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Empire and Nationhood:
The United States, Great Britain, and Iranian Oil 1950-1954
In Empire and Nationhood Mary Ann Heiss examines the Iranian Oil Crisis of the 1950s’, and draws attention to the specific roles allocated to the United States, Iran, and Great Britain during the height of the conflict, and the different goals that each country pursued. Placing a large emphasis on Iran’s nationalist desire to break free from unfair AIOC oil concessions after World War II, Heiss does a good job of illustrating Great Britain’s naïve underestimation of the nationalist movement in Iran, and the United States’ rabid pursuit of ridding the Middle East from any and all perceived Communist threats. Suggesting that the entire ordeal could have been avoided had Great Britain more seriously negotiated with Iranian leaders and forced the AIOC to take less of a hard line stance regarding the company’s large and excessive oil profits, Heiss places the blame primarily upon British Imperialism and American anti-Communist sentiment by the end of her book.
Heiss lays the foundations of her argument rather quickly, as she begins Empire and Nationhood with the British domination of Iranian oil at the start of 1901, and the British government’s purchase of 51% of the Anglo Persian Oil Company’s stock in 1914. (6) Describing the British government’s reliance on Iranian oil for balance of payments, she also points to the cheap oil prices given to the British military on behalf of the APOC during World War II and the importance that both British and American powers placed on such oil reserves for the rebuilding of western Europe.  Britain’s desire to keep the bulk of its financial and territorial holdings after World War II set it in direct conflict with rising nationalist movements that became popular in former colonial states, and only further added to Iranian animosity over large oil profits being made by the British AIOC. Renegotiating Iranian royalties in both 1933 and in 1949 with the Supplemental Agreement, the AIOC proved that while willing to give up a moderately larger portion of its oil profits, the company was unwilling to hire more Iranian laborers or allow for any kind of Iranian influence to become a mainstay in the company or in its Iranian oil production. Not underestimating the growing nationalist sentiment in Iran, the United States stepped in to try to negotiate a resolution that would not only maintain British control of the region while appealing to Iranian nationalist sentiment, but also help to keep Iranian oil concessions from reaching communist Soviet hands. (57)
The assassination of Iranian Prime Minister Razmara in March of 1951 before the ratification of the Supplemental Agreement, led to the rise of Mossadeq as Iran’s prime minister a short two months after Razmara’s death. A strong nationalist who managed to gain the support of an Iranian majority, Heiss describes the speed with which Mossadeq set about the task of nationalizing Iran’s oil supplies, as well as the xenophobic attitudes expressed by British officials towards him. Referring to him as an “over-emotional man” devoid of “logical reasoning in business matters”, negotiations between Iran and Great Britain began to break down by July of 1951, with neither side willing to strike an amicable agreement over Iranian Oil interests. The Truman Administration then tried unsuccessfully over the next two years to hammer out a workable resolution, but citied lingering British Imperialist attitudes and “unreasonable” Iranian demands as the primary reasons that such negotiations failed. (162)
With the rise of the Eisenhower Administration in 1953, came a stronger and renewed Anglo-American partnership, as well as increased calls for the removal of Mossadeq as Iran’s Prime Minister. (172) In the short two years that Mossadeq had taken office, he had managed to shut down the Majlis, assume military powers from the Shah, and had also threatened to sell Iranian oil to the communist nations of the eastern bloc while also flirting with the communist party of Iran (Tudeh) at the same time. Siding with their British counterparts in the belief that the only viable chance of maintaining stability in the region depended upon the complete overthrow of Mossadeq and his political powers, Heiss explains how the United States launched Operation Ajax in the summer of 1953 with the help of Great Britain and dissident Iranian forces. After three tense days of fighting, Mossadeq was ousted from his role as Prime Minister, and was replaced by the more amiable Zahedi on August 19th, 1953. (184)
By the end of Empire and Nationhood, Heiss makes it clear that neither the United States nor Great Britain would have been able to topple Mossadeq’s government without the help of a sizable group of Iranians who had already begun to oppose his authoritarian regime. (190) Using Zahedi as a means to reintegrate Iran back into the world oil market, Heiss asserts that the United States had seemingly “burned all of its bridges behind it” when it expressed an intense desire to play a part in Iranian oil negotiations after the overthrow of Mossadeq, and further added to regional anti-western sentiment with continued American involvement in Iranian governmental affairs in the years that directly followed. (191) Combined with racist western perceptions of the Middle East and exaggerated fears of widespread Communism, Heiss makes a convincing argument against the United States and Great Britain, and blames them not only for the oil crisis of 1950-1954, but also for the Iranian Revolution that followed in 1979.
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