Iran – Mohammed Mossadegh/Shah of Iran
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Mohammed Mossadegh came to power in 1951, during a wave of nationalism that shook the world in the wake of WWII.    He was determined to change the way profits were made from Iran’s most precious resource – oil.  To this end, he suggested expelling the British controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (later BP, British Petroleum).  Once the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company was ended, ownership of their assets would be transferred to the Iranian government.  To many this smacked of socialism, or worse, communism.  However, Mossadegh also believed in democracy; this meant centralizing power in a prime minister/parliament rather than the Shah of Iran (hereditary rule).  

Under the nationalization of oil program introduced by Mossadegh, Britain would be compensated for its building costs (refineries, pipelines, etc).  Mossadegh insisted that he was doing what Britain in its own country with its coal plants, but more importantly, he was doing what was needed to avoid a revolution in Iran.  Mossadegh believed the Iranian people would no longer stand for British control of their oil.  The British of course disagreed:  “We English have had hundreds of years of experience on how to treat the native.  Socialism is all right back at home, but out here you have to be the master.”

The British considered several plots – bribery, assassination, sabotage, appealing to the U.N. and invasion.  They decided the most successful end to their means was to organize a coup (overthrow).  However, Mossadegh discovered what the British were planning and reacted by shutting down the British embassy and sending all of its employees out of the country.  This forced the British to turn to the U.S. to help them accomplish their coup.  Dwight Eisenhower had just been elected President.  Eisenhower’s Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, was an avowed anti-Communist.  

The British decided that in order to make the U.S. act, they would need to portray Mossadegh as a Communist.  While Mossadegh was an anti-Communist himself, the idea of a nationalization program could be framed as evidence that he was indeed a communist, and in time, might be persuaded into the “orbit” of the Soviet Union.  While several contemporary scholars challenged and ridiculed the concept of Mossadegh becoming Communist, the British had an eager audience in Dulles.  All he needed was the hint of communist connection (nationalization of resources was enough of a hint).  

To overthrow a government Dulles felt compelled to work with the newly created CIA (Central Intelligence Agency, created in 1947).  Not only did it afford the secrecy Dulles desired, but his brother, Allen, was the head of the agency.  However, selling President Eisenhower on using the CIA to assist in the overthrow of Mossadegh was another matter.  In fact, Eisenhower had asked why it wasn’t possible “to get some of the people in these downtrodden countries to like us instead of hating us.”  Clearly, convincing Eisenhower on overthrowing a popular leader in a foreign country was not a sure thing.
Dulles convinced Eisenhower that while Mossadegh might not be a Communist, two things might happen.  First, he could become one.  Second, he could be overthrown by someone outside of U.S. control, and then Iran would be ripe for Communist takeover.  

This was enough to convince Eisenhower and the CIA began to plan for the coup.  $1 million was sent to Tehran (the capitol).  Part of the money was used to bribe journalists, preaches and other opinion leaders to “create, extend, and enhance public hostility and distrust and fear of Mossadegh and his government.”  They also hired people to carry out staged attacks on religious leaders.  The hired thugs would state that Mossadegh had ordered it.  Money was given to Iranian military generals as well as members of the Iranian Parliament.  On “Coup Day” thousands of demonstrators were paid to converge on Parliament and demand the removal of Mossadegh.  Then the bribed members of Parliament would vote to remove Mossadegh, and the bribed military leaders would carry out the order.

Mossadegh, who believed in democracy, did nothing to stop what he saw happening.  He believed the people of Iran would rise in support of him (some estimates show that 98% of Iranians supported Mossadegh).  He did order a national referendum, asking voters if they wanted a new election.  The answer was yes.  This took the Iranian Parliament out of the coup equation.  Since the people of Iran would be voting, the Iranian Parliament couldn’t simply vote Mossadegh out of power.  

However, the Shah then issued a firman (decree) that dismissed Mossadegh from office.  When Mossadegh refused to accept the firman (a royal decree was not democratic in nature), royal officers arrested him.

Still, this failed, because Mossadegh had his own loyalist troops.  So, the CIA agent in Iran, bribed more people to rampage through Tehran and proclaim “Long Live Mossadegh and Communism”.  Tehran fell into disarray, and the bribed military members emerged from a U.S. safehouse and “saved” Iran from the turmoil of Mossadegh.
The Shah of Iran returned to Iran to rule.  Oil profits were split between the U.S., BP, and Iran.   The Shah ordered the execution of several leaders associated with Mossadegh.  Mossadegh himself was found guilty of treason and sentenced to three years in prison.  

For Iranians, any idea of democracy disappeared from their country.  The United States was decidedly pro-Shah, while many Iranians were not.  Therefore, many saw the U.S. as part of the problem.  In addition, they felt they couldn’t trust their government. Additionally, the Shah was persecuting any dissident.   In this environment, the only safe place to express discontent was the mosque (the Shah wouldn’t dare try to regulate Islam).  Therefore, people began to see their religious leaders as political leaders.  In the late 1970s angry crowds began chanting “Death to the American shah”.  The Shah ended up fleeing Iran and a religious leader, Ayatollah Khomeini was seen as both the secular and religious leader.  He ordered the seizure of the American embassy and the taking of American hostages.

Really, the power of the Ayatollah Khomeini signaled the power of the clerics (religious leaders) in Iran.  This trust of clerics would spread to other Islamic countries affected by U.S. policy.  Some have said that if the U.S. had not helped overthrow Mossadegh, Iran might “be a mature democracy.”

Guatemala – Jacobo Arbenz/Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas
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Jacobo Arbenz Guzman (normally referred to as simply Jacobo Arbenz) was one of Guatemala’s Presidents during the period historians refer to as the country’s “democratic spring.”  Arbenz, like Mohammed Mossadegh of Iran came to power in 1951.  Like Mossadegh, Arbenz was a nationalist.  While Mossadegh challenged the authority of a foreign owned oil company, Arbenz challenged the authority of United Fruit.  Arbenz, unlike Mossadegh (who challenged the British owned Anglo-Iranian Oil Company), challenged the power of an American-owned company with close ties to political power in Washington D.C.  Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles had served as legal counsel (lawyer) for the company.  His brother Allen, head of the newly formed CIA had also done legal work for the company.

United Fruit made huge profits in Guatemala by bribing leaders, and controlling the best farmland.  As long as this situation remained intact, U.S. leaders would have no problem with Guatemala.

Inspired by speeches like Franklin Roosevelt’s “Four Freedoms”, Guatemalans overthrew their oppressive dictator Jorge Ubico, who had arranged many of the desirable contracts acquired by United Fruit.  In Ubico’s place Guatemalans elected Juan Jose Arevalo.  He instituted several reforms:  social security, rights for trade unions, 48-hour work week, and progressive taxes (similar to FDR’s New Deal).  Arevalo’s presidential term ended in 1951 and Arbenz was elected.  Arbenz sought to “convert our country from a dependent nation with a semi-colonial economy into an economically independent country.”  H announced plans to build a publicly owned electric system.  He proposed to nationalize (government owned) the railway system.  Finally, and most significantly, he pressed for and won approval of the Agrarian Reform Law, under which the government could seize all uncultivated lands on estates larger than 672 acres.  Land owners would be compensated.  United Fruit owned 550,000 acres of Guatemalan land but only cultivated 15% of it.  When, in 1953, the Guatemalan government seized 234,000 acres of United Fruit’s land (with $1.185 million compensation), leaders of the company sought to use the connections they had in Washington D.C. – namely the Dulles brothers.

Land seizure and redistribution smacked of Communism to many leaders in Washington D.C.  Additionally, American leaders worried that any successful reform in Guatemala might spread to other Central and South American countries, thereby threatening more American companies.

The leader of United Fruit turned to a public relations expert, Edward Bernays, to begin a propaganda campaign in Guatemala that would “blacken the image of Guatemala’s government.”  Bernays sent a series of articles to the New York Times depicting the Guatemalan government as “falling victim to the ‘reds’”.  Predictably, members of Congress became alarmed at the apparent Communist influence in Guatemala.  Simply put, if any government took a step considered radical by the U.S., then Communists must be behind it.

Therefore, in 1953, the CIA authorized a $3 million budget to accomplish an overthrow of the Arbenz government. The plot mimicked what had worked in Iran.  Start with a propaganda campaign, encourage violence and demonstrations, and then bring in a military leader to overthrow the government. Allen Dulles, head of the CIA, set out to find a suitable Guatemalan general to serve as co-conspirator.  There was a new twist on this conspiracy.  The American military would be brought in to conduct bombing raids.  However, Guatemalans were meant to believe that these were Guatemalan planes.

While plans were being laid for what would be called Operation Success, Secretary of State Dulles traveled to a OAS (Organization of American States) conference in Caracas, Venezuela.  Here he demanded a resolution be adopted.  This resolution, the Declaration of Caracas, stated that if a country in the Western Hemisphere fell under communist influence, all Western Hemisphere nations would be justified in taking appropriate action.  This laid the legal groundwork for an overthrow of Arbenz.

Alarmed by all of these events, Arbenz looked to shore up his nation’s defenses.  Unfortunately, he arranged for an arms shipment from Czechoslovakia, a Soviet satellite.  This was all the proof that was needed.  While some experts noted that the Guatemalan’s were “fervent nationalists” it was not enough.  

The Dulles brothers faced dissent in both the CIA and the State Department.  They responded by transferring or ignoring the dissenting voices.

In June 1954, the plan to overthrow Arbenz was in full swing.  The CIA was operating a “Voice of Liberation” radio program, and CIA planes were bombing Guatemalan military sites as well as airports.  To Guatemalans, it seemed as if their country was in turmoil, and if they believed the broadcasts from “Voice of Liberation” it was Jacobo Arbenz’s fault.

Guatemalan officials supportive of Arbenz pleaded with the U.S. ambassador to stop the attacks on Guatemala (they knew the true source of the plane attacks).  The U.S. ambassador feigned ignorance.  Thus the Guatemalan leaders knew that the only way to stop the violence was to ask Arbenz to step down.  Arbenz, in the interest of his country agreed to step down, and after more negotiations, Colonel Carlos Castillo Armas, the pro-American military leader identified by Allen Dulles, took control of Guatemala.

Armas, once in power, did all the Americans hoped he would do.  He revoked the Agrarian Reform Law, outlawed political parties, and arrested thousand of suspected “communists”.  Guatemalans were outraged that their “democratic spring” had withered.  Many turned to revolution.  

To combat this threat, the Guatemalan government authorized the use of brutal tactics by the army.  Death squads roamed the country killing an estimated 200,000 Guatemalans.  

The Guatemalan experience emboldened other revolutionaries like Fidel Castro, who in the 1960s proclaimed that “Cuba is not Guatemala.”  

Oddly, United Fruit didn’t win in the overthrow either.  After the death of the company leader, the company fell into disarray and ultimately was sold to Del Monte.

President Clinton apologized in 1996 when he declared that “For the United States, it is important that I state clearly that support for military forces and intelligence units which engaged in violence and widespread repression was wrong, and the United States must not repeat that mistake.”

Chile – Salvador Allende/Augusto Pinochet
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Chilean President-elect Salvador Allende Gossens (normally referred to as Salvador Allende) was one of the few leaders targeted for removal before he even took office.  Allende, unlike Iran’s Mossadegh or Guatemala’s Arbenz actually admired some Communist and leftist leaders like Fidel Castro of Cuba.  He, like other leaders deemed dangerous by the U.S. called for nationalization of foreign companies in Chile.  He even targeted the Chilean telephone system, which at that time, was controlled by ITT (International Telephone & Telegraph, an American owned company).  ITT was of course alarmed at this prospect and “was prepared to put as much as a million dollars in support of any plan that was adopted by the government [U.S.] for the purpose of bringing about a coalition of opposition to Allende.”

In addition to ITT, there were other companies that were concerned with an Allende presidency.  Kennecott Copper Corporation and Anaconda Copper Mining Company (both American companies) were two companies that feared nationalization of the mining industry.

Allende had been rising in Chilean politics for years, and for years the CIA had been spending money to thwart Allende’s success and to ensure the success of Allende’s rivals.  The CIA spent $3 million in 1964 alone, and then spent $2 million from 1965-1969.  When in 1970 Allende ran again for President – this time creating his own party “Popular Unity” – the U.S. ambassador in Chile and the CIA requested funds from Nixon.  People close to Nixon and his secretary of State, Henry Kissinger, began to see Chile as the “domino” in South America.  If Allende were allowed to bring Communism to the region, it would serve as an example to other South American governments much as Castro and Cuba had in the Caribbean.

Despite U.S. concerns, Allende won a plurality of the vote in the 1970 election (36%), but since no candidate won a majority, the Chilean Congress would formally elect a President (the same would happen in the United States; if no candidate won a majority of the Electoral College, the House of Representatives would elect the President as they did in 1800 and 1824).

“Track I” of the CIA attempt to overthrow Allende focused on legal means.  Anti-Allende propaganda would be published in the Chilean press.  At the same time it was hoped that Eduardo Frei, the outgoing President who had been supported by the U.S. since 1964, would pressure the Chilean Congress to not select Allende.  Frei was unwilling to go a long with the U.S. plan, and the CIA began using “Track II”, which focused on removing Allende through a military coup.  While many CIA operatives did not support “Track II”, Henry Kissinger defended it by saying, “I don’t see why we need to stand by and watch a country go Communist due the irresponsibility of its own people.”  

Track II set out to create chaos in Chile – economic, psychological and political chaos.  American banks stopped providing short term loans.  The CIA spread rumors of impending food rations, banking collapses, and a fake plan by Allende to seize private homes.

Still, President Frei, the Chilean Congress and the Chilean people did not budge in their support for Allende.  The Chilean military was difficult to bribe because their leader, General Rene Schneider opposed any military involvement in politics.  Some believe the CIA shifted their focus on the assassination of General Schneider.  Regardless of who ordered the murder, General Schneider was killed a few weeks later.  In the United States government, it was hoped that his assassination would be followed by a military coup against Allende.  Nothing of the sort materialized.  Allende’s election was certified by the Chilean Congress, and Allende officially became President.

Meanwhile, President Nixon was even more determined to be rid of Allende.  At a meeting of his National Security Council Nixon said, “Latin America is not gone, and we want to keep it…No impression should be permitted in Latin America that they can get away with this, that it’s safe to go this way.”

First the U.S. brought economic pressure.  Most loans and aid packages were suspended leaving the Chilean economy in danger.  Next, money was funneled to keep a steady stream of anti-Allende propaganda through newspapers, demonstrations, protests and violent actions.  

In spite of this, the Chilean Congress voted to nationalize the mining in Chile.  Companies would be paid for their assets if they were deemed to have made a “fair profit”.  Anaconda and Kennecott companies were found to have made excessive profits, and were denied any compensation.  

CIA money and operations were taking their toll on Chilean stability.  There were daily demonstrations and strikes.  Food was becoming scarce.  Allende tried to bring the military closer to him by appointing generals to his cabinet.  Any military leader seen as sympathetic to Allende was targeted by the CIA.  Finally, the CIA had a general, Augusto Pinochet, in a position to overthrow Allende.  At the same time inflation raged, assassinations occurred, roads were dynamited.  Chile was ripe for a coup.  On September 11, 1973, the coup began.  Forces surrounded Allende’s residence.  Allende through an improvised radio setup gave his final address, “I will not resign.  I will not do it.  I am ready to resist by all means, even at the cost of my own life….Foreign capital – imperialism united with reaction – created the climate for the army to break with their tradition….Long live Chile!  Long live the people!  These are my last words.  I am sure that my sacrifice will not be in vain.  I am sure it will be at least a moral lesson, and a rebuke to crime, cowardice and treason.”    By midafternoon, Allende was dead and Pinochet was the new leader of Chile.

Augusto Pinochet, once in power, acted much like other leaders who have led a coup.  They consolidate power.  Pinochet accomplished this in a variety of ways. He arrested thousands of supporters of Allende.  He abolished the country’s largest labor union which had a membership of 800,000.  Later he declared that the Chilean Congress was in indefinite recess.
Additionally, Pinochet moved to strengthen his hold on power by resolving conflicts with American companies.  It was these conflicts which had led to Allende’s overthrow.  He announced large settlement agreements with Kennecott and Anaconda mining companies.  ITT received a large settlement for its interest in the Chilean Telephone Company.

Pinochet ruled Chile with an iron fist for over 15 years.  A commission found that 27,255 people were tortured during the reign of Pinochet.  Countless others were murdered.  In fact, a 1982 film, Missing, dramatizes the real life story of Charles Horman who disappeared in the aftermath of Allende’s overthrow.  The film emphasizes the sheer size of the detentions, tortures and murders that were common under the Pinochet regime.

While Chile has returned to democracy since Pinochet was removed from power, who can really know the economic and psychological impacts the coup has had on the country.

