.S.

%2 "Report Prepared by the Embassy in the Soviet Union, "Soviet Intentions", dated April 25, 1951, Foreign
Relations of the United States (hereafter cited asFRUS), 1951, Vol. IV, (U.S. Government Printing Office
(USGPO), 1985, pp. 1582.
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policymakers by surprise. American“forcesin being” were dangeroudy low in the winter of
1950-51, and much of U.S. conventiond military strength was being used in the Far East. “The
gze and condition of the U.S. military establishment reflected severd years of fiscd audterity ...
There were dso quditative shortcomings ... Army units were deficient in manpower and training,
lacked modern equipment, and had become habituated to garrison routines ...”* AsMarc
Trachtenberg has persuasively argued, most U.S. policymakers bdieved that the United States
was “too wesk to take on agloba war” in 1950 or 1951.%

The United States moved to correct these deficiencies with a sharply accelerated and
expanded military buildup. Globa strategy was reexamined to reflect the increased danger to
U.S. interestsin the world. Plansthat caled for generd rearmament by 1954 were speeded up
to reach these goals by 195222 The Western alies were pushed to re-arm aswell. But until
the effects of NSC-68 and NSC-68/4 came on-line, the Western World would fedl vulnerable.
In January 1951, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) warned that the Army would not redize the
“rearmament program’ s full effect for 18 months’ and dtrategic air power would not “wholly
mature until mid-1952."% This meant that the period between 1951 and the first half of 1952
would be atime of vulnerability and risk for the Western world. Until the reermament was
complete, U.S. officids caculated that the military baance of power would clearly favor the
Soviet Union. At the start of 1951, Genera Bradley warned that the United States might not

lose aworld war that began in the next year or two but “we would have ahdl of atime winning
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it.”*° Until positions of strength were developed, U.S. policy hed to be guided by “prudence
and perseverance.”*" The administration would pursue cautious policies to avoid provoking the
Soviet Union into actions which could lead to globd war.

But what if the Soviet Union moved into an areathat redly exposed America s military
weakness, like the Middle East? On 5 January 1951, the U.S. charg) d'affairesin Moscow
warned the Department of State that, with U.S. attention focused € sewhere in the world, the
next Soviet move might come in the Near East, with Iran alikely target:

It would appear prudent at this stage to consider (the) danger
that with our mgjor attention focused on Far East and Europe,
Soviets may be planning to disturb relaively quiet and neglected
Near Eastern garden this year.... Soviet moves may take range
from stepping up interna subversve programs and creeting
meass unrest through local Communist groups to armed revolts
... (S)hould Soviets be determined on precipitating World War
[l thisyear, it is possble that mgor Soviet military moves
elsawhere might be accompanied by outright invasion (of)
certain Near Eastern areas by Soviet military forces primarily
with (a) view to denying to West (the) strategic and petroleum
assets of this region.*

What could the United States do if the Soviet Union moved into Iran? Given America's
relative military wesknessin the region, aloca defense would be impossible. As Assgant
Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs George M cGhee complained to Secretary of State
Dean Acheson, the United States would be forced to abandon “most if not al of the Middle

East” during agloba war because of “the unpleasant fact that the United States capabiilities are

# Poole, p. 80.
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inadequate to protect our vital interests”** The military balance of power in 1950 and 1951
thus made a military commitment to Iran impossible. U.S. policymakers would be faced with
the stark choice of a globd war the West might not win, or the devastating loss of acrucid
drategic area. The Truman adminisiration wanted to avoid that choice at al costs.

This difficult Stuation was compounded by the Anglo-lranian oil dispute. From 1950
on, Britain and Iran were engaged in amgor struggle over the control of Iranian oil, which up to
that point had been under British ownership. The Truman adminigration's policy during the
early stages of the Anglo-Iranian dispute was shaped by one overriding god -- to prevent Iran
from dipping into Soviet hands. But the United States felt too wesk to risk war with the Soviet
Union. Thisgod had to be achieved without a U.S. military commitment that could lead to a
larger, perhaps global U.S.-Soviet war. For the same reason, the British had to be restrained
from armed intervention in Iran on behdf of ther ol interests. The Truman administration feared
that the Soviet Union would use any British military action as a pretext for its own intervention.
A complete break with Britain was to be avoided, however. The legitimate concerns of
Americas closest dly had to be recognized and handled sensitively. The United States,
therefore, was |eft with little choice other than to act as aneutral arbiter and pressfor a
negotiated settlement. With the West weak and vulnerable, the dispute needed to be resolved
peacefully. Until the summer and fal of 1952, or about the time American military power redly
came on line, the Truman adminigration followed a moderate strategy to broker a negotiated

Stlement.

¥ McGhee to Acheson, dated December 27, 1950, quoted from Emily Hill, “ The United States and the
Defense of the Northern Tier: American Strategy for the Defense of Iran and Turkey, 1949-1954,"
unpublished manuscript, 1992.
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The Strategic Importance of Iran

Why was keeping Iran out of Soviet hands so important? Chegp Middle Eastern all,
much of which came from Iran, was fueling the economic recovery of Western Europe. The
loss of this oil could dow or reverse the economic resurgence. More important, these oil
resources would be needed in any globa war with the Soviet Union. The Korean conflict,
particularly the Chinese intervention in November 1950, dramaticaly incressed Iran's
geopoalitica importance. The Soviet Union's aility to prevall in agloba war would be gregtly
enhanced by possession of Iranian oil; conversdly, the Western powers would be handicapped
without ready accessto this vita war-fighting resource. If Iran fell into the Soviet sphere, U.S.
prestige in the region would be damaged and the will of neighboring countriesto resst Soviet
penetration would be weakened. Other sources of Persan gulf oil could easily be taken by the
Soviet Union. War plans would have to be changed; during agloba conflict, the United States
anticipated the initid loss of Western Europe, making the Middle East essentid for launching
drategic bombing missons againg the Soviet Union. Communications and transport between
Western Europe and the Far East would be severely curtailed if the region was controlled by
the Soviet Union.*

Despite the strategic importance of Iran, U.S. policymakers were a aloss asto how to
prevent a concerted Soviet effort to seizeit. Because of Iran’s geographical vulnerability and

political ingability, U.S. policymakers recognized that it was atempting target for Soviet

¥ These concerns, which are repeated continually during policy discussions about Iran, were officially
discussed in document NSC-107/2, "The Position of the United States with Respect to Iran", dated June 27,

15



intervention.® Left to its own devices, the smal Iranian army would not be able to defend the
country against a determined Soviet attack.>® Worse yet, an overt Soviet invasion might not be
necessary. U.S. officias feared that internd politica weakness, abject poverty among the
masses, and rigng nationalism made Iran a perfect candidate for a Czechodovak-style
communist coup.®” U.S. intelligence had known for some time thet the Soviet Union was
supporting the Communist Tudeh party in Iranian cities and fomenting Kurdish and Azerbaijani
agitation among the tribes in the north.*® Short of aU.S. military commitment, little could be
doneto deter or reverse a determined Soviet takeover. But aU.S. military commitment would
risk a clash with the Soviet Union that could escdate into globa war.

If Iran was so important, why would the Truman adminigration refrain from making a
military commitment to defend it? Thisissue produced contentious debate within the
adminigration. Assstant Secretary of State George M cGhee contended that U.S. war planning
did not adequately reflect "the NSC findings that the defense of the Middle East is'vitd' to the
defense of the U.S."* The State Department pointed out that in October 1950, the U.S. and

U.K. Joint Chiefs of Staff had agreed that during a globa war with the Soviet Union, the Middle
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% "Report Prepared by the Embassy in the Soviet Union, "Soviet Intentions”, dated April 25, 1951, FRUS,
1951, Val. IV, pp. 1582.

% The Joint Intelligence Committee estimated that |ran could be overrun by the Soviet Army in 45-50 days.
See "Intelligence Estimate of the Situation in Iran", dated November 1, 1950, Record Group (hereafter called
RG) 218, CCS 092, Iran (4-23-48) United States National Archives, College Park, MD (hereafter cited as
USNA).

¥ Thisisaconstant themein both U.S. diplomatic and national security documents. See especially NSC
107/2, and the Ambassador to Iran (Grady) to State, dated January 23, 1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.

% For adetailed description of the Tudeh Party's activities and organization, see the Central Intelligence
Agency report, "The Tudeh Party: Vehicle of Communismin Iran", dated July 18, 1949, Freedom of
Information Act (FOIA), CIA.

¥ See"Proposed U.S. Political and Military Actions Required to Assist the Countries of the Middle East in
the Defense of the Area Against Aggression"”, dated December 27, 1950, in FRUS, Val. V, 1951, p. 4
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East was second only to Western Europe in importance.® Despite the region’s "vitd" status,
however, the United States planned to abandon the Middle East when fighting broke out. The
plan, which cdled for the British to defend the area, was consdered unredigtic, for “[t]o follow
the time-honored assumption that the U.S. can rely on the U.K. to defend the Middle East isto
indulge in wishful thinking.** The State Department urged that military resources be committed
to defending the region. Additiondly, officids at the Department believed that the United States
should make clear that U.S. forces would not idly stand by if the Soviet Union moved into the
region. The State Department suggested that the United States "let it be known informdly to the
governments of each country in the area that an overt Soviet aggression in the areawould lead
inevitably to global war.™?

But the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff were equally adamant that the United States could not
offer amilitary guarantee to Iran. They argued that they smply did not have the forces to
defend the region, and more important, did not want to engage in a conflict that would likely
result inaglobd war a atime of U.S. weskness. The military indsted that civilian policymakers
had to face up to this problem:

We are kidding oursalves and kidding them if we do anything

which indicates that we are going to put forcesin that area. The
forcesto do that are just not in sight.*?

“ See "Re-evaluation of U.S. Plansfor the Middle East", undated (but attached to the document " Proposed
U.S. Political and Military Actions' dated December 27, 1950), FRUS, Val. V, 1951, p. 7

“Ipid, p. 10.

“2"Proposed U.S. Political and Military Actions', p. 5

*3 State Department Draft Minutes of Discussions at the State-Joint Chiefs of Staff Meeting, January 30,
1951", dated February 6, 1951, General Collins speaking, in FRUS, 1951, Val.. V., p. 33. Seeaso Admira
Sherman's comments, pp. 32-33: "It isclear that we cannot commit U.S. troops to the Middle East when we
are so short of troops elsewhere."
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This Stuation wasreflected in officid policy. U.S. military weskness meant thet the
United States did not “plan to contribute forces, either ground or air, for the support of Iran
even in the case of Soviet attack.”* Because the prospect of adirect conflict with the Soviet
Union had to take the highest priority, the United States had to avoid “obligations in those lesser
important areas of the world which might jeopardize our ability to implement our over-all
drategy in the event of globa war.”*® Because U.S. military power was dready stretched too
thin, Iran was, despite its “vital” status, by necessity a“lessimportant” areathan Western
Europe. Furthermore, a Soviet invasion of Iran would not automaticaly cause the United States
to launch awider war. Throughout 1951, U.S. policy recommended trying to keep the conflict
localized*® With ndither globa war nor loca U.S. opposition a possibility, any Soviet overt or
covert move would likely lead to Soviet domination of Iran.

It was not that the Joint Chiefs underestimated the importance of keeping Iran in the
Western camp. Because of Iran’slocation and oil resources, the JCS hoped that Iranian
independence could be maintained. Nor did they overestimate Greet Britain's ability to exercise
its strategic respongbility in the Middle East.*” The Joint Chiefs were just being redlistic; the
United States and its western dlies did not have the resources or the power to fight what would

inevitably be aglobd war of atrition for any but the mogt vitd interess. This dilemmawould

“ Report by the Joint Strategic Planning Survey Committee, dated October 24, 1950, in Records of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, part 11, 1946-53 (RICS), the Middle East, redl 1, frame 114, University Publications of America
microfilm (UPA), 1979.

*ibid., frame 114.

“ Annex to NSC 107/1, dated June 20, 1951, in Documents of the National Security Council, 5th Supplement,
reel 1, frame 186, UPA.

“""The United Kingdom power position in the Greek-Turkish-Iranian and Near Eastern areas has
weakened"; see " Agreed Conclusions and Recommendations of the Conference of Middle Eastern Chiefs of
Mission, Istanbul, February 14-21, 1951," in FRUS, 1951, Vol.. V, p. 60. See also "Paper Drafted in the Bureau
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confront the United States again during the next year: the necessity of keegping Iran out of the
Soviet orbit while admitting the impossibility of defending it from a Soviet attack.*®

Because aU.S. military commitment to Iran could not be made, it was criticd to avoid
provoking the Soviet Union with actions that would invite intervention. The Soviet Union and
Iran had Sgned a friendship pact in 1921 that gave the Soviet Union the right to interveneif a
foreign power invaded Iran. To forestdl this scenario, the United States had to prevent the
British from responding to the dispute with amilitary action that could provoke a Soviet
response. Asthe officid JCS history for the period points out, “the specter of renewed Soviet
intervention (for which provisons of the 1921 Soviet-Iranian Treaty provided alegd pretext)
would color al subsequent events and decisions”* The British could not be alowed to take
any action that spurred a Soviet military response during atime of U.S. military weskness.

Thiswas perhaps the most difficult dement of the Truman adminigration's policy, asthe
United States and Great Britain assessed the strategic and politica Stuation in Iran differently.
British leaders bdieved they had the right to act unilaterdly in the region. State Department
officids viewed Greet Britain as handicapped by vestiges of an imperididic attitude; an attitude
that was especidly apparent regarding Iranian nationaism, which British diplomats saw as
unrepresentative and dangerous.

What is questioned is redly the ability of some of the British to

redlize that, whether they like it or not, they are no longer
merdy in the ol busnessin Iran, but ingtead involved in aplay

of Near Eastern, South Asian, and African Affairs', undated but probably written in December 1950 or
January 1951, in FRUS, 1951, Val. V, p. 24.

* See NSC 107, dated March 24, 1951, and NSC 107/2 in FRUS, 1952-1954, Vol. X.

* Poole, p. 354.
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of socid forces which, considering the outside threet of
communism, requires unselfish action and long-range vision.™

The Truman adminigtration was frudtrated thet Britain seemed willing to risk a globd
war with the Soviet Union to protect British oil interests. U.S. policymakers feared that any
rash move by Britain could provoke an internd crisis or even a Soviet intervention:

Thereis danger that the Western World may lose Iran to the
USSR...(t is understood that the British are contemplating the
use of forceif such action would be necessary for them to retain
contral of their oil concessonsin Iran. In such an eventudity
the USSR might occupy North Iran under its Treaty of 1921
with that country.*

Although British policy during the dispute was often frustrating to U.S. policymakers,
the Truman adminitration had to recognize the concerns of its most loyd dly, whose support
was important for awide array of Western initiatives around the world. A public split over Iran
would only benefit the Soviet Union.>* The Truman administration had to avoid an open row
with the closest U.S. dly. U.S. policy was precarioudy baanced: On the one hand, the British
had to be prevented from taking military action in Iran; on the other hand they could not be
publicly chastised or humiliated.

The redity of U.S. military weaknessin 1950-1951 meant that the gods of U.S. policy

in Iran could best be accomplished through a negotiated settlement of the Anglo-Iranian dispute.

However, thiswas easier said than done. The gulf between the Iranian and British positions

* See "The Peculiar Position of the Britishin Iran," dated August 22, 1950, written by Joseph J. Wagner,
Second Secretary of the Embassy in Tehran to the Department of State, USNA, RG 59, file 611.41, p. 8.

*L "Supplementary Study" dated April 13, 1951, p. 79.

*2U.S. policymakers were convinced that the Soviet Union would actively try to create crises that would
split the forces arrayed against it. "The Chinese question and Middle East oil have given rise to difficulties
suggesting a potential cleavage between the United States and the United Kingdom themselves", in Report
prepared by the Embassy in the Soviet Union, "Soviet Intentions', dated April 25, 1951, FRUS, 1951, Val. 4
(USGPO, 1985).
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was wide, and because of the structura congtraints on the Truman adminigtration, the United
States had little leverage to compe a settlement on either party. But given the requirement that
Iran be kept independent without provoking a clash with the Soviet Union, the Truman

adminigtration hoped that quiet diplomacy would produce the desired results.

Diplomacy at atime of Weakness: Seeking a Negotiated Settlement

Negotiations were difficult from the start. Even before the oil concern had been
nationalized, the British had refused to cooperate. This refusal was especidly frudtrating to the
Truman administration, as the State Department had been warning both the company and the
British Foreign Office for months that a reasonable deal had to be offered before it was too
late> The company and the government scorned U.S. proposals in 1950 and early 1951, and
by the time the Anglo-lranian company findly put forward the suggested "50-50" offer (Smilar
to a ded made between Saudi Arabiaand ARAMCO), the mood in Iran had changed
dramaticaly.

The March, 1951 assassnation of Prime Minister Ali Razmara, a moderate who had
spoken out againgt nationdization, underscored the difficulty of arriving at a negotiated

seitlement to the dispute.> U.S. policy now recognized nationalization of the oil concern asan

% Grady to State, July 1, 1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Vol. X, p. 79-80. "All last fall and winter we endeavored to
get the Anglo-lranian Oil Company (AIOC) to changeits policy in theinterest of the over-all objectives of
the British and ourselves vis-a&vis Russia...All that time it was impossible to get the Foreign Officeto
influence the oil company to carry out our strong recommendations with regard to some non-monetary
concessions which would enable Razmarato get the supplemental agreements through the Majlis..."

> See "Office of Current Intelligence: Daily Digest of Significant Traffic", Central Intelligence Agency
Weekly Report, dated March 12, 1951, p. 4, Freedom of Information Act (hereafter called FOIA). Eventsbore
thisout. The CIA anticipated that the new Premier, Hussein Ala, would try to persuade Anglo-Iranian to
ater itstermsin favor of Iran; such a stance would make it hard for him to survivelong. "Hissuccessin
effecting reforms, and indeed in staying in office, unquestionably will depend almost wholly on his
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inevitable and, in fact, acceptable outcome, aslong as it was the product of a negotiated
seitlement.> Secretary of State Acheson made it clear that he was eager to work with any
reasonable leader, and instructed the embassy to tell the Shah to pick aleader he could trust.>®
The Attlee government viewed the situation differently. The British saw no room for
compromise on nationdization, and actively sought to bring about the accession of Seyid Ziaor
any candidate favorable to the Anglo-Iranian company’s position. Acheson complained on 28
March that the British were foolish in thinking they could get by condtitutiond or
uncongtitutional means [a] completely negative decision re nationdization.”®” Active interference
in Iranian domedtic affairs would only exacerbate anti-British feding. The British government
resented the lack of U.S. support for their position, but the Truman administration was
determined to prevent any British actions that could destabilize Iran and invite Soviet
intervention. The United States perssted with quiet diplomacy to defuse the explosive Situation.
After the passage of the nationalization bill on 28 April, the British stance became more
belligerent. A plan to seize the Abadan Oil Refinery with paratroopers was congdered.® Ina
series of tense meetings between British and American officids, U.S. policymakers made it clear
that they would not support even the threat of unilaterd military action by the British: "We
would be opposed to the adoption of 'strong measures by the British to obtain afavorable

solution to the problem of the AIOC [Anglo-Iranian Oil Consortium] concession, such asthe

handling of the explosive oil issue." Alalasted only one month before M ossadegh was selected on the
basis of his pro-nationalization policy.

*® Acheson to Embassy in Iran, dated March 17, 1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.

% State to Embassy in Iran, dated March 7, 1951, FRUS 1951-1954, Val. X

*" Acheson to Embassy in Iran, dated March 28, 1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.

% For Plan Y, see Daniel Yergin, The Prize: The Epic Quest for Qil, Money, and Power (New Y ork: 1991), p.
458.




manipulation into office of an Iranian Premier of UK choosing or the introduction of force or the
threat of force” > Thethrest or use of force would violate the U.N. charter and tempt the
Soviet Union to intervene under the pretext of the Soviet-Iranian Friendship Tregty of 1921.
The British Foreign Secretary, Herbert Morrison, “quite frankly” expressed his disgppointment
inthe U.S. attitude.®® But Britain could not risk dienaing its srongest dly, and the military plans
were canceled.

At this point the Truman adminigtration dispatched Averdl Harriman to Tehran and
L ondon to try to broker a diplomatic solution.®* After weeks of frustrating negotiations, the
high-level shuttle diplomacy falled. On 12 September, the threet of British military action re-
appeared when Mossadegh ordered al British employees of the Anglo-Iranian company to
leave the country in fifteen days. Again, the dispute was complicated by the British eection,
which had been called for 25 October. The U.S. chargé daffaires to the United Kingdom
reported to the State Department that "it is our belief therefore that Labour in [the] face [of the]
latest Iran action, will find itself under strong compulsion to use force to maintain present nucleus
of techniciansin Abadan..."® Failure to do so was seen as political suicide for the Labour
Party. But despite the enormous pressure of domestic palitics, British leaders could not

redidticaly take an action that risked a lit with the United States: "In find andyss, however,

* Paper presented to the British Ambassador on April 17, 1951 (paper undated), FRUS, 1951-1954, Vol. X.

8 Ambassador in the United Kingdom (Gifford) to State, dated June 26, 1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.

& For the Harriman Mission, see FRUS, 1951-1954, Vol. X, pp. 97-152.

%2 The Chargein the United Kingdom (Holmes) to the Department of State, dated September 26, 1951, FRUS,
1951-1954, Val. X.
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decision re force will probably be largdly influenced by U.S. attitude®® The British backed
down again.

Once again, the Truman adminigtration refused to support military action. Thisfalureto
back British policy carried high risks. The U.S. chargé in London cabled the State Department
that "there isa strong feding in [British] govt. cirdes a the present time that theissuein Iran has
been findly joined and, under these circumstances, that their friendliest and staunchest dly
should show its hand firmly and unequivocally in support of them.®* But the Truman
adminigtration feared that unilateral military action could unleash a chain of events that would
force the West to choose between globa war and capitulation over Iran. Despite the difficulties
involved, the Truman adminigtration continued to push for a negotiated settlement of the dispute.

Asthe crisis degpened and negotiations stalled, dissatisfaction with a moderate policy
was heard in some corners. After the disappointing failure of the Harriman misson, U.S.
Ambassador Grady in Tehran had warned that U.S. policy was too accommodating to the
British, and could eventudly lead to ruin:

We have reached the point now where we must decide to
maintain our own policy or accept thet of the British. Itismy
strong conviction that British policy has been one that may well
lead to disaster in this country...It would, in my mind, be agrave
mistake to be pressured by British into changing our policy.®
The military had been even more criticd of theinitid policy. Defense Secretary Robert

Lovett warned that Iran might turn to the Soviet Union for technica assstance if the dispute was

not settled. This could give the Soviet Union access to Iranian oil, an outcome the military

% | bid.
® | bid.
% Grady to State, dated August 27, 1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.
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believed would be disastrous. If the British could not work out their problems, Lovett
suggested that it might be necessary to authorize, "the sending in of U.S. technicians and other
personnel to operate the oil ingtdlationsif this becomes necessary to prevent the USSR from
acouiring the advantage of Iranian oil."®® The question of Soviet control of the oil was again
brought up in NSC 117, dated 10 October, 1951. The Joint Chiefs of Staff thought it "a matter
of urgency, to support or arrive at the achievement of asolution of the Iranian problem...®” The
military even went o far asto suggest splitting with the British:

Strictly from the United States military point of view, Iran's

orientation towards the United States in peacetime and

maintenance of the British position in the Middle East now

transcend in importance the desirability of supporting British oil

interestsin Iran. The Joint Chiefs of Staff would be forced

immediately to re-examine their globa dtrategy in the event that

the USSR breached the Truman Doctrine in Iran by measures

short of war.%®

In light of the enormous risks, what were the aternatives to seeking a negotiated

settlement? Lovett's suggestions seemed unredigtic. The Joint Chiefs could talk al they wanted
to about the importance of Iran and the stubbornness of the British, but without an U.S. military
commitment, and the resulting willingness to risk globd war, there were few viable dternatives
to apolicy that sought adiplomatic solution. To alarge extent, the origina policy had been
dictated by U.S. military wesakness, globdly and in the region. The dtrategic position of the

United States was gtill too week to dlow therisk of aglobd war, and the military did not want

torisk "going dl theway" to save Iran.

% The Chargein Iran (Richards) to State, dated September 25, 1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Vol. X.

¥ NSC 117, Memorandum for the Secretary of Defense, "The Anglo-Iranian Problem”, dated October 10,
1951, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.

% | bid.
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By thefdl of 1951, the United States had persuaded the British to forgo unilatera
military action. Nevertheess, the Truman adminigtration was having a difficult time persuading
Mossadegh to accept a negotiated settlement. Negotiations throughout 1951 and 1952
produced no results, and a complex settlement involving the World Bank was scuttled by
Maossadegh after months of negotiations. By the spring of 1952, it was becoming evident that
the Truman adminigration’ s efforts to produce a negotiated settlement were not working, yet
the danger had not gone away. Iran was becoming more unstable by the day, offering an
increesngly inviting target for Soviet action. If the dangerous dispute could not be settled
through quiet diplomacy, if achieving a negotiated settlement was al but impossible, then how

would amgor crissand aloss of Iran be averted?

The Changein Course Summer 1952

By the summer of 1952, many in the administration were convinced that M ossadegh
was not truly interested in arriving a afar settlement and increasingly viewed him asan
impediment to a solution of the dispute. Thiswas a change from the past, when the Truman
adminigtration had been neutral and at times supportive of the Prime Minister. When the Shah
seemed prepared to dismiss Mossadegh, the State Department quietly signaled its support.*®
These signals were apparently misunderstood, and Mossadegh was retained.” The Prime
Minigter took advantage of the confused Situation to amass near-dictatorid powers, removing

moderates from positions of power while courting the Tudeh party. More than ever,

% Henderson to State, dated June 13, 1952, FRUS, 1951-1954, Vol. X.
™ Henderson to State, dated July 7, 1952, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.
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M ossadegh was seen by the Truman administration as an obstacle to a settlement:
"...Mossadegh will not givein while heisin office....(I)f he goes, and both sdes behave
reasonably, an oil settlement probably can be reached.™

Mossadegh had essentially removed al other forces of resistance except for the Tudeh
party. In this new Stuation, there was a danger that M ossadegh could be co-opted in a
Czechodovak-gtyle coup where the “ communist organization, either one or in codition with
|eftist elementsin the Nationa Front, might win control in a deteriorating Situation.” > The U.S.
State Department was concerned that there had been * coordination between communists and
nationaligts in the outbresk against the Qavam government.” U.S. policy, which had sought
the “middle ground” in its efforts to produce a settlement, was now obsolete because of
Mossadegh's “ unwillingness or inability to settle with the British.”™ I the situation continued to
deteriorate, neither Mossadegh nor a non-communist successor could “resist Soviet
pressure.”

Thus, it was the Truman adminigtration that firgt identified Mossadegh as an obstacle to

U.S. gods. Mossadegh's continued intranggence threatened to increase Iran’ s ingtability and

drive the country into the Soviet orbit without an overt invason. What ismore, officids of the

™ Informal Report by the Assistant Secretary of State, Henry A. Byroade, to the Psychological Strategy
Board, dated July 24, 1952, Declassified Document Reference, May-June 1994, #001714, p. 3.

2 Martin and Richards to Byroade, Schwartz, Nitze, Linder, and Perkins, “ Progress Report dated July 30,
1952 on NSC 107/2 - * The Position of the United States with Respect to Iran,” July 29, 1952, RG 59, Records
of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State Department Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D
167, Box 15, p. 1.

3 «Progress Report dated July 30, 1952 on NSC 107/2 - * The Position of the United States with Respect to
Iran,” July 29, 1952, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State Department Participationin
the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, Box 15, USNA, p. 1.

“1bid., p. 2

" 1pid., p. 1
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Truman administration suggested that M ossadegh'’ s reckless policies might require the United
Statesto intervene directly in Iranian affars

In face of imminent assumption of power by the communists or

in agtuation of utter chaos, the United States may well concert

with the United Kingdom to creste arevolt of some

autonomous authority, possibly triba, in the hope that part of

Iran if not the entire nation could remain outsde Soviet

control. "

This new stuation aso forced the Truman administration to reassess what messuresiit
was prepared to take if the Soviet Union decided to exploit the turmoil. Before the summer of
1952, the Truman adminigtration hesitated to commit any military forces to save Iran because
any military reaction by the United States “would assuredly lead to hodtilities between the U.S.
and USSR. Thiswould in turn most probably lead to globa war.””” Would the United States
risk agloba war to defend Iran? Certainly not in 1951 or the first haf of 1952, before the
massive rearmament effort bore enough fruit to dter the military balance of power with the
Soviet Union. Thiswasthe main reason U.S. policy toward Iran had been so moderate. A July
1949 report to the National Security Council (NSC) stated: “We have told the Iranians that we
are not in a pogtion to make any commitment as to our action if the Soviet Union should take
aggressive measures againg Iran, but have pointed out our obligations under the United Nations

Charter.”™® In aMay 1951 memorandum outlining contingencies that would result in global

war, a Soviet invason of Iran was not considered a casus belli. “We would endeavor by al

" bid., p. 3.

" Report by the Joint Strategic Plans Committee to the JCS, RG 218, CCS 092 (4-23-48), box 21, p. 3, USNA.
" Report to the National Security Council on The Position of the United States with Respect to Iran,” July
21, 1949, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State Department Participation in the NSC,
1935-1962,” Lot File 61 D 167, box 14, pp. 3-4.
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means to keep the conflict localized, including the presentation of the case to the United
Nations.”

But the globa baance of power had shifted to such an extent that by the summer and
fdl of 1952, the United States could consider making amilitary commitment to maintain Iran's
independence® The massive American resrmament initiated by NSC 68 was bearing fruit by
mid-1952, producing a balance of globa power that enabled the Truman adminigtration to
congder risks that had been unthinkable only ayear earlier. U.S. defense spending had
increased from 4.7% of GNP in 1949 to 17.8% of GNP by 1952-53, and only ardatively
gamall part of thisincrease went to the Korean War effort. Mgor U.S. dliesdso increased their
military expenditures. During this same period, Greeat Britain increased its defense expenditures
from 5.9% to 9.9% of GNP, and France increased from 6.5% to 10.1%.2* Every branch of
the U.S. military increased its Sze and strength; overseas bases were acquired; and the nuclear
stockpile, as well as the means to ddliver these weapons, had increased dramatically.® Melvyn
Leffler notes that by January 1953 the volume of military production “was almost seven times

what it had been in June 1950.”%% As Marc Trachtenberg points out, these new deployments

alowed the adminigtration to pursue more assertive and unilaterd policiesin Korea, Berlin, and

™ Carlton Savage, “Possibilities of War with the Soviet Union, 1951-1952; Use of Atomic Weapons,” FRUS,
Vol. I, p. 840.

8 Walter S. Poole, The History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff: The Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Policy, Vol.
IV, 1950-1952. Wilmington, DE: Michad Glazier, Inc., p. 365.

8 See Trachtenberg, History and Strategy, pp. 126-129 and Marc Trachtenberg, unpublished manuscript,
“The Constructed Peace”; the documents he cites are: Key Data Book, n.d., President’ s Secretary’ s Files,
NSC-Reports-Misc., Truman Papers, HSTL ; Report to the President, “ Defense Expenditures of Soviet and
NATO States as a Percent of Their Respective Gross National Products,” September 5, DDRS 1988/2259;
briefing book for Eisenhower, n.d., and Cabot to Acheson, March 27, 1951, FRUS 1951, 3.6, 104; Draft
Statement of U.S. Policy on Germany, December 13, 1957, FRUS, 1955-57, vol.l. 26: 335.

8 For the details of this rearmament, see Poole, especially chapter 4.

8 Melvyn Leffler, A Preponderance of Power: National Security, the Truman Administration. and the Cold
War (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992), p. 490.
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Indochina® The United States also could pursue abolder policy toward Iran, apolicy that

would now include amilitary component.

The U.S. Military Commitment to Iran

The military component changed U.S. palicy in two ways. Asindicated below, an
outright invasion of Iran by the Soviet Union was deemed to be the start of aworld war.
Instead of trying to locdize the conflict, the United States would initiate globa war plans againgt
the Soviet Union. For U.S. leaders, however, this did not pose any inordinate risk. After dl,
the Soviet Union had not invaded Iran in 1950 or 1951, when U.S. forces were relatively weak.
With the shift in the military balance since that time, the Soviet Union was not expected to teke
“drastic actions” like an invasion in 1953.% The threat to the Middle East as awhole was
recognized more asa“Cold War” threet; a Soviet attack in thisregion was “highly unlikdy” in
1953.%° Although U.S. officias believed that the threat of a Soviet attack had subsided
consderably, there was till a grest danger that “politica and economic conditions could
continue to deteriorate’ and Iran “might be lost to Communism as aresult of this deterioration
and of Soviet political warfare.”®” The CIA warned that doing nothing benefited Mascow
because the Soviet Union “appears to believe that the Iranian Stuation is developing favorably

to its own objectives.”®®

& Tractenberg, “History and Strategy,” pp. 115-132.

8 National Intelligence Estimate, “ Probable Developments through 1953,” (NIE-75) dated November 13, 1952,
CIA, FOIA.

% Re-examination of United States Programs for National Security, dated January 16, 1953, FRUS, 1952-1954,
Vol. I, p. 220.

8 1bid., p. 220.

B NIE-75, p. 2.



By thispoint, U.S. leaders feared that politica ingtability in Iran could il result in the
“loss’ of the country without a Soviet invason. Recognizing that a negotiated settlement of the
Anglo-Iranian dispute was increasingly unlikely, the State Department asked the JCS to provide
amilitary option. An Air Force intelligence report, completed on 13 August 1952 for the JCS,
argued that it was time for the military to recognize that Iran was an endangered Strategic asset
that required an assartive policy if it was to be kept in the western camp. The Truman
adminigtration had to determine whether Iran was worth the risk aglobd war:

In the absence of some oil settlement, the probability of losing
Iran to the Soviets would become increasingly imminent. This
prospect confronts the Western Allies with a choice of
dternatives: to dlow Iran to passinto Soviet hands by default,
or to pay the price for retaining it in the Western camp....The
Wegtern Allies are confronted with this question: Is Iran an
expendable strategic asset?

The Joint Chiefs of Staff Strategic Plans Group considered the problem of providing a
military response to Soviet actions short of an outright invasion. One scenario they investigated
was a Tudeh party coup d’ état in Teheran assisted by covert Soviet help.*® Assuming thet
some troops loyd to the government would remain in the southern provincesin Iran, the U.S.
military would "exert military pressure progressively to weeken the Tudeh rule, toward the end
that it will become possible to reestablish an Iranian government capable of controlling the entire

country and sympathetically inclined toward the Western world."®* U.S. military officids

formulated detailed plansto send 1-1/2 air wings, one reinforced Army or Marine divison, and

®Air Intelligence Production Memo, " The Implications of the Soviet-Communist Threat in Iran," dated
August 13, 1952, CCS 092, Iran (4-23-48) , RG 218, USNA.

% Enclosure, dated September 3, 1952, found in memo from the Joint Strategic Plans Group to the JCS,
"Military Coursesof Actionin Iran," dated September 5, 1952, CCS 092, Iran (4-23-48) , RG 218, USNA.
*|bid., p. 2.
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severad naval and support units to the region to help reverse acoup.” Mogt dgnificantly, this
plan accepted the obvious risk that it could produce a direct confrontation with the Soviet Union
that could lead to globa war. Military planners were confident, based on the changesin the
worldwide balance of power, that a Soviet response could be deterred; and if the Soviet Union
was not deterred, the U.S. planners were convinced that the United States would prevail ina
globa war.
AsMédvyn Leffler has argued, the Truman adminigtration recognized thet its new Iran

policy “represented areversa of the Defense Department’ s previous reluctance to make a
major policy commitment in the Middle East because of inadequate military capabilities”® The
new policy was a break from the past. In aletter to Acheson, Secretary of Defense Lovett
contended that the rupture between London and Tehran "has brought us to the end of the road
we have been traveing.® It wastime to act assertively to maintain Iran's independence and
orientation toward the west:

The Srategic necessties of the Stuation, in my opinion, require

that we accept our responsibilities and act promptly ... to save

Iran.... It will dso involve additiond palitica, economic and

probably military commitments.... The actions now open to us

to save Iran may appear painful, costly and dangerous, but they

involve...only asmal fraction of the money, materiad, manpower

and anguish that will have to be expended to hold Iran by

military action or to hold the remainder of the Middle Eadt if
Iran should be seized and consolidated by the Communists®

% Joint Strategic Plans Committee, “U.S. Military Courses of Action with Respect to Iran,” December 31,
1952, RICS, Middle East, UPA, red 1, frame 706-708.

% effler, Preponderance of Power, p. 484.

% Letter, Lovett to Acheson, dated October 24, 1952, Poole, The History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff: The
Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Policy, Val. IV, 1950-1952, p. 366.

*Ibid., p. 366.
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This new assertive and unilateral policy was officialy spdled out in the document NSC
136/1, which was developed during the late summer and fal of 1952 and officidly approved on
20 November. The document cdled for the inclusion of Iran in any regiond defense
arrangement that might be developed. This meant that, unlike during the period before mid-
1952, the United States was now prepared to offer a military commitment to Iran. The Truman
adminigtration officidly set forth aggressve plans to reverse a communist sponsored coup, in
Spite of therisk that such actions might produce a confrontation with the Soviet Union.

In addition, adirect attack on Iran by the Soviet Union was recognized asthe likdly
dart of agloba war. In the event of such an attack, the United States would "place itsdf in the
best possible pogition to meet the increased threat of globa war and take "action againgt the
aggressor to the extent and in the manner which would best contribute to the security of the
United States."®® That this was an important shift in U.S. policy was noted & the time:

Y our attention is aso directed to Paragraph 7 of NSC 136
where it is shown that the United States Government may
decidein thelight of the circumstances exidting a the time
whether to attempt to localize a Soviet attack against Iran or to
treat it asacasusbdli: Thisisamuch stronger statement than
was contained in NSC 107/2 ...

The increased globa power afforded by American rearmament gave the Truman
adminigration the confidence it needed to risk a confrontation with the Soviet Union. Although

the adminigtration certainly hoped to avoid agloba war over Iran, U.S. officids now believed

that U.S. military strength would deter any rash Soviet moves. An adverse baance of military

% NSC 136/1, "U.S. Policy Regarding the Present Situation in Iran," dated November 20, 1952, Papers of
Harry S. Truman, President's Secretary's File, Harry S. Truman Library, p. 5.



power would no longer deter U.S. action in Iran; instead, a favorable balance would deter the
Soviet Union. The United States could afford to be more than a neutra arbiter of the Anglo-
Iranian dispute.

This new strength dso facilitated a more aggressive policy to risk covert actionin Iran.
Paragraph 5 of NSC 136 and 136/1 authorized plans for “ pecific military, economic,
diplomatic, and psychologica measures which should be taken to support a non-communist
Iranian Government or to prevent dl or part of Iran or adjacent areas from faling under
communist domination.” Even more interesting, however, are the parts of NSC 136 and 136/1
that have been ddeted in the Truman Library’s verson but included in adraft found in the
collection of the State Department at the Nationd Archive. Paragraph 4g, deleted in most
versons, recommends that the U.S. continue its “ specia political measures’ to restore stability
in Iran.® Paragraph 5¢ calls for “ (P)repatory measures for the implementation of specid
politicad operationsin Iran ....Effective liaison with the United Kingdom should be maintained
with respect to such operations.”® In the event of a successful communist coup, the United
States should “ make every feasible effort, especidly through specid political operations, to
endeavor to develop or maintain localized centers of resistance and to harass, undermine, and if

possible, to bring about the overthrow of the communist government.”*®

¥ Byroade to Bruce, “Briefing Memorandum Regarding NSC 136,” dated November 17, 1952, RG 59, Records
of the Palicy Planning Staff Relating to State Department Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61
D167, box 15, p. 2.

% NSC 136/1. Statement of Policy Proposed by the National Security Council on The Present Situation in
Iran, dated November 20, 1952, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State Department
Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, box 15, p. 3, USNA

% NSC 136/1. Statement of Policy Proposed by the National Security Council on The Present Situation in
Iran, dated November 20, 1952, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State Department
Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, box 15, p. 4, USNA.

% |pid., p. 4.



There is no doubt what was meant by “specid politica operations.” The State
Department recommended forming an inter-departmental working group for “ seeing that the
plans called for by paragraph 5a are prepared.”*® Charles Bohlen told Henry Byroade to get
in touch with Kermit Roosevelt, the CIA representative who eventudly helped organize the
coup. Thisworking group began to develop plans for covert operationsin Iran.’% A progress
report for the NSC noted that the “CIA’s detailed plan for covert operationsin Iran during
1953 was approved by the PSB on January 8, 1953,”* twelve days before Eisenhower took
office.

Thisshift in U.S. policy toward Iran took place gradudly, and before the change of
adminigtration. The United States till preferred a negotiated settlement to the crisis, and
discussions continued in the fall of 1952 and into the winter of 1953.'** But if negotiations
faled, which was congdered likely, U.S. officias were prepared to adopt amore unilaterd and
aggressve policy. The Truman adminigration by late 1952 was willing to consider the use of

forceto achieveitsgodsin Iran, ashift that adlowed for afar more assertive policy. The

191 Bohlen to Byroade, dated December 4, 1952, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State
Department Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, box 15, USNA.

192 Unfortunately, the documentation on this planning remains largely classified, a scandal ous situation that
was the source of great controversy when FRUS, vol. X, 1952-1954 was released. (The Chair of the U.S.
Department of State Advisory Committee on Historical Diplomatic Documentation, Warren Cohen, resigned
in protest). But Bruce R. Kuniholm, who reviewed the volume for the Committee, makes the case that a
document deleted from the volume, a memorandum of conversation between U.S. and British officialson
December 3, 1952, most likely involved a British request for American support of covert operations. See
Bruce R. Kuniholm, “Foreign Relations, Public Relations, Accountability, and Understanding,” in
Perspectives (vol. 28, no. 5, May/June 1990), p. 11. Kuniholm points out that the United States had
supported covert operations against Communist forces but not Mossadegh himself under Truman. But as
this essay makes clear, after July 1952 the Truman administration came to believe that Mossadegh’s
continued rule would make a Communist takeover more likely, thereby justifying covert activity against him.
1% Memorandum, Walter B. Smith to James S. Lay, NSC, “” First Progress Report on Paragraph 5-aof NSC
136/1, ‘U.S. Policy Regarding the Present Situation in Iran,” dated March 20, 1953, RG 59, Records of the
Policy Planning Staff Relating to State Department Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, box
15, p. 4.



adminigration aso was willing to intervene directly in Iran to stabilize the politica Stuation if

such action advanced U.S, dtrategic goals.

Eisenhower and the Anglo-Iranian Dispute
That fact that both adminigrations saw the disoute in Smilar Cold War termsis borne

out by the record of atrangtion meeting that brought together President Truman, Generd
Eisenhower, and their advisers on 18 November 1952, During this meeting, dmost as much
time was spent discussng Iran as the Korean War and European defense. Referring to Britain
and Iran, Acheson told Eisenhower that "both parties had been wholly unreasonable.*®
Acheson argued that the Iranian government could last no longer than ayear if it managed its
economic affairs perfectly, which was highly unlikely. Acheson clamed that Iranian officids
were acting irrationdly, denying themselves the benefits that oil revenue would bring. Rather
than settle the dispute, the current government was likely to bring its own collapse. The British
were no better, in Acheson’s view, asthey were prepared to watch Iran collapse:

The British seemed more concerned about the consequences of

a settlement which differed from their desires because of the

effects on British invesments in other parts of the world. This

had led to afundamentd difference of view. Although it

seemed unlikdly to us that persuasion would result in any
workable solution in time*%

104 | ntense negotiations continued through the fall of 1952 and the winter of 1953. See Heiss, Empire and
Nationhood, especially pp. 141-171.

105 "M emorandum of Meeting at the White House between President Truman and General Eisenhower",
dated November 18, 1952, Microfilm in University Publications of American: President Harry S. Truman's
Office Files 1945-1953, Part 2, Correspondence File.

% Ibid.




The Truman adminigtration had pursued a negotiated settlement in the hopes of ending
the dispute, but that policy had failled. Acheson signaed the new assertiveness of the Truman
adminigration by telling Eisenhower that efforts were underway to see "what the United States
aone might do to solve this problem."™” Opposition could be expected, and some cooperation
was necessary, but this cooperation could best be gained through "a series of stepsin which
American unilateral action was started and became apparent.® Acheson argued that U.S.
policy would have to "proceed by jerksin this way, with some periods of consderable
bitterness," and he warned that Iran should be closely watched, as difficulties could confront the
new administration early.’® In hisview U.S. policy would have to be assertive to avoid a
disaster.

The dtuation in Iran continued to deteriorate after Eisenhower took office. Mossadegh
increased his adminigrative powers in January and cameto rely more heavily on the Tudeh
party for support. The dispute seemed beyond compromise and the Situation appeared more
dangerous than ever. During a March 1953 NSC Meeting, Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles “said that for along time now he had been unable to perceive any serious obstacle to the
loss of Iran to the free world if the Soviet Union was redlly determined to takeit.”**°

The new administration wanted to achieve the same end as the Truman administration:
to stabilize Iran and prevent a Soviet takeover by negotiating a settlement of the dispute.

Nevertheless, the Eisenhower administration soon discovered how frudtrating these negotiations

7 bid.

% | bid.

9 bid.

119 Memorandum of Discussion at the 135th Meeting of the National Security Council, Washington, dated
March 5, 1953, Ann Whitman File, NSC Series. DDE Library.
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could be. Mossadegh was il intransgent, and the British refused to go dong with any plan
that pushed the Anglo-lranian company out of Iran. Eisenhower complained in aletter to
Churchill thet "it was disturbing to gain the impression that your Government now consdersthe
Stuation absolutely hopeless and believes that it would be preferable to face the probability of
the whole area falling under Russian domination than to look for anew approach.*** U.S.
officias recognized that quiet diplomacy was not going to resolve the dispute. A more assertive
means would be needed, as Acheson had told Eisenhower during the transition meeting in
November.'*?

The bleak prospects for a negotiated settlement spurred the administration to pursue a
bolder policy. Echoing the recommendations of the Truman adminigtration, Dulles and
Eisenhower decided that it was time to assert U.S. policy more unilaterdly:

The British had logt their investment in Iran in any case, and a
unilatera course of action by the United States was about the
only thing which had not been tried.

The Presdent was impressed with this argument, and informed
Secretary Dulles that he ought to try to work out a position with
the British that would save their face but actudly give the United
States control of the situation...™*

By pursuing this palicy, the United States might be able to purchase oil from Iran and help it

dave off financid collgpse.

11 _etter, Dwight D. Eisenhower to Winston Churchill, dated May 8, 1953, Ann Whitman File, International
File, box 16, p. 2, DDE Library.

12 "M emorandum of Meeting at the White House between President Truman and General Eisenhower",
dated November 18, 1952, Microfilm in University Publications of American: President Harry S. Truman's
Office Files 1945-1953, Part 2, Correspondence File.

13 Memorandum of Discussion at a Special Meeting of the National Security Council, Washington, dated
April 7, 1953, Ann Whitman File, NSC Series. DDE Library.
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At a 12 March meeting, the Nationa Security Council decided it had to meet the
problem head on. Iran was recognized as a potentia target for Soviet adventurism. Continuing
the assertive line that the Truman adminigration had handed down, Dulles emphasized that
vigorous measures were needed to deter the Soviet Union from acting againg strategically
important aress.

Beyond this, Secretary Dulles pointed out, we must take clear
positions so that war could not result from Soviet
miscaculations. There must be no repetition of the fuzzy
gtuation in Koreain the spring of 1950, which condtituted an
invitation to the Soviets to move againgt South Korea...

The third factor in preventing globa war, continued Secretary
Dulles, was afirm policy to hold the vita outpost positions
around the periphery of the Soviet bloc. As examples, he cited
Japan, Indo-China, India, Pakistan, Iran and NATO...."**

By identifying Iran as a"vitd outpog,” Dulles recognized the crucid military component
in U.S. palicy toward Iran, which had been laid out in NSC 136 and 136/1. This military
component gave the adminigtration awider range of action. Risks could be taken in pursuit of
important goa's because of the increased capabilities provided by the Truman buildup. Still, it
would be hard to stahilize Iran if its leader refused to negotiate a reasonable settlement. Dulles
described Iran as "his thorniest problem” and he was just as determined as the Truman
adminigtration to prevent Iran's loss '

When Secretary Dulles embarked on atrip to the Middle East in May 1953 to see what

steps the United States could take to secure the area, he ddliberately skipped Iran to

4 Memorandum of Discussion at Meeting of the National Security Council, Washington, dated March 12,
1953, Ann Whitman File, NSC Series. DDE Library.
5 pid.
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demonstrate his increased displeasure with Mossadegh.**® To prevent wider ingtebility in the
region, Dulles began to consder an aliance of the Northern Tier states closest to the Soviet
Union: Turkey, Irag, Syria, Pakistan, and Iran. With some military support from the United
States, such an dliance could possibly be strong enough to stop a Soviet invasion and protect
the ol fidlds of the Middle East. This aliance would therefore enable the United States to
obtain the cherished yet difficult god of defending the Middle East. What is often not
understood about this potentid dliance (Dulles "pactomania’) is that it had been agod of the
Truman administration and was spelled out in NSC 136.*'

Dulles did not intend to include the British in the proposed dliance. Insteed, he believed
that the United States must be solely respongible for the defense of Iran. To this end, the NSC
decided to study the military feaghility of defending Iran at the Zagros Mountain range in the
north.**® The whole notion, which could be seen as adirect threat to the Soviet Union, was
now possible because of the shift in the globd and regiond baance of power produced by the
policies of the Truman adminigiration.

The Dulles administration hoped that the Northern Tier dliance would help solve the
difficult dilemma of defending the Middle East by creating an effective military force. Without
the participation of Iran, however, the dliance would be meaningless. If the Anglo-Iranian criss
continued, it was unlikdly that Iran could participate in any meaningful way. U.S. officids

redized that the precarious Stuation within Iran made it unlikely that Iran’s pro-western

18 Memorandum of Discussion at the 147th Meeting of the National Security Council, Washington, dated
June 1, 1953, Ann Whitman File, NSC Series. DDE Library.

"NSC 136, p. 5

18 Memorandum of Discussion at the 135th Meeting of the National Security Council, Washington, dated
March 5, 1953, Ann Whitman File, NSC Series. DDE Library.
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orientation could be guaranteed, and that the dliance could become aredlity only when the
Iranian problem was solved.

Iran, continued Secretary Dulles, was the obvious weak spot in

what could become a strong defensive arrangement of the

northern tier of states: Turkey, Irag, Syriaand Pakistan. But

the arrangement was not hopeless if we could save Iran. Our

immediate need, therefore, was to concentrate on saving the

gtuation there. There was il much strong anti-Soviet

sentiment in the country.**

The problem, then, was how to change the Stuation in Iran. State Department officias
warned that without a settlement of the Anglo-Iranian dispute, Mossadegh' s government could
reach the point where it “fedls compelled to make an agreement whereby the USSR or its
satdlites will assume the respongibility for assisting in the production and marketing of large
quantities of Iranian ail.”** Through incremental steps, none of which would be a casus belli
for the United States, the Soviet Union would come to dominate Iran, dl with Mossadegh's
willing or unwilling cooperation. The Communists, according to the State Department, were

“actively supporting Mosadeq in order to get rid of the Shah. If Mosadeq €iminates the Shah,

the Communist pogition will be stronger and they may then be expected to turn against

19 Memorandum of Discussion at the 147th Meeting of the National Security Council, Washington, dated
June 2, 1953, Ann Whitman File, NSC Series. DDE Library.

120 Frank Nash, Memorandum for the Chairman, Planning Board, NSC, “Proposed Course of Action with
Respect to Iran,” July 31, 1953, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State Department
Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, box 15, USNA. Using Soviet documents, Vladisav
Zubok reveals that Mossadegh approached the Soviet ambassador during the summer of 1953 and asked for
atrade agreement with the Soviet Union. Soviet intelligenceinitialy believed that Mossadegh might use a
deal with the Soviet Union to pressure Great Britain, but never exploited the opportunity presented by
Mossadegh’s position. Zubok also reveal s that Soviet intelligence knew that the American Ambassador to
Tehran, Loy Henderson, was conspiring with the Shah and military officials against M ossadegh as early as
October, 1952. See Vladislav Zubok, “ Soviet Intelligence and the Cold War: The ‘ Small’ Committee of
Information, 1952-53,” Diplomatic History (vo. 19, no. 3, Summer 1995), pp. 466-67.
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Mosadeqg.”*®* Thisin turn might mean an eventuad takeover of Iran by the Soviet Union, an
outcome that had to be avoided.

The covert operations called for in paragraph 5 of NSC 136/1 could help the
adminigtration avoid the loss of Iran. The Eisenhower adminigtration continued to plan for an
operation aong the lines established and approved by the Truman adminigtration.*? Certainly,
U.S. officias recognized that such an operation could not replace awel thought-out policy on
Iran, and understood that replacing M ossadegh would by no means solve dl ther problems.
Mgor Generd Fazlollah Zahedi, the anti-British nationdist who the Shah eventudly picked to
replace Mossadegh, was not expected to “reverse his predecessor’ s policies to any mgor
extent....(1)t would be most unwise ... to assume that Iran will turn a new face toward the West
in the immediate future”*** Nor did the Eisenhower administration, despite what much of the
secondary literature contends, discount the importance of socid and economic reformsin Iran:

The replacement of Mosadeq by Zahedi halted a dangerous
drift of increesng communist influence on Iranian affars. The
change in government did not, however, eradicate Iran’s basic
socia, economic and palitical problems. There will be

continued ingtability in Iran unless some progress towards
solution of these problems can be made.***

2 |bid., p. 1.

12« nscalled for by Paragraph 5 (&) of NSC 136/1, CIA representatives arein consultation with the British
on plansfor covert activity to counter acommunist coup. Other plans are under study in the Department of
State and Defense.” (underlined in the original) “ The Iranian Situation,” March 3, 1953, RG 59, Records
Relating to State Department Participation in the Operations Coordinating Board and the National Security
Council, 1947-1963," Lot File 63 D 351, NSC, Box 68, p. 2, USNA.

1% Byroade to Bowie, “Iran,” August 21, 1953, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff Relating to State
Department Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, box 15, p. 1-2, USNA. The document also
underscores the fact that the Eisenhower administration understood the importance of nationalismin Iran
and did not seek to discount it: “A revolutionisin progressin Iran. It has deep-rooted originsin the wave
of nationalism sweeping Asia. The old pattern of rule has been irrevocably shattered and any leader must
shape his program on the basis of national aspirations. The replacement of Dr. Mosadeq by General Zahedi
isnot areversal of thistrend.”

124 Byroade to Bowie, “ Review of NSC 136/1,” October 15, 1953, RG 59, Records of the Policy Planning Staff
Relating to State Department Participation in the NSC, 1935-1962, Lot File 61 D 167, box 16, p. 1, USNA.
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Neverthdess, aiding a coup against Mossadegh was a bolder means of achieving U.S.
policy toward Iran than anything that had been tried. The Eisenhower Adminigtration was able
to risk Soviet intervention because the balance of military power had shifted. NSC 136/1 had
cdled on the military to detail what military steps could be taken in the event of palitica
subversion in Iran. Troops would be deployed to Southern Irag, and 45 medium-range
bombers from Strategic Air Command would fly demongration flights over Iran, providing
support to Iranian insurgents. U.S. officids believed that these deployments would deter the
Soviet Union from intervening. U.S. policymakers cdculated that unlike in 1951, it wasthe
Soviet Union that feared triggering aglobd war in late 1952-1953. The increased ability of the
United States to project force in the region alowed the U.S. government to take greater risksin
its policy toward Iran.'®

This commitment came closeto being tested. On 18 August 1953, it appeared that the
coup hed failed miserably and that a Tudeh takeover was imminent. The next day, Arthur
Radford, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, received an extraordinary request from the
Nationa Security Council:

| have been informed...that the National Security Council may,
in the immediate future, request recommendations from the Joint

Chiefs of Staff on possible courses of military actionin Iran, in
support of a non-Communist Iranian government.*#

125 See Memorandum for the Secretary Defense, "Iran", dated June 19, 1953, CCS 092, Iran (4-23-48), RG 218,
USNA.

126 Memorandum for General Twining, General Ridgway and Admiral Carney from Arthur W. Radford,
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, "U.S. Military Courses of Action with Respect to Iran," dated August
19, 1953, CCS 092, Iran (4-23-48), RG 218, USNA.



The Joint Chiefs quickly drew up military plansto intervenein Iran if it should prove
necessary. Such apolicy had graverisks, asit could lead to Soviet intervention and could
dienate NATO dlies. U.S. officids were convinced, however, that the correlation of forces
vis-avisthe Soviet Union, unlike earlier, dlowed for bolder meansto carry out the long-stated
policy of maintaining Iran's independence and Western orientation.

Asit turned out, the U.S. military was not caled on to activate its military plansin Iran.
By 20 Augusgt, the tide had turned and the coup was successful. The Tudeh party did not take
power, and the Soviet Union did not intervene. The decision to participate in the coup, which
would have been unthinkable two years earlier, regardless of who wasin charge, reflected the
shift in palicy initiated by the Truman administration and reveded how willing the U.S.
government was to take risks once the military baance had become much more favorable. But
perhaps even more telling than the coup, which was a smdl operation, was the willingness of the
United States to send troops to Iran in the event of acommunist takeover. This commitment
was reaffirmed in NSC 5402, dated 2 January 1954, a document that guided U.S. action
toward Iran throughout the 1950s."*" In fact, this remained U.S. policy - in secret - until it

was publicly articulated in the “ Carter Doctring” speech of January 1980.

Conclusion
Was there a sharp break between the Truman and Eisenhower adminigtrations in their
policies toward Iran, as so many scholars have clamed? Was there a shift from a”liberd” to a

"consarvative' foreign policy? Did the persondity of the Eisenhower adminigration produce a



more "assartive' and "paranoid” policy, which was "suspicious’ of third world nationdism and
far more inclined than the Truman adminidration to be "susceptible” to the arguments of U.S. ail
interests??® Was the Eisenhower administration more inclined to act "aggressively,” with a
wider array of insruments, including covert action?

On baance, oneis struck by the large degree of continuity between the two
adminigrationsin their policies toward Iran. The policies of both administrations were driven
amog entirely by Cold War concerns. Both wanted to achieve a negotiated settlement if
possble. The difference came during the last months of the Truman adminigtration, when a
more assartive and unilatera policy was adopted. This new policy had little if anything to do
with presdential persondity or party differences. Given the dynamic of the dispute and the
globa and regiond weskness of the United States, it is hard to imagine that Dwight Eisenhower
would have risked the use of forcein Iran in 1951. By the same token, Truman in August 1953
may have taken actions Smilar to the ones Eisenhower took; dl the groundwork for the events
of 1953 had been laid during the last months of the Truman adminigration.

The Truman administration was ready to congder far more assartive action to maintain
Iran's independence and Western orientation by the end of itsterm. It is no coincidence thet the
planning for covert operations in Iran began during the last months of the Truman adminigtration.

It isreveding that Acheson’s memoirs, which often attack the Eisenhower adminigration's

127 NSC 5402, "United States Policy Toward Iran," dated January 2, 1954, FRUS, 1951-1954, Val. X.

128 Structural constraints affected Truman and Eisenhower’s domestic policiesin similar ways. Truman and
his Attorney General had initiated anti-trust procedures against the oil industry, but ultimately dropped the
action for national security reasons. As Robert Donovan points out, “Truman, foe of monopoly and trade
restrictions ... terminated the grand jury investigations....Later, hetold Leorard Emmerglick of the Justice
Department that he had acted ... on the assurance of General Bradley, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
that the national security required such a decision. Robert Donovan, Tumultuous Y ears: The Presidency of
Harry S. Truman, 1949-1953 (New Y ork: W.W. Norton & Company, 1982), p. 405.




policies, do not criticize the coup when discussing the Anglo-Iranian dispute™ In generd,
there was much less difference between the Truman and Eisenhower adminigirations views of
the use of covert operations than scholars often claim.**® The Truman adminigtration had few
quams about covert operations, and in fact, increased covert operations were mandated by the

administration in various NSC documents, including NSC 68" Ironically, policymakersin the

129 See Lytle, p. 205.
30 This myth inexplicably continues even in the most recent scholarship. Heiss claimsthat “an aversion to
covert operations’ prevented the Truman administration from “acquiescing in British plansto topple
Mossadeq.” Heiss, Empire and Nationhood, p. 172. But Melvyn Leffler, in his mastwork A Preponderance
of Power demonstrates that the Truman administration did not hesitate to authorize covert operationsin
they advanced national security. See especially pp. 490-91: “To shore up the periphery, the United States
could also use its growing covert capabilities .... The office' stotal personnel strength grew from 302 in 1949
to over 6,000 in 1952; its budget jumped from $4.7 to $82 million; its overseas stations grew from 7t0 47 ....
Its covert operationsincreased ‘ sixteenfold’ between January 1951 and January 1953.”

Thereis still much work to be done on covert operations undertaken during the Truman period.
But one interesting comparison would be to analyze the origins of the CIA’sinvolvement in Guatemalain
the early 1950's. Nicholas Cullather’ s recently declassified, in-house CIA history of thisstory is quite
revealing. Cullather arguesthat on 9 September 1952, Under Secretary of State David Bruce explicitly
approved a ClIA operation called PBFORTUNE whose goal was to overthrow the regime of Jacobo Arbenz
Guzman. Armswere shipped to rebels, but Central American government officialslearned of the CIA’s
involvement and their cover was blown. The operation was suspended. But the key point that emerges
from this document is that the CIA, with the knowledge of other parts of the government, increased its
covert operations in Guatemala dramatically between 1950 and the end of 1952. See Nicholas Cullather,
Operation PBSUCCESS: The United States and Guatemala, 1952-1954, dated 1994, History Staff, Central
Intelligence Agency, RG 263, “ Studies and Other Records Relating to the Activities of the CIA in Guatamala,
1952-1954,” box 1, USNA.
31 Some of this mythology concerning covert operations may have come from Truman himself. In 1963, a
review of abook by Allen Dulles called "The Craft of Intelligence" appeared in the Washington Post, with
Truman listed as the reviewer. While generally favorable, the review called for the CIA to get out of the
covert operations business. Dulleswrote aletter to Truman reminding him that it was under Truman’s
guidance that such operations began: "Y ou will also recall that about ayear after the Truman Doctrine
declaration of April [March] 1947, you were al so the first to take stock of the fact that the Communist
subversive threat could not be met solely by the overt type of assistance which you were able to render to
the beleaguered countries of Greece and Turkey. This peril was evidenced by events early in 1948, with the
take-over of Czechoslovakiaby secret subversion, the Communist threat to Italian independence in the
elections of 1948, and the communizing of Poland, Hungary and the other " Satellite" countries. It wasthen,
in June 1948, that you, through National Security Council action, approved the organization within CIA of a
new officeto carry out covert operations directed against secret Communist subversion....The
administration which followed your own, re-affirmed the need for this type of activity. While the charter that
you initially gave the CIA in thisfield has been slightly modified over the years by NSC action, it remains
substantially as you had approved it. It was during 'Beedle’ Smith's directorship and again under your
directive that the responsibility of the Director of Central Intelligence for covert operations was established,
subject of course to the high policy guidance it has always had and to which it has faithfully adhered,
despite newspaper reports to the contrary.” Letter, dated January 7, 1964, Allen Dulles to the Honorable
Harry S. Truman, USNA, RG 263, History Source Collection, NN3-263-94-010, Box 18, File HSHC, Folder 3.
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Truman administration were often more enthusiastic about covert operations than the head of
the CIA himsdf was. Asthe officid CIA Higtory of the Truman period points out, "Beddl
Smith was dismayed by the variety and magnitude of the covert action operations that he was
called upon to conduct."*

The scholarship on U.S. policy toward Iran has vastly underestimated the continuity
between the policies of the Truman and Eisenhower adminigrations. When a shift in policy did
occur, it occurred under the Truman adminigtration, and was driven less by ideology, domestic
palitics, or persondity, and more by structurd factors, notably the shift in the globa balance of
power and the increased threat. U.S. policy toward Iran isonly one case, but it is an important
one, and his story suggeststhat U.S. foreign policy during the Cold War should not be
understood in highly persona and ideologicad terms. Oneis struck by the centrdity of factors
other than domestic palitics, ideology and persondity in determining policy -- especidly
gructurd factors like the balance of power. Mogt of the scholarship on this episode, like much

of the literature on the Cold War in generd, reflects a misunderstanding of how policy was

shaped. Until diplomatic historians understand that the balance of power may have played at

Dullesthen arranged a private meeting with Truman, which is described in amemo. "I reviewed the various
covert steps which had been taken under his authority in suppressing the Huk rebellion in the Philippines,
of the problems we had faced during the Italian electionin 1948.. . . . | then showed him the articleinThe
Washington Post of December 22, 1963, which | suggested seemed to me to be a misrepresentation of his
position. | pointed out the number of National Security Actionswhich . . . he had taken which dealt with
covert operations by the CIA. He studied attentively the Post story and seemed quite astounded by it. In
fact, he said that thiswas all wrong . . . . At no time did Mr. Truman express other than compl ete agreement
with the viewpoint | expressed and several times said he would see what he could do about it . . . . Hewas
highly disturbed at The Washington Post article." Dulles came to the reasonable conclusion that the review
article attributed to Truman had been written by someone else. Memo for Mr. Lawrence R. Houston, General
Counsdl, from A. W. Dulles, dated April 21, 1964, USNA, RG 263, History Source Collection, NN3-263-94-
010, Box 18, File HSYHC, Folder 3.

32 |_udwell Lee Montague, General Walter Bedell Smith as Director of Central Intelligence: October 1950-
February 1953, Vol., IV, "The War Emergency and the Clandestine Services," December "1971, USNA, RG
263, DCI Historical Series, p. 20.
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least asimportant arole as ideology and persondity in driving U.S. palicy, our understanding of

the Cold War will remain incomplete.



