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‌Preface and 
acknowledgements

   The history of the Pahlavi era is full of holes and lacunas. Different aspects and periods of it need to be studied and placed under the microscope. This book attempts to address one of those lacunas. Broad historical overviews exist of the political developments between 1953 and 1968 with varying conclusions. No matter which paradigm or yardstick one uses, it is crucial to demonstrate as precisely as possible how one has reached certain conclusions. Invoking an anecdotal event or statement to explain complex historical consequences is simplistic, mechanical, and unfair to the arduous and intricate unfolding of history. This work is interested in detail. It draws upon the actions and reactions, the causes and consequences, the threats, and counter-threats, and finally, the multi-layered interconnections that provide evidence for the conclusions drawn. The aggregate picture only comes to life through parading micro-details.

   Leaps in historical narratives, typical of the survey method of historiography, provide for captivating crescendos and conclusions. But they leave out important connections, motives, nuances, and explanations. In the absence of the connecting details, presenting and explaining the events and interactions, readers miss out observing how incremental concerns, hopes, and disappointments lead to an outcome. Furnishing fine points helps readers imagine alternative scenarios and outcomes. Readers can synthesize independently without being denied the author’s conclusions. This work is neither about grand historical sweeps nor a theoretical contribution to the field. It is a modest attempt at filling the gaps between hypotheses and conclusions.

   Understanding why from the end of the 1960s, politicized Iranian youth opted for the high-risk course of armed struggle, necessitated delving into post-1953 coup politics. Why did university students believe they had to demolish the Shah’s regime to construct a better future for Iran? The ideologues and practitioners of radical and revolutionary political change insisted that it was the regime’s doing. They argued that violence was forced upon them because the regime suspended the people’s political rights and liberties, prohibited the formation of independent socio-economic organizations, and abandoned the Constitution. Was their claim factually grounded or were they using the post-coup political conditions as a rhetorical tool to justify their violent method of bringing about change? Had the Shah’s rule closed all peaceful paths of political dissent and opposition? Given the Shah’s hardening governance style, had there been a possibility of seeking peaceful change?

   Without answering these nagging questions, a satisfactory explanation of the historical chain of events becomes difficult, if not impossible. One may never fully comprehend why among the political options available to the university students they chose violence against the state. It would be naive not to assume that certain political conditions and developments were instrumental in radicalizing them. Hands-on teachers who interact with politicized students are familiar with their need to challenge authority and the status quo, and their desire to change the world. When an educational and political system enables its students to do so for the duration of their studies, and then gets them interested and invested in society and permits them to change it peacefully, it avoids crisis and instability.

   In non-democracies, where political society is castrated, and the rule of law is the will of one person or a clique, the youth are forced into lurking in shadows, waiting for an opportunity to strike at the powers that be. A humiliated, systematically deceived, and enraged people will rebel against their oppressors without thought of the consequences of their actions. Asking them to think through their actions is misunderstanding their predicament. Violent repression brings people and especially the youth to a critical point of exasperation and resentment where getting rid of the status quo is all that matters. The middle-aged are busy living their lives, and the elders have already lived theirs, but the youth dream of a better future and feel the urgency to forge it.

   This work began as a study of the political context and environment which led to the outbreak of armed resistance in Iran. In search of historical answers to why university students would gamble their lives to bring about political change, the text became too long. The research had a simple finding: had the Shah not embarked on a course of increasing intolerance and repression towards any, and all dissenting ideas or voices, the violence which was unleashed in the 1970s and culminated in the overthrow of his regime would not have occurred.

   Ideally, this book should have appeared and been read before the work on Iran’s Marxist revolutionaries, as it sets the stage for it. Yet it also stands on its own merits by providing evidence for and explaining the rise of modern despotism in Iran. The factors that contributed to the Shah’s despotic rule were primarily his proclivities and political choices, but there were also others, both domestic and foreign. The ethical failure of broad segments of Iranian society to stand up to the Shah’s excesses, and his need to be adulated and flattered, fed his lust for power. A co-dependent relationship between the Shah and a crew of scared and opportunist sycophants pushed the imperious Monarch further into a disconnected bubble. Disconnectedness from sociopolitical reality is one of the defining characteristics of despots.

   A final observation on the study of these formative fifteen years after the coup is that the Shah’s regime was responsible for economic, social, and cultural advancements which deserve an independent examination. As political despotism took root during these fifteen years, so did economic growth, social mobility, cultural liberalization, and freedoms of individuality, expression of appearance, worship, and socializing.

   This work has drawn upon the following sources: Iranian newspapers, magazines, and publications; deliberations at the Majles and the Senate; National Front minutes, and opposition archives; memoirs and interviews of major Iranian and foreign political players; SAVAK reports on individuals, parties, organizations, and events, published after the 1979 revolution; and, finally, US and British archives.

   I am indebted to Leyla Ebtehadj for reading and rereading this manuscript. I have now become dependent on her comments, questions, and corrections of my prose. Shahram Qanbari patiently made the transliterations consistent. I am thankful to Siavush Randjbar-Daemi, who provided me with important documents during my June 2016 visit to Manchester, and to Rowena Abdul Razak for kindly providing me with documents from the Foreign Office archives. ʿAli Gheissari provided me with literature on the pioneers of the constitutionalist movement.

   My gratitude goes to Novin Doostdar, who is an exemplary caring and supportive publisher. I only wish I had discovered him before. I would like to thank the anonymous reader for his helpful comments, David Inglesfield for his superb copy-editing, and Jonathan Bentley-Smith for making the journey from submission to publication a smooth and pleasant experience.

   Paris, February 2021

  

 
  
    


‌Introduction

   This book is about how Mohammad-Reza Shah Pahlavi transitioned to modern despotism. It argues that the 1953 coup laid the political grounds for this transition, and by 1968, Iran was a modern despotic monarchy. This statement raises two main questions. What is a modern despotic monarchy, and what kind of government existed in Iran between 1953 and 1968? Categorizing and defining the term despotism as a political system becomes imperative. It may be useful to distinguish despotism from its neighbouring political terms such as authoritarian, tyrannical, totalitarian, absolutist, dictatorial of all shades, Caesarian, Bonapartist, and personal rule. These unrepresentative and oppressive political classifications seem to be clearly defined and bounded. At times, they are used interchangeably.1

   To render totalitarianism distinct from all other forms of oppression, Hannah Arendt banded together “despotism, tyranny and dictatorship”.2 At times, a concept of gradation is employed to set one political system apart from the other. Authoritarian regimes are said to restrict freedom, while tyrannies and dictatorships are said to abolish political freedom.3 Tyranny is said to be “an extreme form of despotism in practice, where citizens are ‘subjected to wanton and inhuman bondage and torment’”.4 Despotism itself is sometimes argued to be “a matter of degree”.5 At times, the terms despot, despotism, and oriental despotism are used as a common noun, supposedly understood by all to mean the same thing, and at other times as derogatory tags, denoting disgust for oppressive, unjust, and harsh leaders and governments.6 Providing a litany of non-democratic political systems, and differentiating the fine lines between them is beyond the scope of this study.

   The purpose of this introduction is to approach defining despotism and its various subcategories, as pertinent to Iran, and establishing a common vocabulary. The focus will be on explaining despotism in its modern (nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries) Iranian context, in contrast to traditional despotism. To attain this end, reliance is placed on two different sources.

   First, the pioneering works of Iranian constitutionalist thinkers who wrote between 1863 and 1895 will be probed to understand their perspective on despotism. What did they understand by this term? What was the Persian equivalent of despotism? How did they distinguish despotism from other political systems? These Iranian chroniclers – each with his own approach, emphasis, and temperament – were highly influential in the constitutional movement.

   Our analysis will then go to France of 1748 to consider Montesquieu’s distinguishing features of despotism. Montesquieu’s The Spirit of Law, fawned or frowned on, remains a classical canon in categorizing and classifying different political systems. Elements pertinent to the discussion of despotism will be identified and then woven into the main narrative. Finally, two understandings, one nineteenth-century Eastern and the other eighteenth-century Western, will be combined to provide a hypothesis on modern despotism.

   
‌Iranians scrutinizing their political system

   Halfway into Nasereddin Shah Qajar’s forty-eight-year rule, narratives depicting Iran’s abysmal political, economic, and social conditions began to appear. Some of the forefathers of this new trend of critical and modernist thinking were Mirza Fathali Akhundzadeh (1812–1878), Mirza Yusef Khan Mostashar ol-dowleh (1823–1895), Mohammad-Khan Majd ol-molk (1809–1881) ʿAbdolrahim Talebof (1834–1911), Mirza Malkam Khan (1833–1908), and Haji Zeinolʿabedin Maraghehi (1839–1910). All had either lived or travelled abroad or else lived solely outside Iran. Akhundzadeh lived most of his life in Tiflis, Talebof in Transcaucasia, and Maraghehi in Transcaucasia, Yalta, and then Turkey. Mostashar ol-dowleh was on foreign missions in France and Russia for some seventeen years, and Malkam Khan was sent to school in Paris at the age of ten and was subsequently either on foreign missions in London, Istanbul, and Rome, or exiled in London. Majd ol-molk was on a diplomatic mission in Transcaucasia for three years and subsequently spent time in Iraq.

   These men were all concerned with the tragic state of political, social, and economic backwardness of their country. These social reformers and harbingers of new perspectives searched for the roots of their country’s misfortune and desolation, wondering “why are we so backwards and why have we distanced ourselves so much from the world of progress”. Comparing Iran to Western countries, some depicted Iran as an “uncivilized”, “barbaric”, and “savage” country, in a deep slumber of ignorance.7

   Between 1863 and 1864, Mirza Fathali Akhundzadeh wrote a chronicle called The Letters from Kamal ol-dowleh to Prince Jalal ol-dowleh (Maktubat, namehha-ye kamal ol-dowleh be shahzadeh jalal ol-dowleh). In this fictive correspondence between an Indian prince, Kamal ol-dowleh or “Perfection of the Kingdom/State”, and his Iranian friend Prince Jalal ol-dowleh or “Glory of the Kingdom/State”, Akhundzadeh provides a vivid picture of Iran’s state of misfortune and presents his solutions.

   Akhundzadeh’s style of sociopolitical and religious criticism through fictitious letters is reminiscent of Montesquieu’s Persian Letters, even though no reference to Montesquieu can be found in Akhundzadeh’s writing.8 Nevertheless, Akhundzadeh’s “Letters” have been placed on a par with Montesquieu’s Persian Letters and praised as one of the “world’s brightest social criticisms”.9 The two works share an acerbic social criticism of absolute power, religious and mundane. Montesquieu’s criticism of religion was more subtle and constrained, while Akhundzadeh did not hide his atheism and materialism; nor did he mince his words in his sharp analysis of the role of religion and despotism in keeping Iran backward. Montesquieu would have been delighted to see the confirmation of his narrative of Persia in Akhundzadeh’s work.10

   Characterizing and defining Iran’s political system, Akhundzadeh employed the often-used terms injustice (zolm), oppression/cruelty (setam), and lawlessness/tyranny (bidad). The novelty in Akhundzadeh’s work was, however, his adoption and use of the term dispotizm (despotism). He employed the Persianized transcription of despotism to describe Nasereddin Shah’s system of governance as well as the monarch’s personal conduct. Intentionally, Akhundzadeh employed other key Persianized foreign terms such as sivilizasiyon (civilization), fanatic (fanatic), revolsiyon (revolution), and progreh (progress) to enlighten and educate his countrymen.

   Akhundzadeh’s transcriber or copyist (mostansekh) was, therefore, obliged to explain the meaning of the foreign terms he used for the benefit of his Iranian readers. He described dispot (despot) as a Shah who did not abide by any law in his dealings with the people. The despotic Shah had “unlimited and monopolistic control over the life and property of his people and had always acted according to his personal whim and will”. People under despotic rule were regarded as “base and wretched slaves”, “completely devoid of freedoms and human rights”. The transcriber informed readers that the Persian equivalent of despotism was estebdad.11 Throughout the constitutional movement, the term estebdad (despotism) was understood as the arch-enemy and opposite of mashruteh (constitutional rule). The term revolsiyon (revolution), in turn, was defined as a state in which people become sick and tired of injustice and the despotic Shah’s lawless behaviour and revolt against him. Revolutions were explained as ousting the despot and establishing the rule of law for the people’s happiness and welfare.12

   Akhundzadeh believed that the destruction of the land, the general ignorance of the people, their deprivation from freedom, and their estrangement from the civilized world were rooted in the injustice of the despot, and the fanaticism of religious leaders (olama).13 The key to progress, he argued, was liberation from political despotism and religious fanaticism. The first objective, he believed, could be realized by adopting a constitution, and the second by an Islamic Protestantism, transforming the faith according to the necessities of modern times.14 Akhundzadeh did not present a detailed definition of despotism but provided scattered clues to despotic behaviour.

   The despot, according to Akhundzadeh, established no criteria for his appointments or his decisions. He considered the country as his private property, answered to no one, and acted only according to his own will. He dispatched ignorant and cruel princes to the provinces to rule over the people like slaves. One day, he could order his senior officials to be bastinadoed, only to, later, promote them to the highest offices in the land.15 Akhundzadeh’s despot had absolute rights and no responsibilities. Nothing stood between him and his subjects.

   Sometimes, Akhundzadeh identified despotism as a political system endemic to all uncivilized nations of the Orient throughout time, calling it “the despotism of oriental kings”.16 In his view, despotism in the Orient was clearly inferior to a constitutional political system. Akhundzadeh wrote that in England and France, mistreating horses, donkeys, and cows was frowned upon, while in Iran the despot could bastinado whomever he pleased and chop dissidents in half and hang them at city gates. Such punishments, he asserted, were forbidden in “civilized countries”.17

   Akhundzadeh also applied the terms despot and despotism to post-Islamic Iran, directly associating despotism with Islam. Akhundzadeh depicted a distant fortunate, glorious, and just Iran under pre-Islamic Persian/Fars monarchs, such as Anoshiravan and Parviz, arguing that despotism came to reign after the Arab invasion.18 Akhundzadeh avoided categorizing or politically labelling pre-Islamic monarchies. Based on a vague notion of well-being and justice, Akhundzadeh gave the impression that pre-Islamic systems were enlightened forms of despotism and superior to fanatical despotism. According to him, with regard to welfare and felicity, Iran regressed from an enlightened traditional despotism to an inferior kind of despotism.

   While Akhundzadeh ranked post-Islamic fanatical despotic societies inferior to pre-Islamic enlightened despotic monarchies, he ranked them both as inferior to modern constitutional states. He observed that even pre-Islamic monarchies were “but a candle as compared to the sunshine of European countries and the US”.19 Throughout his work, Akhundzadeh focused on post-Islamic despotism, calling for a transition to constitutionalism.

   Akhundzadeh was a revolutionary who believed that mere advising of despots was not sufficient to have them change their ways. On 2 April 1871, some two weeks after the communards revolted in Paris, Akhundzadeh wrote a friend that, “to eradicate injustice (zolm) and oppression/cruelty (setam), the oppressor must cease oppressing, or the oppressed must cease tolerating oppression and destroy the oppressor.” He concluded that the oppressed needed to “wake up from their slumber and dethrone the oppressor”.20 Four years later, in a letter to Mostashar ol-dowleh, he wrote that the only way to uproot despotism is to tell the oppressor, “get lost.”21

   In 1870, Mostashar ol-dowleh wrote a treatise called One Word (Resaleh-ye yek kalameh). At the time, he was Nasereddin Shah’s chargé d’affaires in Paris. During his diplomatic mission as Persia’s General Council in Tiflis (1864–1867) he had befriended Akhundzadeh. Deeply influenced by the French Constitution, Mostashar ol-dowleh believed that to overcome backwardness and embark on “progress” and “civilization”, countries needed to organize life around a codified constitution. The rule of law, approved by the people, was the magical solution, as it defined and established the rights and responsibilities of rulers in secular domains. Mostashar ol-dowleh ascertained that the “will and consent of the people constitutes the basis of all state decisions”. Cautious not to make political waves, the reformist diplomat wrote, “none of God’s creatures, be they kings or others, have the right to command/judge (haq-e hokm), in other words, they are not rulers/masters, but duty-bound and accountable.” For Mostashar ol-dowleh, it was time for the country to have citizens and not subjects. He wrote, “the Shah and the pauper” had to be bound by the letter of the law. Neither could act according to arbitrary will.22

   In 1890, twenty years after Mostashar ol-dowleh’s One Word, ʿAbdolrahim Talebof began writing a trilogy called Ketab-e ahmad (Ahmad’s Book). This work was written over a sixteen-year period, and the third volume (masaʾel ol-hayat) was published in 1906.23 Among Iranian constitutionalists, Ahmad’s Book became a highly influential work. For Talebof, a country without laws clearly regulating social and political activities was an uncivilized state where welfare and felicity were absent, and terror prevailed.24 Talebof demonstrated a sharp understanding of despotism as a political system. He distinguished between a generic and universal absolutist monarchy (saltanat-e motlaqeh) and a constitutional or a parliamentary monarchy (saltanat-e mashruteh), using the Persianized transliteration of parlement for the term parliament.25

   Throughout his writing, Talebof employed the term absolutist monarchy to depict the Iranian system of government. In his third volume, he used the term despotism (estebdad) in a confrontationist context, reflective of the 1905–1906 mood. He referred to freedom-lovers (azadikhak) as those who were not afraid of death and would not accede to a state of lawlessness and despotism (estebdad).26

   According to Talebof, the absolutist monarch relegated the management of the realm to his ministers, who were solely responsible to him. Yet the life and property of all subjects, ultimately remained at the Shah’s mercy. In such a state, laws did not exist, and if they did, their making and execution were combined in one body and rested entirely in the hands of the Shah. Talebof believed that where the separation of government branches was absent, despotism was present. In absolutist monarchies, vassals/nationals (tabaʿeh) and subjects (roʿaya) were unaware of punishments for various offences, until they were meted out. Echoing Akhundzadeh and Mostashar ol-dowleh, Talebof wrote that in an absolutist system, “sometimes murderers were rewarded and sometimes, the innocent were executed.”27 The absolutist Shah was ignorant of the plight of his subjects or the troubles in his realm. He occupied himself with expansionist wars, horseback riding, hunting, and other pleasures of life.28

   Talebof presented two distinct subcategories of absolutist monarchies. The first was one in which the country was run according to rules and laws decreed by the monarch. In this system, subjects were forbidden to participate in state affairs, question it, or disobey the laws. The monarch ruled according to his laws, which were the existing laws of the land. This was a quasi-lawful state, as the monarch could be forced to abide by his own promulgated decrees. Talebof believed that Russia and the Ottoman Empire belonged to this first category of absolutist monarchies.29

   The second type of absolutist monarchies were lawless states. Talebof argued that in such states, the Shah had no written laws or edicts, and the realm was entirely managed by his whim and the will of his appointees in the provinces. This was an oral, arbitrary, and primitive state. The minimum predictability in absolutist monarchies with some laws was absent in lawless absolutist monarchies. In this second category of absolutist states, the monarch was not even nominally bound by any written laws, and his subjects were at the mercy of his constant changes of heart. Talebof believed that Iran, Arabia, Afghanistan, and China fell under this primitive category of absolutist monarchies.30

   Even though a political system based on written royal decrees could be considered superior to a completely lawless one, Talebof categorized both as equally absolutist, oppressive, and chaotic.31 In his view, in the absence of a popularly elected legislative body, limiting the purview of the Shah, the people were prevented from making laws, controlling their lives, and participating in the governance process and administration of their country.32

   Talebof’s major theoretical contribution to the despotism debate is that the existence or non-existence of laws, per se, did not determine whether a political system was absolutist or constitutional. The real distinguishing feature was whether the people, through a parliament, were meaningfully involved in the legislative process and the supervision and execution of laws. Talebof’s theory is most germane to shedding light on the lynchpin hypothesis in this book and resolving a major quandary. It supports the thesis that even though Iran possessed a constitution and parliament, and held elections, it could still become a despotic monarchy from late 1967, as this work suggests.

   Evoking Talebof’s criteria of the people’s real participation in the political process and law-making, as well as the separation of powers, as identifiers of a constitutional monarchy, this study will try to demonstrate that from 1953, the Shah gradually pushed Iran’s constitutional monarchy back towards an absolutist/despotic monarchy. By denuding the parliament of its prime role, rendering it dysfunctional and dictating his will to it, while taking charge of the supervision and implementation of the crucial laws he considered as desirable, the Shah successfully dragged Iran back into a seeming oxymoron, lawful parliamentary absolutism. Talebof had subtly warned that if a sultan refused to invite the people to participate and assist (moʿavenat) in administrating the country, “they will come without an invitation and then they will sing a different tune.”33

   Around 1903, Haji Zeinalʿabedin Maraghehi published a trilogy called Ebrahim Beyg’s Travel Writings (Siyahatnameh-ye Ebrahim beyg). The book was about the abysmal social, political, and economic conditions in Iran, with a romantic side-story in the background. Maraghehi’s book, published in Istanbul, was in the form of a travelogue. For Maraghehi, Iran’s chaotic political predicament was the outcome of ignorance, lawlessness, and oppression.34 For him, as for his enlightened co-thinkers, only the introduction of constitutional law could abolish despotism (estebdad) and oppression.35 Maraghehi believed that the mere existence of a constitution and accompanying laws could ward off despotism. He equated despotism (estebdad) with the absence of law and deplored Iran’s sorry situation, where hands were severed, and writers had their tongues cut out.36

   Echoing Mostashar ol-dowleh, Maraghehi emphasized the importance of establishing a modern judiciary system. He envisaged a court, where the public prosecutor (prokoror) stood on one side of the aisle trying to prove guilt, and the defence attorney stood on the other side trying to acquit “the thief, the murderer and the treacherous”. The final verdict on the case, Maraghehi proposed, should be delivered by the court’s majority vote once “evidence and witnesses” had been heard.37 Maraghehi added that respect for the due process of law and an independent judiciary were determining indicators of non-despotism.

   Maraghehi advanced a central political idea in his attempt to contain the despotic power of the monarch. Employing the Persianized term konstitushen (constitution), Maraghehi insisted that a country could only succeed when the constitution mediated between the people and the government.38 He considered the constitution, the parliament, the laws, and procedures as bumpers or shields protecting the citizens from the encroachment of absolutist monarchs.39 Once the covenant between the rulers and the ruled, the constitution, and all its addenda are overlooked, and all three powers are concentrated in the hands of one person, despotism prevails. Such a monarchy, constitutional only in name, would be no different from a despotic monarchy. This new despotism is distinct from its old form in that it has the ornamental appearance of a constitutional monarchy, with the real content of a despotic monarchy.

   
‌Mirza Malkam Khan’s apologia for despotism

   Malkam Khan is considered as one of the forefathers of Iranian enlightenment, reformism, modernization, and constitutionalism. His newspaper, The Law (Qanun), first published in London on 20 February 1890, became the mouthpiece of anti-despotism and anti-tyranny, promoting a parliament composed of popularly elected deputies. In 1861, Malkam Khan was exiled by Nasereddin Shah for founding the first quasi-Freemasonry organization, House of Forgetfulness/Oblivion (faramushkhaneh), in Iran. While in Istanbul, Malkam Khan became close to and collaborated with Nasereddin Shah’s Ambassador to Istanbul, Mirza Hoseyn Khan (Sepahsalar) Moshir ol-dowleh. In October/November 1871, Hoseyn Khan Moshir ol-dowleh became prime minister and Malkam Khan returned to Iran to work closely with him.

   In a piece entitled The Invisible Notebook (ketabcheh qeybi) and addressed to “His Excellency Moshir ol-dowleh”, the author, whose name did not appear, laid out his recommendations for saving Iran. Malkam Khan is speculated to have written this work any time between 1858 and 1860, putting it before his exile and written in Iran.40 However, there is no evidence that it could not have been written while Malkam was in Istanbul, say from 1862 to 1870. At the outset of the piece, Malkam calls on Moshir ol-dowleh to pass his recommendations to the Shah immediately. In 1872, and after The Invisible Notebook had found its way to the court, Nasereddin Shah sent the once disgraced Malkam to the Court of St James’s as Iran’s representative.

   Malkam demonstrates a firm and thoughtful grasp of various government systems, and like Talebof provides subtle distinctions between different kinds of absolutism. In this work, Malkam distinguishes himself from other constitutionalists by promoting categorically and unequivocally an absolutist monarchy. He forcefully argues that Nasereddin Shah should cease delegating power to his prime minister and concentrate absolute power into his own hands to save the realm. Malkam’s pro-despotic stance is very different from his positions enunciated in his newspaper, Qanun.

   Malkam does not mince his words and announces that Iran has never seen a better Shah than Nasereddin, but cautions against the negligence and thoughtlessness of the powers that be. He warns that the Russians from Saint Petersburg and the British from Calcutta are closing in on Iran like floods approaching Tabriz and Sistan and concludes, “tell me how many minutes are left of this state’s life”.41 To wake up the authorities to Iran’s three thousand years of backwardness in relation to the West, Malkam presents his solution, which requires a review of governance systems and their suitability for Iran.

   According to Malkam, the British and French system of governance is a “moderate monarchy”, in which the people promulgate laws, and the monarch executes them. He reminds his readers that while “moderate monarchies” are not at all suited to Iran, “absolutist monarchies” are good fits.42 In an absolute monarchy, he argues, power is in the hands of one person, charged with promulgating and executing laws. An “orderly absolutist monarchy”, the governance system preferred by Malkam, is characterized by rulers separating the “coordinating system” from the “executive system” and firmly controlling both. The coordinating system studies, evaluates, and articulates the rules and regulations to operationalize the Shah’s proposals. The execution of the Shah’s wishes is the responsibility of the executive system, the cabinet. Malkam aspires to the orderly absolutist monarchies in Russia, Austria, and the Ottoman Empire.43

   Malkam contrasts an “orderly absolutist monarchy” with the “disorderly absolutist monarchy” in Iran. Establishing rules and criteria for executing edicts/laws should be separated from their execution. Relegating both tasks to ministers, Malkam argues, results in chaos. He laments that in “disorderly absolutist monarchies”, the viziers or ministers come to dominate the sultan.44 Malkam sees the solution to Iran’s problems in the immediate establishment of the coordinating system composed of the Shah, three princes, fifteen advisers, and the eight ministers in the cabinet to set the criteria and standards by which the cabinet would carry out the Shah’s whims.45

   Malkam was not challenging Nasereddin Shah’s absolute rule. He was trying to save it by codifying, systematizing, and standardizing his wishes, thereby securing its efficient execution while reducing the power of intervention by strong prime ministers. Talebof identified Iran as a lawless absolute monarchy as distinct from Russia’s absolute monarchy based on laws. Yet, he had dismissed both as undesirable for Iran since neither represented the people’s will. Malkam understood the functioning of an absolute monarchy and pressed for it in 1870. He must have had a serious change of heart some twenty years later.

   
‌Enter Montesquieu

   In 1748, Montesquieu wrote The Spirit of Laws, in which he attempted to provide a working definition of despotism as a political system. The Spirit of Laws reflects the intellectual state of mind of eighteenth-century Europe and includes what today would be considered stereotypes, tropes, insulting generalizations, ethnic slurs, homogenizations, and essentialization. It is markedly Eurocentric, Islamophobic, and even racist.46 However, Montesquieu’s general account of the Orient, its political system, and certain behavioural traits of its inhabitants did not differ much from what Persian chroniclers said about their own country some 100 to 150 years after his works.47

   Montesquieu divided political systems or “species of governments” into “republican, monarchial, and despotic”. He identified each system according to the power relation between the rulers and the ruled. In a republic, “the body or only part of the people is possessed of the supreme power.” In a monarchy, “a single person governs by fixed and established laws.” In despotism, “a single person directs everything by his own will and caprice.”48 In despotism, the monarch is unaccountable and stands above the law. For Montesquieu, therefore, the absence of “fixed and established laws” was the litmus test distinguishing constitutional monarchies from despotic ones. In despotic states, he maintained, “there are no laws … there are only manners and customs.”49

   For Montesquieu, “fundamental laws” or a constitution represented “the intermediate channels” through which power flowed. He argued that when these channels were replaced by “the momentary and capricious will of a single person”, then arbitrariness became the fundamental law of the land.50 One of the distinguishing features of despotism was the absence of or inability of intermediate bodies to limit the monarch’s power. Montesquieu observed that despotic power was “self-sufficient: round it there is an absolute vacuum”.51

   In modern societies, the press, parties, guilds, religious institutions, non-government organizations, and labour unions act as countervailing powers, reinforcing the intermediate bodies. In the absence of or inability of such countervailing bodies and intermediary institutions to function and enforce/defend civil and political rights, citizens would revert to becoming non-citizens, subjects, or slaves. Montesquieu spoke about “political slavery”, “civil slavery”, and “political servitude” in despotic governments, which he believed destroyed “civil liberty”.52

   The despot’s unlimited power determines the fate of his appointees and the dignitaries of the land as well as the common people. His absolutist power fosters fear and insecurity among all equally.53 In despotic governments, Montesquieu remarked, “honour, posts, and rank are equally abused.” In such states, “they indiscriminately make a prince a scullion and a scullion a prince.”54 The general disrespect for people’s rights in despotic governments led Montesquieu to comment that in republican and despotic governments, “men are equal.” In the former, he said, they are equal “because they are everything; in the latter, because they are nothing”.55 Subjects living under despotic governments are nothing as they have no rights.

   For Montesquieu, the concentration of three powers, legislative, executive, and judiciary, in the hands of “the same man”, constituted “the end of everything”. In Turkey, Montesquieu argued, “these three powers are united in the sultan’s person.” This “despotic sway” left “the subjects” groaning “under the most dreadful oppression”.56 Lastly, Montesquieu lamented the absence of a proper judicial process in despotic governments. The despot as the dispenser of justice was incapable of granting pardon because “the judge himself is his own rule.”57

   
‌Towards a combined hypothesis of modern despotism

   The modern despotism of twentieth-century Iran combined features of traditional despotism with the addition of an ornamental Constitution, hollowed democratic institutions, the mere ritual of parliamentary elections, all playing out under the tight control of a hands-on Shah. This form of government was different from the despotism Montesquieu and the Iranian chroniclers wrote about. For example, Montesquieu believed that the despot was “naturally lazy, voluptuous, and ignorant”. He argued that the despot neglected “the management of public affairs” and relegated his powers to a “vizir” (prime minister/political adviser). The creation of such a position and the delegation of authority to a vizir, Montesquieu believed, was “a fundamental law of this [despotic] government”.58

   The notion of a Shah abdicating all power to one or a few trusted figures and failing to accept responsibility for the affairs of the state was also shared by Iranian chroniclers. In 1872, Mohammad-Khan Majd ol-molk complained about Nasereddin Shah abandoning his administrative responsibilities, being absent, and remaining silent on all abuses, cruelties, and encroachments against his subjects. Majd ol-molk lamented that while Iran was turned into a prison of unlimited persecution, “the shah was busy planting trees in Yusefabad.”59 In 1890, Talebof echoed Majd ol-molk on how the Shah had withdrawn from public life and had relegated state affairs to a few vizirs while keeping occupied with his personal pleasures.60 Mirza Malkam Khan’s publication Qanun repeated the same theme of an uninterested and uninvolved Shah devoting his time either to hunting or engaging in carnal pleasures in the seraglio.61

   Maraghehi made the same observation about Mozaffaredin Shah’s rule. He wrote about a Shah who was either hunting or in his seraglio (haram-khaneh), where “the useless and untrustworthy vizirs skilled only in flattery and jest met with him and got things done.”62 While people were grappling with death, famine, and exorbitant foodstuff prices, not for a minute would the ruler delay his hunts.63

   Montesquieu maintained that “the vizir himself is the despotic prince” and that “the despotic prince knows nothing and can attend to nothing.”64 This perception of a useless and clueless despot hiding in the shadow of a powerful vizir was entirely corroborated by Iranian chronicles written in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. However, as much as these generalizations applied to traditional despots, it does not apply to modern despots.

   In modern post-constitutional despotisms, the internal logic of despotism based on the ruler’s hunger for absolute and unchallenged power compels him not to trust anyone and consequently refrain from delegating power. A modern despot yearns to become omnipotent and a supreme power among subjects whom he considers as inferior, even though he may favour a few over others. The key identifier of modern despotism is the unshared, unmitigated, and absolute power of one person, the shah, the sultan, or the leader. All others in the land are different shades and degrees of politically powerless “servants (nokar)”.65

   Iranian chroniclers associated despotism with Asia, and Montesquieu put it bluntly: “power in Asia ought, then, to be always despotic.”66 A shared view existed of a timeless, ahistorical Asiatic despotism in place since the dawn of history. Montesquieu’s prime examples of despotism were Persia, Turkey, and China.67 Talebof referred to “the despotism of oriental sultans”.68 Mirza Malkam Khan’s Qanun opined that “the despotism of Asiatic states” was “a plague and a pest”, very different from the despotism in Western European countries.69

   Karl Marx’s references to the Asiatic mode of production, Asiatic societies, Asiatic land-forms, Asiatic people, Asiatic history, Asiatic form, Asiatic governments, Asiatic despotism, and Oriental despotism renewed interest in the topic of Oriental despotism.70 In the mid-twentieth century, Karl Wittfogel’s book Oriental Despotism emphasized geographical, environmental, and water-based considerations as explanatory factors. Whether we subscribe or not to the relevance and explicative powers of Oriental despotism, which at times includes Ancient societies of the Middle East and at other times are extended to “Polynesian islands” and “African chieftainries”, this notion is not of interest in this study.71

   Talebof’s useful subdivision of despotism into a system, which often lacks written laws, or else has laws decreed by the monarch, placed the notion of laws, and who makes and implements them, at the heart of the despotism controversy. This study focuses on modern despotism as a form of government which could exist anywhere in the world. Despotism can rear its head where a constitution already exists, and separation of powers and political freedoms is prescribed on paper, yet the institutions upholding the edifice are weak and unstable.

   Heads of state, monarchs, leaders, presidents, or prime ministers can subvert their fundamental laws, vacate their constitution from its adjudicating role, and replace it with their own power. The rights of citizens and the rule of law can be abrogated, and the will of the despot can come to override existing laws. As such, despotism is not confined to a specific geographical region, religion, or distinct climate. According to this reading of despotism, Iran of the late Qajar period, before the electoral and fundamental laws of 1906, had been a traditional despotic state. After 1906, depending on the relation of forces between the monarchs, the people, and their representatives, Iran oscillated between being a modern despotic state and a constitutional monarchy.

   
‌Socio-psychological consequences of despotism

   Despotism, traditional or modern, impacts the social and psychological behaviour of people subjected to its bullying. In despotic countries, the absence of uniform application of laws and uncertainty foster insecurity, intimidation, and fear. For Montesquieu, violence, terror, and fear were hallmarks of despotic governments.72 Fear, the “spring of” despotism, must “depress” the people’s “spirit” and “extinguish even the least sense of ambition”.73

   The tranquillity that ensued from terror and fear, Montesquieu argued, was different from peace and concord as it aimed to impose silence and assure “the most passive obedience”.74 Peace implied mutual understanding, reciprocity, and accord, whereas the despot was averse to give and take or mutual agreement. To the despot who only tolerated compliance and blind submission, “reasoning was pernicious.”75 The despot construed independent thought as insubordination and his reaction to defiance was “generally governed by wrath or vengeance”.76

   Iranian chroniclers writing about the socio-psychological effects of despotism on people echoed Montesquieu. Talebof maintained that the people’s security was at the whim of rulers, no one was safe, and everyone lived in permanent fear.77 Mirza Malkam Khan’s Qanun referred to “savage despotism” in Iran, stifling speaking and breathing.78 Maraghehi conveyed a gloomy sense of insecurity and uncertainty permeating among Iranians, irrespective of rank and position, and recounted how constructive criticism of state affairs could get the “transgressor” in deep trouble.79 The satirical Journal of Despotism (Majalleh-ye Estebdad), edited by Aqa Sheykh Mehdi Qomi, asserted that “people’s respect for the despotic Shah” was only “out of fear, since despotic monarchs took pleasure in cruelty, savagery, murdering, chaining and pillaging the people”. Qomi observed that despots, in turn, were terrified of their own people and were compelled to rely on their troops to keep them in check.80

   In despotic states, the monarch and his appointees relied on their agents of repression to ensure compliance. “Strength does not lie in the state, but in the army,” and “to defend the state, the army must be preserved.”81 On 8 September 1908, after Mohammad-ʿAli Shah Qajar shelled the newborn parliament and bloodily repressed the constitutionalists, Maraghehi wrote that the anti-constitutionalists “have acted out the meaning of despotism”, and they had “destroyed, looted, arrested, battered and murdered”. He was referring to Mohammad-ʿAli Shah’s “2,000 soldiers, thugs and ragtag” unleashed to repress the constitutionalists.82

   Faced with despotism, Qanun expressed the people’s desperation: “we are crying out that we are humans and wish to live as such.” It accused the Shah that “there are no religious laws or customary conventions in this country that you have not crushed under the weight of your despotism.”83

   Subjects living under despotism and stifled by the danger of any politically oriented utterance or act learnt to desist from political participation. To achieve their ends, they were obliged to engage in flattery and adulation. The fate of subjects in a despotic government, “like that of a beast, is instinct, compliance, and punishment”.84 The people’s life purpose narrows down to “the hope of conveniences of life”.85

   The philosophy of disconnecting from politics when living under despotism is best expressed by the Persian saying be man cheh or what do I care.86 Upset at the lack of solidarity and civility among his countrymen, Talebof rhetorically asked, “Is it not true that whatever you [Iranian] do is aimed at fulfilling your personal needs?”87 Maraghehi reflected the same concern, and wrote, “Everyone here, young and old, rich and poor, learned and ignorant, goes about his own way individually [khar-e khod ra micharanad].” Maraghehi lamented the lack of social solidarity and said, “It seems as if Iran is not their country and that Iranians are not their compatriots.”88

   Despotism creates a hefty sense of political estrangement and castration by dividing people into subjects with only obligations, fears, and duties, while the despot and his appointees have all the rights, authority, and power. The notion that there could be neither subjects nor despots but citizens with both rights and obligations is alien to despotic states. This issue was raised by Majd ol-molk when he observed that Iranians were either oppressors or oppressed.89

   Akhundzadeh summed up the socio-psychological impact of political despotism and religious fanaticism and argued that it bred “cowardice, flattery, hypocrisy, dissimulation, and trickery”. He ridiculed the sultans who were fooled by such flatteries and condemned them for rewarding such liars.90 Majd ol-molk criticized the exaggerated custom of sycophancy in Iran as an outcome of lawlessness.91 Talebof deemed “flattery and exaggeration in adulation” among Iranians as a sign of their “moral corruption”.92 He suggested that the role of the prime minister was to flatter the shah and make sure that he would not get upset about what was really going on in his country.93 Lying to the monarch and singing his praises out of fear became a practical tool to shield against the dreaded consequences of his wrath. Reference to the perverse culture of sycophancy in pursuit of personal interests persisted in Qanun. Mirza Agha Khan Kermani condemned it in the crudest terms.94

   
‌The modern despotic odyssey begins

   The evolution of despotism in post-1953 Iran was complicated and non-linear. Its course was partly determined by internal politics but also by the Shah’s management of US exigencies. Initially, alignment with the West compelled the Shah to demonstrate some degree of conviction in democratic principles. Faced with its own problems in Cuba and Vietnam in the 1960s, the Kennedy Administration became less selective about the democratic principles of its client states and more concerned with their ability to establish political security. In response to the threat of communism in Third World countries, the US reconsidered its modernization priorities. Whereas, at the start of the Cold War, political liberalism had constituted an integral part of the US modernization project in the third world, in the 1960s democratic pursuits were neglected in favour of authoritarian modernization.

   In the aftermath of the 1953 coup, the Shah faced two different accounts of the people’s relation to himself and Mosaddeq. Each account led him to a different conclusion regarding the importance of people’s participation in the political system and what to do with democracy. According to one narrative, the people revolted against Mosaddeq and in favour of the Shah. In this story the Shah was a loved constitutional monarch, returning to power on the people’s shoulders. Lauding the popular uprising was extolling the role played by the people as the guardians of the constitutional monarchy.

   According to another narrative, Mosaddeq, who had marginalized the Shah politically, was loved and supported by the people. In this scenario, the Shah’s subjects appeared as seditious outlaws who had sided with Mosaddeq against him, for some twenty-eight months. The Shah-loving people of the first account become a potential threat in the second. The Shah must have believed that had it not been for the US–UK initiative, he would have lost his throne for good. This account rendered the Shah highly suspicious of the active role of the people in a constitutional monarchy. The thought that his people could rally behind the idea of minimizing his role – to that of a symbolic constitutional monarch – inevitably did not sit well with him.

   A strong voice in the Shah’s head pushed him to establish absolute dominion over his people to prevent the recurrence of the Mosaddeq days. This voice veered him towards despotism. Step by step, he became less interested in a constitutional monarchy and more attracted to unrestrained rule. The Shah did not return to Iran in 1953 as a victorious general immediately imposing his unrestrained will. It was through a gradual process that he grew into a despot.

   This work will focus on political developments between 1953 and 1968. It intends to trace the events that led the Mosaddeq-era constitutional monarchy down the road of despotism. The Shah’s coronation in October 1967 signalled the dawn of despotism in Iran. By that time, he had brought the legislative, judiciary, and executive under his personal control. The Shah had also replaced the real covenant between the ruled and the ruler, namely the Constitution, with a list of policies called the White Revolution. This work will explore the transitional process, explaining how the Shah successfully substituted his will, and his acts, for that of the people. From 1967, the Shah justified his unlimited and arbitrary rule in the name of necessary reforms, economic development, modernization, security, and a divine mission.

   Iranian history between 1953 and 1968 has two faces, destructive and constructive. One is political and the other is economic, social, and cultural. In the final analysis, it was the political aspect of the Shah’s rule which caused the 1979 revolution and dethroned him. In their thirst to overthrow despotism, Iranians ignored and even denigrated the economic, social, and cultural achievements of his reign. A complete history of 1953–1968 requires two different accounts: one, to describe the Shah’s destructive political drive to despotism, and another to look at his constructive economic, social, and cultural modernization. Both, however, constitute different aspects of the Shah’s attempt to maintain his regime.

   The fifteen years during which the Shah established himself as a despotic ruler coincided with undeniable advances in the economic, social, and cultural domains. The Shah and his supporters relied on such achievements to justify his “dictatorship” as “beneficial for society”.95 As true as this may have been, one will never know for sure in the absence of free expression and democratic representation. Despots, enlightened or otherwise, mistrust people, and would, therefore, never know if they appreciate them.

   This book will argue that the path to despotism was shaped by the power relations between the Shah and the opposition, the Shah and the people, and the Shah and the US Administration, as well as the inner dynamics of opposition groups. This work will also examine the Shah’s intellectual and personal grappling with defining and identifying his role as a modern Shah, and convincing his people of it.

   The post-1953 coup political relation between the Shah and the opposition seemed at times like a game of chess, but most often it resembled a kick-boxing match, in which no rules applied, and all blows were permitted. As the Shah’s power and lust for power snowballed, the opposition’s resistance radicalized. The chess players either left or were eliminated from both camps, leaving behind the kick-boxers who plunged the country into a dangerous zero-sum political game. To attain his objective of absolute rule, the Shah had destroyed the potential referees and mediation channels which could have helped him out at a time of crisis. When the 1978–1979 revolutionary moment approached, there were no mediating bodies left to adjudicate. As in all modern despotic governments, which are inherently unstable, the political game became one of winner takes all. This time the Shah fell.
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   A traumatized post-coup society

   Mohammad Mosaddeq was the prime minister of Iran from 1951 to 1953. A Swiss-educated student of law, turned politician, he firmly believed in a veritable constitutional monarchy where the Shah should reign and not rule. In the last eleven months of his twenty-eight-month government, Mosaddeq gradually eroded Mohammad-Reza Shah Pahlavi’s authority as a constitutional monarch with special rights and privileges. The events of 16–21 July 1952 demonstrated that in a stand-off between the Shah, who wished to impose his customary privilege of vetoing Mosaddeq’s minister of war, and Mosaddeq, who challenged his traditional dominion, the people on the street took Mosaddeq’s side.

   After Mosaddeq resigned over the Shah’s objection to his choice of minister of war, the Shah appointed Qavam ol-saltaneh as prime minister. The pro-Mosaddeq demonstrations that followed forced Qavam to resign. To the chagrin of the British and US ambassadors who staunchly supported Qavam’s premiership and wished Mosaddeq’s departure, Mosaddeq returned to power on a wave of popular support. This was a clear loss of face for the Monarch. The Shah drew an important lesson from this setback. He learnt that to be taken seriously, he needed to rule firmly.

   After 21 July 1952, the Monarch and his Prime Minister were on a collision course. Mosaddeq wished to help Iran’s baby democracy stand up and walk steadily on its two feet, while the Shah saw the practice of democracy as a threat to his personal rule. The vision of good governance, as well as the road to securing Iran’s interest in the face of vested foreign interests, led to irreconcilable differences between the Shah and his Prime Minister. Mosaddeq’s increasing reliance on people’s power became worrisome. British financial interests, oil politics, and finally the US fear of communism, the clincher, hastened the showdown.

   The Shah left the country after the failure of a first coup against Mosaddeq on 16 August 1953. Before leaving, the Shah had dismissed Mosaddeq and named Fazlollah Zahedi as his replacement. When Mosaddeq refused to acknowledge the Shah’s royal edict, considering it outside the Shah’s prerogative and the responsibility of the parliament, new demonstrations in support of Mosaddeq broke out. Three days later, on 19 August 1953, a second coup, masterminded by the US and the UK and executed by pro-Shah Iranians, succeeded in removing Mosaddeq from power. An outwardly triumphant, but deeply shaken Shah returned home.

   The following day, on Thursday, 20 August 1953, Iranians in big cities woke up to a new reality. The political hustle and bustle of the Mosaddeq days, typical of a society experimenting with democratic principles and modes of behaviour, albeit muddled, had given way to a deadly silence. Tanks watched over the comings and goings on the main streets of Tehran. The military rule followed its proper logic, and its expectations of correct conduct were different from what the people in the cities of Iran had been used to under Mosaddeq. The people needed to adjust quickly.

   The problem, however, was that urban Iranians had become used to and were invested in the political environment Mosaddeq had created. Both his proponents and opponents had been respected as citizens and political participants by the government as they played their respective role in the parliament, in the press, and on the streets. The democratic channels of expression had been open to all, and the due process of law had been respected more than ever before. On the morrow of the coup, Iranian urbanites were stunned by the abrupt events of the previous day.

   It had been some thirty-two years since Tehran had been last occupied by military forces, when Reza Khan and Seyyed Ziaeddin (Zia) Tabatabaʾi had occupied Tehran on Monday, 21 February 1921. They had marched on Tehran from Qazvin at the head of some 2,000 Iranian Cossacks and 100 Gendarmes. Seyyed Zia and Reza Khan’s seizure of power came to be known as the Sevvom Hoot (or 3 Esfand) coup. In 1921, both winners and losers had been close friends of the British.

   The 1921 and 1953 coups did have similarities. Seyyed Zia Tabatabaʾi had candidly admitted that he had received money from the British to pay out to Reza Khan for his Cossack forces and the Gendarmes who marched on Tehran.1 The forces defending Tehran had been either bought off by Seyyed Zia or instructed to stand down by a coalition of top British military and diplomatic personnel in Tehran. The British had hoped to entrust the government to a strong politico-military leadership team capable of repelling the communist threat in the North of Iran and freeing the British troops to leave the country. Seyyed Zia and Reza Khan were spurred by the British to carry out the coup and had their full support, provided Ahmad Shah was not deposed.2

   The 1953 coup was similarly financed by the US, and its puppeteers were the US and the UK with the help of Iranian accomplices, politicians, clerics, military, and thugs. General Fazlollah Zahedi, a known military and political figure, played the role of the strongman, just as Reza Khan had during the 1921 coup. The coup leaders against Mosaddeq could not publicly acknowledge their debt to the US as the coup had been carried out in the name of the Shah. The 1953 coup removed a nationalist prime minister who had remained unyielding to British interests and unaccommodating to US recommendations for reconciliation with the British. The Shah returned, indebted to his patrons. During his private meeting with Loy Henderson, the US Ambassador to Iran, the Shah “expressed deep appreciation of the friendship which the US had shown him and Iran during the period”. The Shah added that “he would always feel deeply indebted for this proof of genuine friendship.”3

   Certain similarities aside, the two coups differed in some crucial respects, with contrasting political and psychological consequences. The 1921 coup had removed and imprisoned Fatollah Khan Akbar (sepahdar rashti), the Prime Minister, and his entire cabinet. The ousted Prime Minister, who was at this time close to the British, had found sanctuary at the British Embassy. The 1921 coup had enabled the British to replace one weak political vassal appointed by themselves, with a strong pair of political and military vassals, again of their choice.

   Neither the loss of Sepahdar Aʿzam nor the victory of Seyyed Zia and Reza Khan affected the people. They had played no role in their rise or fall from power. The ordinary people were divorced from their governments and rulers and did not care one way or another about what happened to Sepahdar Aʿzam or the powerless Ahmad Shah. Iranians did not shed a tear for the parting Prime Minister nor the imprisonment of Vosuq ol-dowleh, Akbar Mirza Sarem ol-dowleh, or Firuz Mirza Nosrat ol-dowleh. Nor did they hold a grudge against Seyyed Zia and Reza Khan for arresting them. The coup did not concern, or divide Iranians, as the principal figures on both sides were advocates of different wings of British administration. In 1921, the British considered Iran as their backyard and impudently intervened in its internal affairs, while the people watched.

   The social, political, and psychological impact of the 1953 coup, on the other hand, was very different from the 1921 coup. Mosaddeq had come to power on a wave of popular support for nationalizing Iranian oil. To ordinary Iranians, Mosaddeq was a symbol of national pride and the redeemer of their honour. Even though at times he appeared wrapped in a blanket in his bed, giving the image of a frail man, Mosaddeq roared like a lion when he was bullied or intimidated by foreign powers. The eccentric and stubborn old man had impeccable honesty and a deep sense of respect for the rule of law. He had also found his way into the hearts and minds of Iranians. It was Mosaddeq’s dignified resilience and feistiness in pursuit of Iran’s political and economic interests that endeared him to his countrymen. After the events which led to his dismissal and the Shah’s return to power on 22 July 1952, Mosaddeq had effectively become the people’s prime minister. This was a position that no other Iranian prime minister could ever claim.

   With the country having been bossed around by foreigners for decades, Mosaddeq became the icon of Iranian nationalism, using the foreigners’ language, laws, and institutions against them. Mosaddeq was admired by Iranians for teaching the old colonial powers a lesson in respecting the political and economic self-determination of others. He held the ideals of the free world before their eyes and nudged the international community to condemn vulgar British colonialism which undermined Iran’s justified aspirations. Mosaddeq rocked the unity of the post-war Western alliance.

   The 1953 coup put the genie of national pride and self-confidence back in the bottle and placed a tight lid on it. The Iranian people could not forgive and forget the coup against someone they had come to trust and believe in. The governing style of those who came to power after the coup did not help to win over the supporters of Mosaddeq’s style of governance. For those politically engaged in the oil nationalization movement and interested in Mosaddeq’s attempt at democratization, the coup was cataclysmic. It sent the politically conscious partisans of Mosaddeq and his political experience into a long coma from which they woke up depressed and sceptical. To the future generation of rebels against the Shah’s rule, Mosaddeq had failed because he had refused to use violence in the face of violence.

   The 1953 coup, unlike the 1921 coup, affected almost everyone in society. The political lines drawn between supporters and opponents of Mosaddeq became even more entrenched as one side, the vanquished, was no longer permitted to tell its story. Accounts of the days preceding the coup and its aftermath left an undeniable mark on future generations. Chronicles of post-coup days depict a general state of bewilderment, followed by introversion, numbness, and apathy.

   In Tabriz, the military and thugs who took control of the streets and burned down party headquarters and newspaper-stands took the population by surprise. The mother of a humble household asked her children to take down the picture of a laughing Mosaddeq at The Hague, hung on their bare wall. She worried that the picture would get them in trouble with the police and the new authorities. The unemployed father of the house smiled and said, “I don’t think it will get to the point where Mosaddeq’s picture would be forbidden.”4 Little did he know.

   After the coup, the people’s loss of political control produced a political heartache (chagrin d’amour) for the political period that had come to pass. The post-coup period generated a strong sense of resentment towards those who had removed Mosaddeq from power. From 1953, the regime strived to erase pre-coup memories by vilifying the Mosaddeq period as a period of chaos and destruction, while glorifying the “national uprising” of 19 August 1953 as a spontaneous popular movement in favour of the Shah.

   
‌Remembering the 1953 Nekbat

   In the post-coup reflections and memoirs of Iranian intellectuals and artists, the themes of despair, helplessness, and melancholy are most common.5 Those whose hopes were dashed needed to, first, grieve their loss and then find a purpose to go on living. Nader Naderpur was an outstanding Iranian poet, who had been a member of the Tudeh Party and had subsequently seceded from it along with Khalil Maleki. Naderpur maintained that the coup had led Iranian poetry to fixate on the human body (sensuality) and intoxication.6 Naderpur himself succumbed to opium after the coup. Shafiʿi-Kadkani argues that death and hopelessness, along with finding solace in opium, heroin, hashish, and wine, constituted one of the main themes of post-coup poetry.7 Artists drowned their political consciousness and sorrow in intoxicants to escape the tragedy of the Iranian Nekbat.8 A minority of poets, such as Siyavush Kasraʾi, raised the flag of hope and resistance in their cultural battle against despair.9

   The post-coup period drove many writers, poets, and artists underground, forcing them to write in clandestinity under pen names. Some were driven into poverty yet took pride in their creative work and kept on thinking about freedom.10 Others formed literary circles around a publication. For Fatollah Mojtabaʾi, a close friend of Naderpur and a member of the Sokhan group, the coup turned all their hopes to dust. He recalled the bitter tears of Fereydun Tavallali, another titan of Iranian poetry, who also succumbed to opium.11

   ʿAli Nasiriyan’s experience with the coup was indicative of another type of reaction to the Nekbat (calamity). Nasiriyan had been sympathetic to Mosaddeq and inclined towards the Tudeh Party because of the artistic and theatrical facilities that it provided the youth. He had regularly participated in the Friday picnics organized by the Tudeh Party and its supporting organizations. Nasiriyan was arrested three months after the coup while rehearsing a play and imprisoned for about a fortnight. After his release, he ceased all political activities and joined the newly created Acting School (honarestan-e honarpisheh-gi). He subsequently devoted all his energy to the theatre and then film. Nasiriyan, who later became one of Iran’s most renowned actors, was twenty years old at the time of the coup.12

   Mehdi Akhavan-Sales, one of the icons of modern Iranian poetry, was twenty-five when the coup happened. In a famous poem, sometimes called “Howl” and sometimes “My House Is on Fire”, he immortalized the post-Mosaddeq mood of polarization and gloom. In this grief-stricken poem, probably written in 1954, Akhavan-Sales laments:

   My house is on fire, a life-burning fire, this fire is burning in all directions … I head in all directions weeping amidst the smoke-filled flames … from their rooftops, my enemies watch over me while I am on fire, elated with victorious sly smiles on their lips, as I run in all directions weeping, I howl against this injustice, oh grief … By sunrise, they know that all my being will perish, my kind neighbours are sleeping happily in their beds, by morning only ashes will remain of me, oh grief, will my neighbours raise their heads from their sleep to help me, this unjust fire is burning me, I am howling alas, oh alas.13


   Akhavan-Sales was a member of the Tudeh Party and was imprisoned in 1954 for another caustic poem he had written opposing the coup, which he had published in a Tudeh Party clandestine publication.14

   In his poem “My House Is on Fire”, Akhavan-Sales expressed the pervasive anxiety and consternation which weighed on the politically conscious intellectuals after the coup. The despair and confusion among Mosaddeq’s partisans swiftly gave way to fear and gloom as repression against pro-Mosaddeqists and those opposing the coup gained momentum. Dissident poets, writers, and artists were forced to adjust to the new conditions of censorship by mastering symbolism and analogy as their only permitted mode of expression. Akhavan-Sales’ generation mourned their affliction and perdition after the wildfire perpetrated by the arsonist coup-makers laid waste to their home, country, dreams, and aspirations, right before their eyes. For many, the coup was the Iranian equivalent of the Palestinian Nakba, “the day of catastrophe and gloom”.

   In 1956, Akhavan-Sales published another masterpiece called “Winter”, which revisited the ghost-like life of Iranians in the aftermath of the coup. For Akhavan-Sales, after the devastating fire came the deadening frost. The first had destroyed vitality and hope, while the second numbed and paralysed the survivors with suspicion, panic, and horror. Akhavan-Sales wrote:

   They choose not to return your greetings, heads withdrawn in collars, no one dares to respond or look back at friends, eyes barred from looking further than the tip of the toes, as the road is slippery and dark. And if you extend your hand in kindness towards someone, with reluctance will they put forward their hand, as the chill is biting cold … They choose not to return your greetings, the air is suffocating, the doors are shut, heads withdrawn in collars, hands are hidden, breaths like clouds, heavy hearts, trees crystal-covered skeletons, the land dejected, the ceilings short, smog-covered sun and moon, winter is here.15


   The post-coup social and psychological atmosphere which Akhavan-Sales depicted was one of acute melancholy, mistrust, dread, and neurosis. In “My House Is on Fire”, Akhavan-Sales had diagnosed his society’s sickness as what could be called “coup-struck”. In “Winter”, he completed his task as a social psychologist and provided a detailed account of the symptoms of his traumatized society. In both poems Akhavan-Sales mourned the fate of Iran and Iranians.

   Akhavan-Sales completed his trilogy on the coup by dedicating a poem to “the old Mohammad of Ahmadabad”. The poem referred to Mosaddeq, who had been banished to his estate at Ahmadabad in early August 1956 after having served three years in a military prison. In this poem, Akhavan-Sales wrote, “O gardener, spring never came, many a blossom’s bloomed and withered, but no flowers thrived, the spring dried up and water never flowed into the stream, O enchained old lion, who never felt disgraced in chains, O the most scarce of the scarce of all times, a long time has passed and no one as brave as you entered the battlefield.”16 Some six years after the coup, Akhavan-Sales praised Mosaddeq as the enchained lion, yet painted a gloomy picture of the atmosphere of political gridlock, sterility, and impotence which had set in, after the coup. Akhavan-Sales’ poems signalled the immutability, unshakability, and inalterability of the post-coup sociopolitical conditions.

   After the arrest of Morteza Keyvan, a civilian member of the Tudeh Party, in late August 1954, and his execution by firing squad in mid-October 1954, Ahmad Shamlu, another icon of modern Iranian poetry, was arrested. Shamlu was released almost a year later and wrote a poem narrating his account of Iranian society after the coup. In his poem “Year of Evil”, Shamlu wrote, “Year of evil, year of wind, year of tear, year of doubt, year of long days and scant resistance, year when pride went begging, year of vileness, year of pain, year of Pury’s tears, year of Morteza’s blood, year of heads withdrawn into collars”.17 Shamlu’s depiction is not much different from that of Akhavan-Sales and conveys the same sense of shame, horror, and sorrow. Both poets speak of people shell-shocked, withdrawn, and introverted, with “heads withdrawn into collars”.

   The compelling sense of calamity conveyed by these popular poems is an alternative mode of historical narrative. In the absence of written accounts of events after the coup, poems and reminiscences were the only mediums to recount and remember history. The scant bits and pieces which appeared in the newspapers of the time were quickly forgotten but the images and feelings conveyed by poems shaped the collective memory of future generations. These poems function as historical points of reference, around the spirit of which individuals built their own historical narrative of the post-coup times.
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   General Zahedi takes power

   The most startling aspect of the 1953 coup was that in less than twenty-four hours, political power had been transferred from Mosaddeq to the coup-makers. By the evening of 19 August, Mosaddeq’s house was gutted, and a second coup, conceived in the grounds of the US Embassy, with Fazlollah Zahedi present, had succeeded in turning the tide in favour of the Shah.1

   For twenty-eight months, Iranians had become accustomed to Mosaddeq’s liberal style of government. Mosaddeq’s tolerance of freedom of expression and criticism had raised the bar of democratic liberties in Iran. Citizens had come to take their freedoms for granted. The baby steps of political tolerance and dialogue were central in developing democratic values. In the absence of a political tradition of debate and argumentation, criticism often gave way to abuse. Slandering the Prime Minister became common practice. It was not shocking to see opposition newspapers write that, “we voice our hatred for Mosaddeq’s dastardly acts and hope to see the fall of his sinister government.”2 Treating Mosaddeq and his government as “foul”, “contemptible”, “whorish”, “mercenary”, “liar”, “charlatan”, and “murderer” was habitual.3 Throughout his period of office, the opposition press addressed Mosaddeq as “an old blood-sucking hyena”, “a rapacious and savage wolf”, “a fraud”, “a thief”, and a “syphilitic madman”.4

   In the Majles, the opposition had often accused Mosaddeq of “disbelief”, “embezzlement”, and “forgery”.5 Listening to Majles deliberations on the radio, one could hear members of Mosaddeq’s opposition calling him “a tool in the hands of British functionaries”.6 The virulent opposition press had regularly demanded shedding Mosaddeq’s blood for being a filthy, daunting, and murderous British agent.7 A prominent anti-Mosaddeq newspaper had gone as far as writing, “we insist on the execution of his death sentence.”8 On the morning of the second coup, this same newspaper seemed to have had a premonition, as it wrote, “Mosaddeq ol-saltaneh, get lost”.9 Mosaddeq’s reaction was consistently silence and tolerance.

   Right after the Iranian new year of 1953, and four months before Mosaddeq’s ousting, Iranians witnessed a most bizarre announcement by a group of active military officers. In an open letter in the press, a group of unknown officers had informed the people that, “if this old obstinate, cunning, and ill-natured man … does not refrain from his shameless acts”, the officers would “take up arms against him”.10 In the name of the country’s armed forces, this anonymous group of active officers threatened to rebel against the legal prime minister. But Mosaddeq was neither agitated nor offended by all the abuse and threats against him. His track record in office demonstrated that no matter how bad the attacks he stood firmly against censuring public broadcasting of Majles sessions where he was personally slandered and refused to gag the press for invectives against him and his government.

   
‌New standards

   After the coup, Iranians had to adjust to the new reality of rapidly eroding rights, and liberties. The balance of power between General Zahedi’s military Government and the new opposition was a work in progress. Zahedi soon took the upper hand and sent a clear message to the opposition. He first began with a purge of opposition forces. The initial targets were pro-Mosaddeq parties, newspapers, and organizations. Within five days of the coup, some two hundred people were arrested. Among them were Mosaddeq, his cabinet members, old pro-Mosaddeq members of the parliament, high officials, and the military personnel loyal to him.11 Even the twin mainstream newspapers, Keyhan and Ettelaʿat were temporarily banned.12

   Within four months of the coup, around one thousand teachers and functionaries had been expelled.13 The Minister of Education later admitted that the purge among “deviant” teachers in September 1953 was such that the country faced a severe shortage of teachers during the 1953–1954 academic year.14 Twelve university professors were arrested, including Qolamhoseyn Mosaddeq, Qolamhoseyn Sadiqi, Mohammad ʿAlemi, ʿAli Shaygan, Mansur ʿAtaʾi, Karim Sanjabi, Kazem Hasibi, and Ahmad Razavi.15

   The post-coup repression went beyond targeting Mosaddeq sympathizers and included anyone suspected of harbouring anti-Shah sentiments. From 24 August 1953, less than a week after the coup, Tudeh Party affiliated organizations such as the Youth Organization and the House of Peace were raided, and their members rounded up. There were reports that weapons were discovered during the raids.16

   By 17 September 1953, prisons in Tehran were overflowing and some 150 detainees had to be dispatched to Falak ol-aflak Prison. Less than a week later, on 23 September, 1,200 people were arrested on charges of being Tudeh Party members.17 The detention of ordinary citizens under the pretext of being Tudeh Party members became so pervasive that on 30 September 1953, the Commander of the Military Police in Tehran reported that prisons under his command were swamped and new detainees had to be interned at police stations throughout the city.18 Those arrested were subsequently sent off to far-flung corners of the country, Khark or Falak ol-aflak. Khark, a tiny island in the Persian Gulf known for its extreme heat, was where hardcore criminals had been sent since the reign of Reza Shah.

   Falak ol-aflak, on the other hand, was a thirteenth-century fortress in Khorramabad, Lorestan, which had been converted into a prison. The number of prisoners at Falak ol-aflak reached five hundred by October 1953. Political prisoners at Falak ol-aflak were of all ages and came from all walks of life. Among them were Khalil Maleki, the leader of the pro-Mosaddeq Third Force Party; Ahmad Nazerzadeh-Kermani, a member of parliament, poet, journalist, and writer; Morteza Qasemi, a professor at Tehran University; Mohammad-Ali Towfiq, the editor of Iran’s major satirical weekly Towfiq; Mahmud Zhandi, the editor of the Tudeh publication Besuy-e Azadi (Towards Liberty); Jabbar-e Baghchehban, a poet, journalist, and founder of schools for the deaf in Iran; Iraj Nabavi, a journalist; Mohammad-Ali Bayar, a lawyer; Mehrdad Bahar, a member of the Tudeh Party’s Youth Organization; and Ahmad Ashurpur, an engineer, popular singer, and music composer.19 By late October, the press was reporting that Falak ol-aflak was overflowing with prisoners.20

   
‌The press

   Immediately after the coup, publications were obliged to print a picture of the Shah. For a few days, even cars had to brandish the Monarch’s picture on their windshields to get through the streets of Tehran.21 At first, the new opposition press tested the political waters by carrying on as if it could write and say whatever it wanted. Once rumours began to circulate that the British were returning to Iran, the press began to speculate. On 29 September 1953, the pro-Mosaddeq weekly Ferdowsi published an editorial entitled “Woe to you if you bring back the British to this country. Evicting the British from this country was the biggest service rendered”.22

   On its front page, Ferdowsi printed a picture of Winston Churchill, with the caption “Has he succeeded …?” Compared to the kind of criticism written by the opposition newspapers before the coup, this was a gentle lullaby. Zahedi had his own standards of what was acceptable in the opposition press. Ferdowsi was banned and Neʿmatollah Jahanbanouʾi, the permit owner, manager, and probable author of the editorial, was arrested. Concurrently, the newspapers Shohrat and Sarsar, both pro-Mosaddeq publications, were banned and their managers arrested.23 A week later, Ferdowsi employed the old tactic of using someone else’s publication permit and appeared under the name of Neda-ye Mard, whose permit holder was Mahmud Rashtizadeh.

   Banned for expressing nationalist sentiments, Ferdowsi embarked on a new method of engaging with Zahedi’s Government. To avoid closure and arrest, it chose to avoid head-on collisions while refusing to sacrifice informative reporting. It adopted an evasive, passive-aggressive tone wrapped in humour and sarcasm. On its front page, Ferdowsi wrote, “We are scared to print a title for this editorial.” It went on to say that, if newspapers criticized “God, the Prophet, the Shah, or a minister, they would receive a simple warning, but as soon they engage with Churchill, they are banned, imprisoned, and tortured”.24

   The game of cat and mouse between the press and the post-coup government continued after the closure of the radical National Front and Tudeh Party publications. The National Front newspaper Sarsar began publication on 7 October 1953. It was subsequently closed five times by the Office of Tehran’s Military Governor, every time resurfacing with a different name. On 7 December 1953, Fakhteh, the sixth successor of Sarsar, was finally shut down for good.25

   Around 23 December 1953, the powerful position of Tehran’s Military Governor changed hands. General Farhad Dadsetan was replaced by General Teymur Bakhtiyar.26 The activities of the opposition required an iron fist. Bahktiyar was far less tolerant than his predecessor. A new era of tight control forced the handful of tolerated soft opposition publications to huddle and form a defensive pact. The Iranian Press Centre (kanoun-e matbuʿat-e Iran) was formed to present a united front against increasing censorship and closure of what remained of the soft dissident press. The pro-Mosaddeq weeklies and dailies involved were Ferdowsi, Rowshanfekr, Sepid o Siyah, Ettehad-e Melli, Donya, and Ettehad-e Mellal. All six had survived the massive purge of the press immediately after the coup.27

   Moharram-ʿAli Zeynali, better known as Moharram-ʿAli Khan, was the long-standing censor well known to all journalists. He went to work with even greater zeal after Bakhtiyar took office. The fate of the press after Bakhtiyar was such that it made journalists and editors desperately long for his predecessor, Dadsetan.28 One day before the publication of weeklies, Moharram-ʿAli Khan would go to the printing house where they were being published and pick up a few copies. He would then drive back to Police Headquarters (shahrbani) and inspect their content. Depending on the articles, Moharram-ʿAli Khan phoned or personally paid a visit to the concerned editors. He either demanded appropriate changes or would say, “You have once again gone too far, this issue is unpublishable.”29

   By February 1954, some six months after the coup, the Ministry of Interior had revoked the licences of ninety-two publications associated with the Tudeh Party or Mosaddeq’s followers.30 Tolerated critical newspapers were occasionally shut down, for crossing the red lines, for anywhere between twenty-four hours and six months. Their editors, and managers, were detained for between twenty-four hours and a couple of weeks. Many publications went through cycles of closure and publication, and again closure and publication. By the end of Zahedi’s Government, the press adjusted to the new political circumstances, with some surviving and many disappearing.

   Zahedi was intent on standardizing what the press could and could not write. He attempted to put pressure on and regularize publications by sending his deputy, Amidi-Nuri, a known anti-Mosaddeq journalist before the coup, to meet with printing-press owners.31 In addition to Moharram-ʿAli Khan’s regular censorship, printing-house owners were intimidated into exerting self-censorship. The grey area between permissible and forbidden ideas proved problematic as the opposition press pushed to expand the permissible boundaries.

   The Iranian press learnt not to criticize or challenge the policies of the government directly. To pass on its message and criticism, it hid behind short quotes on the virtues of political participation and the evils of authoritarianism, by foreign philosophers and statesmen such as Aristotle, Marat, Goethe, Rousseau, and Napoleon.32 Once the government grew sensitive to the chastising foreign quotes, the press switched to Imam ʿAli’s sayings.33 In time, it became clear that the regime was in no mood for such subtleties, and any political analysis or speculation counter to either domestic or foreign policy became forbidden grounds.

   The few tolerated opposition publications soon came to realize that Zahedi was intent on depoliticizing the media.34 As long as the press did not meddle in politics, it was tolerated. In the Mosaddeq period, the press had enjoyed a taste for power and prestige. Under Bakhtiyar, rigid censorship was forcing the opposition press to avoid politics altogether and find other venues to distinguish themselves. They moved, therefore, into publishing romantic, historical, and detective short stories.35 The more intellectual press relied on literary criticism, poetry, film reviews, satire, and, most importantly, politics of faraway despotic countries and their liberation movements, to attract readers.

   
‌The political opposition

   Six weeks after the coup, on the night of 1 October 1953, the Military Governor’s agents arrested 187 “communists” in Tehran and many more in the provinces.36 Newspapers reported on the uncovering of a “Tudeh Party training centre” where different kinds of weapons had been found along with books and pamphlets on the use of weaponry and guerrilla warfare.37 Zahedi’s Government fanned the anti-Tudeh hysteria. On 10 October 1953, the pro-government press reported on innocent individuals and even opponents of the Tudeh Party being denounced out of personal animosity and arrested.38 Reports spread that, under orders of the Military Governor, who was acting as the administrator of martial law, Tudeh Party members had been mutilated in public, with noses, ears, and fingers chopped off.39 More rumours circulated about incidents of sabotage at unnamed air and naval bases. On 24 October 1953, three naval personnel, Hushang Anousheh, Kheyri, and Goharbar, whose first names remain unknown, were executed at Amirabad Square in Khorramshahr. All three were probably members of the Tudeh Party and had been accused of sabotage and setting fire to the Babr warship.40

   While the government carried out its rigorous campaign against the opposition, the National Resistance Movement (Nehzat-e Moqavemat-e Melli), born a couple of days after the coup, carried out its activities. On 29 August 1953, it published and circulated two thousand copies of a leaflet entitled “The movement continues”. The National Resistance Movement (NRM) promised to pursue the goals of the national movement by struggling against all kinds of colonialism, foreign installed and corrupt governments, and reinstating independence and the people’s rule.41

   In its first official declaration, the NRM set itself the goals of struggling against the Zahedi Government, reinstating Mosaddeq as prime minister, and pursuing Mosaddeq’s path.42 The leadership of the NRM was composed of nationalist and religious-nationalist figures such as Ayatollah Reza Zanjani, ʿAbbas Radnia, Rahim ʿAtaʾi, Mehdi Bazargan, Ebrahim Karimabadi, Yadollah Sahabi, Naser Sadrolhefazi, Hoseyn Shahhoseyni, Shapur Bakhtiyar, Fatollah Bani-Sadr, Hasan Qasemiyeh, and Mohammad Mekanik (Nakhshab).43 The NRM considered itself the child of the oil nationalization movement. It was, therefore, committed to exposing Zahedi’s undoing of the oil nationalization law.

   On 8 October 1953, the National Resistance Movement organized its first major demonstration against the Zahedi Government. The triad of bazaar and high school and university students constituted the opposition’s main social base. On that Thursday, the bazaar went on strike along with Tehran University and several politicized high schools in Tehran. Other than the gold and jewellery merchants, all other guilds in Tehran’s bazaar pulled down their shutters and closed their shops in protest.44 The tanks and armoured vehicles positioned in front of the bazaar did not deter the slogan chanting demonstrators, three hundred of whom were later arrested.45

   On the same day, demonstrations began at around 09:00 at Tehran University, and shots were fired in the air by the military who had taken up positions around the University.46 Concurrently, more than two thousand high school students congregated in three different parts of the city (Pahlavi and Ferdowsi streets, as well as Qavam ol-saltaneh Square). They chanted “Mosaddeq is victorious” as they marched through the streets of Tehran. The demonstrators distributed leaflets and brought the traffic to a halt.47

   The Thursday demonstrations were repressed and the students were given a good beating by the personnel of the Military Governor, aided by Shaʿban Jaʿfari’s thugs.48 In the aftermath of this unexpected show of force by the opposition, some ten prominent businessmen, merchants, and bazaar leaders were rounded up. Three days later, Haj Mahmud Maniyan, Haj Hasan Shamshiri, Haj Mohammad-Taqi Anvari, and Haj Mahmud Anvari were dispatched to Khark Prison where they were held for five months.49 On 27 October 1953, the press reported that most of the 3,400 people imprisoned since the coup had been mere unemployed loiterers, workers, or peasants.50

   On Saturday, 7 November 1953, Mosaddeq’s trial opened at the Qajar era Hall of Mirrors in Saltanatabad, Tehran. The street leading to Saltanatabad was heavily guarded by the army. Placing Mosaddeq on trial was tantamount to putting the oil nationalization movement on trial. Yet the regime had no alternative as it claimed that on 19 August the people had risen against a traitor. The press coverage of the trial was a delicate and serious matter. Unable to freely present an independent analysis of the trial, the pro-Mosaddeq press wrote about historically important trials such as that of Socrates.51

   Protesting Mosaddeq’s trial, the National Resistance Movement called for another day of strikes and demonstrations on Thursday, 12 November 1953. The government issued a new decree, only two days before the demonstration. Policemen were ordered to shoot anyone writing anti-government slogans on walls. A policeman carrying out this order was rewarded and promoted in rank.52 Anticipating a substantial show of force, Nader Batmanqelich, Chief of Staff of the Iranian army, threatened that, “if need be, we will kill fourteen million people in order to rule over one million.”53 The leadership of the Tudeh Party had suggested a joint action promising to organize strikes in factories, and most importantly among the city bus drivers, bringing the city to a standstill, but on the day of the demonstration, they failed to deliver.

   Demonstrators included high school and university students, civil servants, members of the professional classes, and bazaar workers. Mosaddeq’s supporters were testing the resolve of Zahedi’s Government. At different locations, speakers climbed up on stools and addressed the crowd.54 The police confronted the demonstrators marching through the main streets of Tehran. To impose public order and security, Zahedi had ordered the police and soldiers to start shooting after warning the crowds once.55 When the day came to an end, many were injured, two were reported killed, and some 218 of those arrested were dispatched to Khark island.56 Some of the arrested youth were flogged, given twenty to fifty lashes until they recanted, howling, “Long live the Shah.”57

   Once again, on Saturday, 24 November 1953, Tehran’s bazaar voiced its opposition to Mosaddeq’s trial and closed its shutters. Tired of unrest in the bazaar, troops of the Military Governor reacted to the anti-government demonstrations by attacking it. Having marked the shops which regularly joined the protest movement, the troops, aided by a special engineering unit, demolished the bazaar’s ceiling in a few places where, underneath, a cluster of marked shops were located. The destruction stopped only after Ayatollah Kashani interceded with Zahedi.58 The unprecedented act of bringing down the bazaar ceiling on the head of the traditionally politicized merchant class was a clear signal by Zahedi to the pro-Mosaddeq nationalists that the old days of peaceful demonstrations were over, and that protests would be forcefully quelled.

   Tabriz followed in the footsteps of Tehran’s convulsions. High schools, Tabriz University, and the bazaar closed, and demonstrators took to the streets. The Zahedi Government responded by rounding up and imprisoning some fifty people.59 Similar demonstrations occurred in Esfahan, Mashhad, and Shiraz, with equally harsh responses from the government.60 Following the unrest, the Zahedi Government ensured that the press would not print “provocative and inflammatory” reports.

   The newspaper Larijan was banned and a warrant was issued for the arrest of its pro-Mosaddeq manager. The pro-Mosaddeq weekly Rowshanfekr was banned for the second time in a month. This time, Rahmat Mostafavi, its manager, was arrested. He was released after about two weeks and Rowshanfekr resumed publication. Yet, the musical chairs game played on the press by the Military Governor and Zahedi continued. Before Mostafavi’s Rowshanfekr resumed publication, Jahanbanouʾi’s Ferdowsi was banned, for the fourth time since the coup.61

   On 19 November 1953, exactly three months after the coup, Loy Henderson, the US Ambassador to Iran, sent a report to the Department of State on the political situation in Iran. He wrote about the continuous anti-Tudeh Party campaign led by Zahedi’s Government, and added that it “does not hesitate [to] impose quasi press censorship and insists [that] criticism have some limits”. Referring to the future parliamentary elections, Henderson confirmed that the Shah and Zahedi had agreed that “Majles elections should be fully controlled and [the] slate [of] candidates mutually agreed upon.”

   On the sensitive issue of the oil agreement, Henderson informed his superiors that with the army’s support, any regime could disregard the “public reaction” and “impose an oil settlement”, but he conceded that “Iranian acquiescence” would be temporary and “consent could be expected to be brief”. Henderson asserted that, “without an oil agreement of some kind” or “continued American financial aid”, it was impractical to think that “a non-Communist regime, no matter how authoritarian, could survive”.62

   Eight days after Henderson’s report, a confidential “memorandum of conversation” was dispatched from the American Embassy in Tehran to Washington. In this memorandum, Roy Melbourne and John Howison forwarded information provided to them by Shapur Bakhtiyar. Bakhtiyar had been Mosaddeq’s Under Secretary of Labour, and an influential member of the Iran Party, a key component of Mosaddeq’s National Front. Bakhtiyar was also a member of the National Resistance Movement. Bakhtiyar’s meeting with American Embassy officials only three months after the coup remains enigmatic if not suspect.

   Shapur Bakhtiyar painted a grim picture of Zahedi’s Government three months after it had taken power. Even though Bakhtiyar professed his “non-opposition to the Zahedi government”, he expressed his anxiety about Zahedi’s rule becoming “progressively more fascist rather than democratic”. Bakhtiyar informed his interlocutors that during the 12 November demonstrations, it was tanks and machine guns that eventually restrained the crowd. He claimed that “12,000 people throughout the country” were arrested as Tudeh Party members, and that many of the detainees were merely children.63

   
‌The return of the British and Richard Nixon’s visit

   With all eyes on Mosaddeq’s sensational trial, on 1 December 1953 a joint communique was published simultaneously in Tehran and London announcing the resumption of diplomatic relations between Iran and Britain and promising the exchange of ambassadors in the immediate future. Both governments announced their commitment to resuming negotiations on the oil problem as soon as possible. Four days later, Zahedi went on the radio and confirmed the resumption of diplomatic relations, promising that his government would not “take a step against the interests of the people and the country”. Zahedi promised a “just and fair” solution, “considering Iran’s oil nationalization law”, enabling Iran to “supply its oil independently to world markets”.64 Faced with the press’s quick reminder that Mosaddeq had not bowed down to the colonialists, Zahedi promptly moved to silence the opponents of resuming diplomatic relations with Britain. Clamping down on any negative commentary on oil negotiations, the government officially prohibited the press from discussing the oil issue.65

   Reacting to the resumption of diplomatic relations, and news of Denis Wright’s arrival as Britain’s new chargé d’affaires, students at Tehran University staged a demonstration. On 2 December, student disturbances spilt over into the streets outside the University grounds.66 Four days later, soldiers clashed with students leading to injuries and arrests. As Vice President Richard Nixon’s visit to Iran on 9 December 1953 approached, the authorities became worried about disturbances in Tehran. To pre-empt political instability in Tehran, the Zahedi Government ordered troops to enter Tehran University, repress unrest, and arrest dissident student and faculty.

   On Monday, 7 December 1953 (16 Azar 1332), the atmosphere at Tehran University was tense as students continued to protest. The first incident began at the Faculty of Science where at least thirteen students were arrested.67 At the Faculty of Engineering, however, academic life seemed normal. Moments before 10:00, while the students were walking through the hallway during their break, a student called Afkhami picked up a piece of paper from the ground. This was allegedly a political pamphlet. The anxious soldiers on patrol inside the Faculty of Engineering became suspicious of Afkhami and arrested him. A few students in the hallway witnessed the event and reacted by making offensive hand gestures, through the window, to a corporal standing guard outside the building. At this time, the class bells rang, and the students made their way towards their classes.68

   The corporal, intent on disciplining the disrespectful students, entered the building with four machine-gun-toting soldiers. In an unprecedented move, the soldiers forced their way into Professor Shams Molkara’s class on electromechanics. They obliged a university caretaker at gunpoint to identify the disrespectful students. The caretaker identified two students who were subsequently beaten up by the soldiers in front of their angry and powerless peers. The two students were subsequently dragged out of the building. To defuse the rising tension and calm down the commotion, recess bells were sounded, and the students poured out of their classes. Students rushing towards the main exit doors found them blocked by about twenty armed soldiers. At this time, a group of six to eight soldiers began descending from the second floor of the building. Finding themselves surrounded by aggressive and nervous soldiers, the students started chanting “Military: hands off the university!” and “Long live Mosaddeq” as they moved towards the southern exit doors.

   At around 10:30, the soldiers opened fire on the students. Shots were fired in the hallway, the classes, and even outside the building. The Faculty of Engineering building, splattered with blood, was shut down by the military and no one was allowed to enter or exit until about 11:30. The injured students were not transferred to the hospital until 11:45.69 At the end of the day, three students, Ahmad Qandchi-Mazandarani, Azar (Mehdi) Shariʿat-Razavi, and Mostafa Bozorgnia, succumbed to their wounds and died. After the bloodshed, the students vacated the university while the military personnel continued to arrest some thirty-eight students, who were pushed into military trucks with their hands over their heads.70 Qandchi had been a supporter of Mosaddeq’s National Front, while according to the Tudeh Party, both Bozorgnia and Shariʿat-Razavi had been members of the Tudeh Party’s Youth Organization.71

   Fifteen faculty members who had been inside the building during the bloodletting wrote a petition condemning the actions of the military, the forced entry into a classroom, and subsequent shooting of the students. Zahedi, in turn, retorted that the government would respect and honour the university and its faculty if the university did not harbour “traitors” (bivatanan) and the “malicious” (moghrezin). Four months after the coup, Zahedi rattled his sabre at the faculty and threatened that his government would punish “deviants” wherever they may be and would not permit the activities of a bunch of traitors to obstruct the progress of the country.72

   On the same day that violence broke out in Tehran University, the Intelligence Bureau of the Police informed printing houses in Tehran that only 47 out of the 432 licence-holding publications were permitted to go to press. From the list of forty-seven, some twenty had long been inactive, a handful were specialized professional publications, and some fifteen belonged to the old anti-Mosaddeq press which were now staunch Zahedi supporters.73 The Zahedi Government was continuing to harass the non-compliant press, forcing delays in their publication and distribution. Zahedi was tired of the dissident press’s political reporting and tone. In the aftermath of the university clashes, Ferdowsi had referred to the incident as the “most shameful event in the cultural history of the country”.74 During the week of 15 December, not a single opposition newspaper appeared on the newspaper stands in the country.75

   A few days after the killings at Tehran University, the first issue of Rah-e Mosaddeq (Mosaddeq’s path) published a damning letter. This clandestine publication, the organ of the National Resistance Movement, reported that the military personnel involved in the mayhem had been commended for their efforts and given monetary compensation. Seven among the assailants were said to have been promoted in rank.76 The document left little doubt that events at Tehran University had the support of His Majesty. The date of 7 December or 16 Azar came to symbolize the University’s resistance against authoritarian rule and was henceforth commemorated as “university students’ day”. On the heels of the unrest at Tehran University, several professors were arrested, causing Tehran University students to respond by suspending classes for about a week and congregating in the university grounds.77

   The bloody events in Tehran found their echo in the provinces. Students at Tabriz University protested the shootings in Tehran, and police and the army responded by arresting students and filling Tabriz’s prisons. General Daneshpour, a commanding officer in Tabriz, complained that the students were “corrupted and perverted” by freedoms they had enjoyed during the Mosaddeq Government. Daneshpour suggested that even though the students had been “severely repressed”, harsher punishments were needed to impose order.78

   Two days after the university events, and concurrent with Richard Nixon’s arrival in Tehran on 9 December 1953, student demonstrations erupted. The students protested the arrival of Nixon and the presence of the military on the Tehran University campus. High school students, mostly girls, took to the streets chanting anti-Nixon slogans and distributing anti-Nixon pamphlets, both in Persian and English.79 Petitions poured into newspaper offices requesting them to publish the will of the people and demand that Nixon return home.80 The widespread clashes between the students and police led to the arrest of around a hundred students.81

   On 21 December 1953, Tehran was placed under tight security. On that cold Monday afternoon, Denis Wright and his British diplomatic team of sixteen arrived at Tehran airport. That evening, the British Embassy in Tehran opened, with the British flag hoisted after fourteen months. Wright and the entire British delegation were met at the embassy door by demonstrators hurling bags of garbage and kakis (khormalu). The demonstrations spread out to Lalehzar, Naderi, and Eslambol Streets, and some twenty-four demonstrators were arrested and dispatched to Khark island the next day.82 In the evening of the 21st, Mosaddeq’s trial came to an end after thirty-five court sessions. The presiding military judges condemned Mosaddeq to three years of prison. Ironically, Zahedi’s Government succeeded in sentencing Mosaddeq to prison precisely on the same day that the British diplomatic mission returned to Iran.

   Immediately after the announcement of Mosaddeq’s sentence, high school and university students demonstrated their grief and objection to the verdict by wearing black. On Saturday, 2 January 1954, the students at Shahdokht high school for girls refused to go to class. Their strike-cum-demonstration continued the next day, at which point the police entered the high school. The expulsion of the school’s headmistress for mishandling the situation, and police presence in school, added oil to fire. For two days, the girls gathered in the schoolyard refusing to go to classes. When on Tuesday morning, 5 January 1954, the students came to school as usual, the police prevented them from entering. Some eight hundred high school girls marched and chanted from Shahabad Street, close to Baharestan, to the Ministry of Education, and then towards Tehran University. The police confronted and dispersed them before they could reach the University.83

   Reports of “politically subversive” activities by high school and university students culminated in a harsh circular from the Prime Minister’s Office. Zahedi ordered that male students engaging in subversive political activities be barred from university and sent off to compulsory military service in climatically inhospitable regions. Zahedi’s circular to the Minister of National Defense clearly stipulated that he intended these measures as “a punishment” so that others would take heed of the consequences of their actions and “not stray from the straight path”.84
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