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In 1953, the CIA and British intelligence overthrew Iran’s democratically elected 
Prime Minister, Mohammad Mossadegh, in a covert operation that reshaped the 
Middle East for generations. Presented as a Cold War necessity to stop 
communism, the coup was, in reality, a calculated move to regain Western control 
over Iran’s vast oil reserves. The Shah was reinstalled as a compliant monarch, and 
Western oil companies reaped billions while Iran’s sovereignty was systematically 
eroded. Yet the story did not end with the Shah’s fall in 1979. Instead, it evolved. 
As Iran broke free, the United States transferred its enforcement strategy to a new 
proxy: Israel. Armed with advanced weaponry and unmatched intelligence 
capabilities—heavily funded by U.S. taxpayers—Israel became the regional 
enforcer, carrying out military strikes, cyberattacks, and surveillance missions that 
served broader Western interests. This paper traces the neocolonial architecture 
established in 1953 and shows how its mechanisms of control remain in place 
today—more militarized, more asymmetric, and more destabilizing. Until the 
legacy of Mossadegh’s overthrow is reckoned with, the cycle of conflict and 
control will persist. 
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I. Introduction 

In the summer of 1953, a covert operation orchestrated by the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) and British MI6 dramatically altered the political landscape of the 
Middle East. Known as Operation Ajax, the coup overthrew Iran’s democratically 
elected Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh, who had nationalized the 
country’s oil industry in a bid to reclaim sovereignty over its vast natural 
resources. The operation marked a turning point—not only in Iran’s modern 
history but also in the broader arc of American foreign policy. It was one of the 
first clear instances where the United States, under the banner of containing 
communism, intervened in a sovereign nation to protect corporate interests—in 
this case, the interests of Western oil conglomerates, including firms with strong 
ties to the Rockefeller empire. 

The immediate result of the coup was the reinstallation of Mohammad Reza Shah 
Pahlavi, a monarch who ruled with increasing authoritarianism and unwavering 
loyalty to Western powers. In return, U.S. and British oil companies were 
rewarded with favorable access to Iran’s oil reserves. But the implications of the 
coup extended far beyond oil contracts and diplomatic communiqués. It created a 
durable template: the use of a local proxy regime to enforce Western economic 
and strategic objectives, even at the cost of popular legitimacy and regional 
stability. 

This paper argues that the 1953 Iran coup was the inaugural move in a broader 
and longer campaign of Western hegemony in the Middle East, fueled by a 
combination of corporate ambition and geopolitical design. Over time, as the 
Shah’s regime lost its grip and ultimately collapsed during the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution, the West—particularly the United States—found a new proxy enforcer 
in the region: Israel. Unlike the Shah, whose power was rooted in dynastic rule 
and Western patronage, Israel emerged as a militarized and technologically 
advanced actor with an intrinsic alignment to U.S. strategic goals, especially in 
countering Iran, managing energy corridors, and surveilling regional threats. 

The story of the Middle East from 1953 onward is thus not a simple tale of shifting 
alliances or religious upheaval. It is the evolution of an enforcement model, 
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initially corporate and covert, later overt and militarized. From the oil consortiums 
of the 1950s to the precision strikes and intelligence warfare of the 2020s, 
American power in the region has never acted alone. It has relied on enforcers—
first the Shah, now Israel. This transformation has reshaped the Middle East and 
sustained a cycle of conflict and exploitation that continues to this day. 

 

II. Historical Background 

Pre-1953 Iran and Western Oil Dominance 

Iran, known as Persia until the 1930s, sat atop vast oil reserves that had long 
attracted foreign interest. In 1908, a British geologist working for William Knox 
D'Arcy discovered oil in Iran. This led to the formation of the Anglo-Persian Oil 
Company, later renamed the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC). In 1914, just 
before World War I, the British government purchased a majority stake in AIOC, 
transforming it into a strategic asset of the British Empire. Iranian oil became a 
central pillar of British military and industrial power, with the Royal Navy powered 
largely by Iranian crude. 

Yet despite the wealth pouring from their soil, Iranians received only a fraction of 
the profits. AIOC paid a fixed royalty to the Iranian government while reaping 
enormous profits from oil exports. Iran had no access to company financial 
records, no presence on the board of directors, and no control over pricing or 
production. Living standards in oil-producing regions like Abadan were abysmal, 
with Iranian workers subjected to harsh conditions while British executives lived in 
luxury compounds. 

As the 20th century progressed, dissatisfaction with this arrangement intensified. 
Iranian intellectuals, clerics, and politicians increasingly viewed the foreign 
domination of their natural resources as not only exploitative but humiliating. The 
sentiment was especially strong among nationalists and reformers, who saw oil as 
the key to modernizing Iran and escaping its quasi-colonial subordination to the 
West. 
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Economic Nationalism under Mossadegh 

Into this volatile mix stepped Dr. Mohammad Mossadegh, a seasoned statesman 
and ardent nationalist who became Prime Minister in 1951. Mossadegh was 
educated in law in Switzerland and had long advocated for constitutional 
democracy and national sovereignty. His most ambitious and controversial policy 
was the nationalization of Iran’s oil industry, a move he argued was both legally 
justified and morally imperative. 

In March 1951, with overwhelming support in Parliament, Mossadegh passed the 
Oil Nationalization Act, seizing control of Iranian oil from the AIOC and creating 
the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC). The decision electrified the Iranian 
public and was hailed by many in the Global South as a bold assertion of 
independence against imperial powers. However, it also triggered a swift and 
hostile response from the British government, which saw its strategic interests 
and corporate profits under threat. 

The Nationalization Crisis 

Rather than negotiate fairly, Britain opted for confrontation. The AIOC withdrew 
its technicians and halted operations. The British government imposed a global 
embargo on Iranian oil, freezing Iranian assets, blocking exports, and orchestrating 
a de facto economic siege. Iran’s oil production plummeted, and the economy 
spiraled into crisis. Western shipping firms refused to carry Iranian crude. 
Refineries across the world were warned against accepting oil from the 
nationalized NIOC. Iran, once a major oil exporter, found itself effectively shut out 
of global markets. 

Britain also sought legal redress, taking Iran to the International Court of Justice 
(ICJ). But in a landmark 1952 ruling, the Court declined jurisdiction, declaring that 
the dispute was between a sovereign state and a foreign company—not two 
states—and thus outside its purview. The decision was a symbolic victory for 
Mossadegh but did little to lift the embargo strangling Iran’s economy. 

At the same time, internal tensions mounted. The nationalization crisis 
exacerbated Iran’s existing economic problems, triggered inflation, and led to 
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mass unemployment in the oil sector. Conservative clerics, landowners, and 
royalists began to organize against Mossadegh, alarmed by his growing populism 
and erosion of royal authority. Although he remained immensely popular with the 
public, Mossadegh’s coalition began to fray under pressure. 

As Britain grew increasingly frustrated with its inability to retake control of Iranian 
oil, it turned to its wartime ally: the United States. In the context of the early Cold 
War, British officials framed Mossadegh’s actions as a prelude to Communist 
takeover. Despite initial skepticism, the Eisenhower administration—newly elected 
in 1952—was convinced by British intelligence that Iran might fall into Soviet 
hands unless Mossadegh was removed. This alignment of economic, political, and 
ideological interests set the stage for one of the most consequential covert 
operations in modern history. 

 

III. Operation Ajax and the Return of the Shah 

CIA-MI6 Coup Mechanics 

By 1953, Britain’s inability to reverse Iran’s oil nationalization through legal or 
diplomatic channels had left it increasingly desperate. The Labour government 
had been replaced by the more hawkish Conservative government under Winston 
Churchill, who advocated for stronger measures. The British turned to their ally, 
the United States, for support. After some hesitation, the Eisenhower 
administration, freshly inaugurated in January 1953, approved a joint Anglo-
American plan to remove Mossadegh under the banner of containing 
communism—a rationale increasingly used to mask the protection of Western 
economic interests. 

The operation was codenamed TP-Ajax by the CIA (short for “Tudeh Party – Ajax”) 
and coordinated with Britain’s Operation Boot. It was overseen on the American 
side by Kermit Roosevelt Jr., the CIA’s Near East operations chief and grandson of 
President Theodore Roosevelt. What followed was one of the most intricate and 
consequential covert actions in American intelligence history. 
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The coup strategy relied heavily on psychological warfare, economic sabotage, and 
manufactured civil unrest. CIA and MI6 agents funded local newspapers to spread 
disinformation, portraying Mossadegh as mentally unstable, dictatorial, and 
dangerously close to the Communist Tudeh Party. Anti-Mossadegh editorials 
flooded Iranian media, often ghostwritten by CIA-backed journalists. Clerics and 
tribal leaders were bribed to denounce Mossadegh from the pulpit and in the 
streets. Fabricated documents purporting to show Mossadegh’s alignment with 
Soviet agents were distributed to key Iranian officials and the press. 

The most dramatic tactics came in the form of false-flag riots and protests. CIA-
paid provocateurs posed as members of the Tudeh Party, staging violent 
demonstrations in Tehran to sow fear among the middle class and religious 
conservatives. Simultaneously, other CIA-funded groups organized anti-
Communist marches, creating an illusion of spontaneous chaos. Army generals 
loyal to the Shah were recruited in secret, preparing for the moment when martial 
law would be imposed to “restore order.” 

Initially, the coup faltered. On August 15, 1953, the first attempt to arrest 
Mossadegh was foiled. The Shah, fearing for his life, fled Iran for Baghdad and 
then Rome. But Roosevelt and his team persisted. After several days of renewed 
media manipulation and street violence, pro-Shah forces, bolstered by military 
backing and CIA funds, finally overwhelmed Mossadegh’s supporters. On August 
19, Mossadegh was arrested after refusing to flee. The Shah returned to Tehran in 
triumph, now more than ever a client monarch under the protective umbrella of 
U.S. intelligence and military power. 

Immediate Result: Mossadegh Removed; Shah Reinstalled with Greater Autocratic 
Powers 

The reinstated Shah wasted no time in consolidating his power. The parliamentary 
experiment that had allowed for Mossadegh’s rise was effectively gutted. The 
Shah, previously a constitutional monarch with limited authority, became an 
absolute ruler with control over the military, the intelligence services (SAVAK), and 
the oil industry—at least on paper. The National Front was banned, and thousands 
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of political dissidents were jailed or exiled. Mossadegh himself was tried for 
treason and sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of his life. 

The political vacuum left by Mossadegh’s removal was filled not by a rejuvenated 
monarchy but by American influence embedded in every facet of Iranian 
governance. U.S. advisors flooded Iran. American military and intelligence officers 
helped reorganize the army and SAVAK. While the Shah projected the image of a 
modernizing autocrat, he was fundamentally dependent on U.S. support for his 
legitimacy and survival. Iran, once a sovereign state with aspirations for 
democratic governance, had become a Western client state once again. 

Creation of the Oil Consortium 

Perhaps the most telling consequence of the coup was the creation of a new oil 
consortium in 1954. This was the real prize: the re-division of Iranian oil, this time 
with American companies at the table. 

The new consortium awarded: 

• 40% of Iran’s oil production to a group of five U.S. oil majors—Exxon, Mobil, 
Chevron, Texaco, and Gulf—all successors of Standard Oil and part of what 
would later be called the “Seven Sisters.” 

• 40% to British Petroleum (BP), the successor of AIOC. 

• 14% to Royal Dutch Shell and France’s CFP. 

• The remaining 6% was left unallocated to create a buffer for any future 
disputes. 

This time, Iran’s National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) retained ownership of the oil 
in principle, and profits were to be split 50/50 with the consortium. But in 
practice, Iran had no control over production levels, pricing, shipping, or 
international marketing. Moreover, the agreement was structured so that Iran had 
no seats on the board of directors and no voting power. It was, in effect, a 
rebranding of the same neocolonial system Mossadegh had fought to abolish—
now with more multilateral participation and a thin veneer of national 
sovereignty. 
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Rockefeller-Linked Corporations’ Profits Exploded While Iran’s Sovereignty Shrunk 

The oil companies, especially Exxon and Mobil, which had direct ties to the 
Rockefeller family’s vast industrial and financial empire, reaped massive benefits. 
These firms were able to lock in Iranian oil supplies at favorable prices, expand 
their global reach, and secure geopolitical footholds for decades. From 1954 to 
1979, these companies collectively earned an estimated $15–20 billion in profits 
from Iranian oil—a figure that adjusts to more than $150 billion in today’s dollars, 
even before considering indirect benefits like price control leverage in other 
markets. 

Meanwhile, Iran—despite its nominal ownership of oil resources—continued to 
struggle with income inequality, political repression, and rising resentment toward 
the Shah’s regime. The public perception that Iran’s wealth was being siphoned off 
by foreign interests remained strong and became a central grievance of the 
growing revolutionary movement that would eventually culminate in the Islamic 
Revolution of 1979. 

In sum, Operation Ajax not only reversed the nationalization of Iranian oil but 
restructured the Middle East’s geopolitical order. It established a precedent for 
using covert operations, economic manipulation, and proxy rule to safeguard 
Western energy interests—ushering in an era of managed control disguised as 
modernization. 

 

IV. Profits vs. Sovereignty 

Corporate Windfalls 

The reorganization of Iran’s oil industry under the 1954 consortium agreement 
was marketed by Western governments as a “fair compromise” between national 
sovereignty and international investment. In truth, it was a remarkably profitable 
arrangement for Western oil companies, particularly the American firms that had 
previously been excluded from Iran altogether. For the first time, U.S. oil majors—
Exxon, Mobil, Chevron, Texaco, and Gulf—gained direct access to Iranian oil, 
receiving 40% of production rights under the consortium. 
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From 1954 to the Islamic Revolution in 1979, these firms collectively earned more 
than $15 billion in net profit from Iranian crude—a figure that, when adjusted for 
inflation, exceeds $150 billion in today’s dollars. These earnings did not come 
solely from market-based efficiency or innovation but from the deliberate 
suppression of Iranian bargaining power. 

Key to this imbalance was the pricing structure. While the 50/50 profit-sharing 
formula between the consortium and Iran seemed equitable on paper, it obscured 
deep asymmetries: 

• Iran had no access to internal pricing mechanisms used by the consortium, 
which often set posted prices artificially low. 

• Iran had no control over export volume or marketing, leaving it vulnerable 
to internal manipulation by the same companies charged with “managing” 
its oil. 

• The consortium operated as a cartel, using Iran’s oil not just to supply global 
markets but to regulate prices, undercut competitors, and maintain the 
dominance of the Seven Sisters. 

At a time when other oil-producing countries, notably Venezuela and Saudi 
Arabia, began negotiating 75% or higher royalty shares, Iran remained stuck at the 
nominal 50% rate, unable to extract better terms. This shortfall severely limited 
Iran’s capacity to invest in infrastructure, education, or equitable development. In 
essence, the post-coup agreement monetized the political subjugation of Iran, 
funneling billions into corporate profits while marginalizing the Iranian state’s role 
in its own economy. 

The Rockefeller-linked oil companies, especially Exxon and Mobil, experienced 
major global expansion during this period, due in no small part to the secure and 
discounted access to Iranian oil. Stock valuations soared, and the capital 
generated helped these firms finance acquisitions, develop refineries across the 
globe, and reinforce their lobbying power in Washington. The profits from Iran 
were not an isolated windfall—they were reinvested into the infrastructure of 
corporate geopolitical dominance. 
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Internal Suppression and U.S. Support 

The enormous profits made by Western oil companies came at a steep cost to the 
Iranian people. Having been reinstalled by a foreign-backed coup, the Shah knew 
that his power lacked organic legitimacy. To govern effectively, he turned to 
increasingly repressive methods. The Shah’s regime became one of the most 
authoritarian in the region, ruled not by consensus but by surveillance, 
censorship, and violence. 

The SAVAK (Sazeman-e Ettela'at va Amniyat-e Keshvar), Iran’s secret police, was 
established in 1957 with direct training and support from the CIA and Mossad. 
Modeled on Western intelligence agencies but operating with far fewer 
constraints, SAVAK became infamous for its use of torture, arbitrary detention, 
and extrajudicial executions. It infiltrated every level of civil society—from 
universities and mosques to the military and press. Its primary targets included 
leftists, nationalists, religious leaders, intellectuals, and anyone suspected of 
criticizing the Shah or questioning the West’s role in Iranian affairs. 

At the same time, the Shah built up Iran’s military with extensive American arms 
deals. Between 1953 and 1979, Iran became one of the largest recipients of U.S. 
military aid and weapons, including advanced fighter jets, tanks, and surveillance 
systems. These were justified under the pretext of defending Iran from Soviet 
influence, but their primary use was internal control—a modern army turned 
inward to prevent a repeat of the national movement that had once empowered 
Mossadegh. 

The anti-communist rhetoric used by Washington to justify its support for the 
Shah masked the reality: the core interest was never ideological, but strategic and 
economic. Iran sat atop enormous oil reserves in a critical location bordering the 
Soviet Union, the Persian Gulf, and major shipping lanes. Control of its 
government meant control of its oil—and by extension, a powerful lever over 
global energy markets. 

This unholy alliance between corporate interests, autocratic repression, and 
Western foreign policy created a system that appeared stable on the surface but 
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was deeply unstable at its roots. It sowed the seeds of revolution, fostered anti-
American sentiment, and prepared the ground for the explosive backlash of 1979, 
when the Iranian people would rise up, not only against the Shah, but against 
everything he had come to represent. 

 

V. The 1979 Iranian Revolution and Strategic Vacuum 

Collapse of the Shah’s Regime 

By the late 1970s, the foundations of the Shah’s regime—propped up for decades 
by oil revenues and Western military support—had begun to erode. What had 
once appeared as modernization was increasingly seen by Iranians as Western-
imposed authoritarianism. Beneath the surface of Iran’s gleaming infrastructure 
and secular reforms lay a population that felt economically disenfranchised, 
culturally alienated, and politically silenced. 

The Shah's White Revolution, a top-down modernization program launched in the 
1960s, had redistributed land, promoted industrialization, and extended suffrage 
to women. But these reforms were carried out without public consensus and 
often disrupted traditional power structures. Landowners, merchants, and clerics 
were alienated. Rapid urbanization outpaced employment growth, producing 
sprawling slums and growing inequality. The oil boom of the 1970s exacerbated 
inflation, and corruption within the court and state-run industries fueled public 
resentment. 

Most importantly, the Shah’s increasingly aggressive suppression of dissent 
through SAVAK, along with his overt embrace of U.S. policies and weapons, caused 
deep unease among a population that saw itself as losing its national identity. For 
many Iranians, the Shah was no longer a sovereign monarch but an American 
puppet ruling from a gilded cage, disconnected from both tradition and the 
people. 

This discontent coalesced in a powerful religious-political movement led by 
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, a Shi’a cleric exiled by the Shah in 1964. Khomeini’s 
message was direct: the regime was illegitimate, secularization was a form of 
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cultural imperialism, and Iran’s sovereignty had been sold to foreign powers. His 
speeches, distributed via cassette tapes smuggled into the country, galvanized 
both the rural poor and the urban middle class, uniting diverse factions—from 
Islamic scholars to Marxist students—in a broad-based revolutionary front. 

By late 1978, massive protests were taking place in every major Iranian city. 
Strikes paralyzed the oil industry, the very lifeblood of the regime. Martial law and 
mass killings, such as Black Friday (September 8, 1978), only hardened the 
opposition. The tipping point came in January 1979, when the Shah, suffering 
from cancer and abandoned by his U.S. allies, fled the country. On February 1, 
Khomeini returned from exile to a hero’s welcome. By February 11, the Pahlavi 
monarchy had collapsed entirely. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran was declared shortly thereafter. One of its first major 
acts was to reassert national control over the oil industry, expelling Western 
companies and renaming the National Iranian Oil Company as a fully state-
controlled enterprise. This was not just an economic decision—it was a symbolic 
reversal of the 1953 coup, an emphatic declaration that Iran would never again be 
ruled by foreign-backed interests. 

The revolution, while successful in restoring Iran’s independence, sent shockwaves 
through the geopolitical architecture of the Middle East, creating a strategic 
vacuum that Washington and its allies moved quickly to fill. 

 

Rise of Israel as the New Regional Enforcer 

The collapse of the Shah’s regime removed America’s most reliable ally in the 
Persian Gulf. Iran had served as the West’s military and economic keystone in the 
region, providing not just oil but intelligence, counterbalance to Soviet influence, 
and a platform for projecting power. With that pillar gone—and replaced by a 
hostile Islamic Republic—the United States needed a new anchor. 

That anchor was Israel. 
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Though U.S.-Israel relations had been growing steadily since Israel’s founding in 
1948, the post-1979 shift was a transformation in both intensity and strategic role. 
No longer just an ideological partner or Cold War ally, Israel became a regional 
enforcer for U.S. interests—militarized, technologically sophisticated, and 
increasingly proactive in shaping the region through surveillance, targeted 
operations, and preemptive war. 

The strategic logic was clear: 

• Iran could no longer be trusted, and Iraq, ruled by Saddam Hussein, was a 
wild card. 

• Arab states, while flush with oil wealth, were politically unstable and 
militarily unproven. 

• Israel, by contrast, had proven itself in 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973—
winning wars with superior intelligence, coordination, and technology. 

Following the Iranian Revolution and the 1979 hostage crisis, U.S. policy pivoted 
sharply toward solidifying Israel’s position. Military aid skyrocketed, with the U.S. 
providing Israel with billions annually in grants, weapons, and joint development 
projects. The Camp David Accords, signed just months before the revolution, had 
already neutralized Egypt as a potential adversary. With Egypt contained and Iran 
transformed, Israel now stood unchallenged as the most capable U.S. proxy in the 
region. 

This shift also marked a strategic change in enforcement style: 

• Under the Shah, control had been exerted indirectly, through oil pricing, 
security cooperation, and regime patronage. 

• With Israel, the model became militarized surveillance, assassination, and 
cyberwarfare—from the bombing of Iraq’s Osirak reactor in 1981, to the 
Stuxnet cyberattack on Iranian centrifuges in 2010, to the targeted killing of 
Iranian nuclear scientists throughout the 2010s and 2020s. 

Unlike the Shah, who ruled by decree but operated within an ostensibly sovereign 
state, Israel’s role was not to govern its neighbors, but to destabilize or constrain 
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them when U.S. interests were at stake. This approach, more aggressive and less 
visible to the public, allowed the U.S. to operate through plausible deniability, 
while still maintaining dominance over regional outcomes. 

The strategic vacuum created in 1979 was not simply filled—it was transformed. 
Where once America relied on a modernizing monarchy to secure its energy 
needs, it now leaned on a permanently mobilized, technologically superior 
military outpost to maintain its influence in the world's most volatile region. The 
center of enforcement shifted from the palace in Tehran to the security cabinet in 
Tel Aviv, and from oil consortiums to drone networks and missile defense shields. 

 

VI. The Economic and Human Cost of Regional Conflict 

Military Spending and Proxy Warfare 

Since the early 2000s, the United States has invested unprecedented financial 
resources into military operations across the Middle East, with very little to show 
in terms of long-term stability or peace. According to data compiled by the 
Watson Institute at Brown University, the total cost of U.S. military engagements 
in the Middle East and Afghanistan from 2001 to 2023 exceeded $8 trillion, 
including interest payments on borrowed war funds, reconstruction aid, and long-
term care for veterans. 

These costs were not borne in pursuit of clear strategic victories, but to sustain a 
sprawling military infrastructure intended to enforce American dominance over a 
region still critical to global energy flows. Though U.S. energy independence has 
somewhat reduced direct dependence on foreign oil, control over oil-producing 
regions remains a key pillar of global economic influence. 

In this context, Israel's role as a regional military enforcer has intensified, 
particularly after the vacuum left by the fall of the Shah and the ongoing instability 
in post-2003 Iraq. Since 2024, Israel has escalated a military campaign—largely 
with U.S. support—against Iranian assets in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, and, increasingly, 
within Iran itself. This campaign, which includes drone strikes, cyberattacks, 
assassinations, and air raids, is estimated to cost between $400 million and $1 
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billion per week, depending on the intensity of operations and the duration of 
engagements. The financial cost to Israel, while substantial, is heavily offset by 
U.S. aid, which in recent years has exceeded $3.8 billion annually, with additional 
emergency funding likely during periods of heightened conflict. 

Proxy warfare has also flourished. Rather than commit U.S. ground troops on the 
scale seen in Iraq and Afghanistan, American and Israeli strategic doctrine now 
relies on proxies and stand-off capabilities: Kurdish militias, anti-Iranian Arab 
states, private contractors, and drone fleets now enforce U.S. objectives across 
fragmented battlefields. But this strategy, while cost-effective on paper, has 
prolonged conflict cycles, escalated sectarian divides, and destabilized fragile 
nations. 

 

Collateral Conflicts and Regional Devastation 

The post-1979 regional landscape has been marked by nearly uninterrupted 
conflict, much of it directly traceable to the strategic vacuum left by Iran’s exit 
from the Western sphere of influence. 

• The Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988), launched with Western and Gulf Arab 
backing for Saddam Hussein, was a direct attempt to contain revolutionary 
Iran. The war caused over 1 million deaths, left millions more wounded or 
displaced, and resulted in an estimated $1 trillion in economic damage 
between the two nations. Chemical weapons were used. Entire cities were 
flattened. The war ended in stalemate, but not before traumatizing an 
entire generation. 

• The Gulf War (1990–1991) followed Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, but its 
underlying context was Saddam’s financial desperation after the Iran–Iraq 
conflict and shifting U.S. allegiances. The war involved over 30 nations, cost 
the U.S. alone $61 billion, and introduced permanent American military 
bases into the Gulf—effectively cementing long-term Western presence in 
the region. 
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• The 2003 invasion of Iraq, predicated on flawed intelligence and the pretext 
of weapons of mass destruction, toppled Saddam Hussein but unleashed a 
devastating insurgency and sectarian civil war. The human toll exceeded 
500,000 deaths, and the resultant power vacuum enabled both Iranian 
influence in Baghdad and the rise of ISIS. 

• The Syrian Civil War, initially an anti-authoritarian uprising, quickly became 
a multi-front proxy war involving the U.S., Russia, Turkey, Iran, Hezbollah, 
and Israel. Over 500,000 people have died, and more than 13 million 
Syrians—half the population—have been displaced. The war turned Syria 
into a permanent theater for Israeli and U.S. strikes against Iranian-aligned 
forces. 

• The Yemen conflict, often portrayed as a civil war, is in reality a proxy battle 
between Iran and Saudi Arabia, with U.S. and U.K. weapons facilitating 
massive civilian casualties. The UN has called it the world’s worst 
humanitarian crisis, with famine and disease affecting millions, and over 
377,000 estimated deaths as of 2021. 

These collateral conflicts, while often viewed in isolation, form part of a single, 
protracted struggle over control, sovereignty, and the management of the Middle 
East’s energy and strategic geography—a struggle rooted in the 1953 coup and 
exacerbated by the West’s reliance on militarized enforcement proxies. 

 

Strait of Hormuz and the Modern Oil Nexus 

Despite changes in global energy dynamics, Iran's strategic geography remains 
irreplaceable. The Strait of Hormuz, a narrow waterway between Iran and Oman, 
remains the world’s most critical oil chokepoint, with nearly 20% of global 
petroleum passing through it daily. Any disruption—be it from mining, blockade, 
or war—can trigger instantaneous global oil price spikes, with cascading economic 
consequences. 

Iran has repeatedly threatened to close the strait during periods of extreme 
confrontation, including in response to Israeli or U.S. attacks. While U.S. naval 
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forces maintain a near-constant presence in the region, the risk of escalation 
remains ever-present, especially in scenarios involving miscommunication or 
cyber provocations. 

Although the rise of U.S. shale oil production has reduced American reliance on 
Gulf energy, it has not insulated global markets. Europe, Asia, and Africa remain 
dependent on Gulf crude, and any disruption affects not only energy prices but 
shipping, insurance, trade routes, and supply chains. 

This makes Iran, even in its isolated state, an enduring player in global strategic 
calculations. Its mere ability to threaten the flow of oil ensures it remains a 
perpetual target of surveillance, sanctions, and preemptive military planning—
especially by Israel, which views Iranian expansion as an existential threat and a 
strategic encirclement. 

 

In total, the economic and human cost of trying to control or contain Iran—
directly or through regional proxies—has been incalculable. What began in 1953 
as a corporate operation to secure oil profits has morphed into a generational 
conflict, marked by trillions in spending, millions of casualties, and lasting 
instability. 

The West may no longer require Iranian oil in the same way it once did—but it still 
requires dominance over Iran’s ability to disrupt the global order. And for that, the 
cycle of militarization and proxy enforcement continues, deeper and more 
dangerous than ever. 

 

VII. From Shah to Sentry: Israel’s Role in the Post-1979 Order 

Proxy Dynamics Recast 

With the 1979 Iranian Revolution marking the end of America's direct control over 
Iran, a significant hole emerged in the architecture of U.S. Middle East policy. For 
decades, the Shah had been the linchpin—an autocratic ruler who combined 
strategic geographic placement, vast oil wealth, and absolute loyalty to the West. 
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When that pillar collapsed, the United States needed an alternative mechanism to 
project power, enforce red lines, and safeguard access to key strategic interests, 
particularly the global oil economy and the security of its remaining allies in the 
region. 

Enter Israel, already a regional military powerhouse, now elevated to the status of 
the West’s de facto regional enforcer. Though it had always been a close ally of the 
United States, the post-1979 environment transformed the relationship. Israel no 
longer played the role of beleaguered partner seeking survival amidst hostile 
neighbors. Instead, it became an active agent in maintaining U.S. hegemony, 
executing military operations and intelligence missions that aligned with broader 
Western objectives. 

This transformation was supported by unprecedented levels of aid. Since 1948, 
Israel has received more than $150 billion in U.S. military and economic 
assistance, making it by far the largest cumulative recipient of American foreign 
aid. In 2016, a new 10-year memorandum of understanding pledged $38 billion in 
military aid from 2019 to 2028—even as the U.S. reduced troop presence 
elsewhere. Israel was no longer just a friend—it was an extension of Western 
military policy by other means. 

The strategic benefits were clear: 

• Deterrence: Israel served as a credible threat to any state—particularly 
Iran—that challenged U.S. interests, including oil flows, the global dollar 
system, or arms treaties. 

• Surveillance: Israel’s advanced intelligence apparatus, including Mossad, 
Unit 8200, and military satellites, provided actionable intelligence 
throughout the region, often shared with or acted on in tandem with 
American agencies. 

• Regional Engagement: Israel executed operations in Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, 
Sudan, and Iran without direct U.S. involvement, providing cover and 
flexibility that the U.S. could not afford diplomatically or politically. 
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The proxy dynamic had thus been recast: where the Shah once guaranteed 
compliance through state-level diplomacy and internal repression, Israel 
guaranteed dominance through forward military posture, cyber superiority, and 
kinetic action. 

 

Neo-Colonial Continuity 

This evolution represents not a departure from the colonial and postcolonial order 
established during the Cold War—but its militarized continuation in a new form. In 
the mid-20th century, control over the Middle East was enforced through 
economic tools: exclusive oil contracts, royalty structures, and Western-favored 
monarchs. After 1979, the West’s inability to rely on those tools gave rise to a new 
mechanism: asymmetric warfare, constant surveillance, and a doctrine of 
preemption. 

Israel became the tip of this spear. Its ability to act with relative impunity, under 
the unspoken backing of the United States, allowed it to enforce red lines and 
punish adversaries without the logistical and diplomatic burdens that typically 
accompany great power interventions. 

This enforcement is most visible in four key arenas, each representing a different 
facet of this militarized neo-colonial paradigm: 

• Palestine: The occupation and fragmentation of Palestinian territories serve 
as a permanent demonstration of Israel’s capacity to control a population 
through a matrix of surveillance, checkpoints, targeted killings, and legal 
restrictions. While framed as a security issue, this also acts as a testing 
ground for weapons systems, crowd control, and biometric surveillance, 
many of which are later exported worldwide. 

• Lebanon: Since the 1982 invasion and the ongoing conflict with Hezbollah, 
Israel has used Lebanon as a buffer zone and a launchpad for regional 
deterrence. Southern Lebanon has been subjected to repeated bombings 
and air raids, especially when Iran-backed forces increase their influence. 
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• Syria: Following the outbreak of civil war in 2011, Israel began a systematic 
airstrike campaign targeting Iranian assets, Hezbollah operatives, and 
weapons convoys. These strikes—numbering in the hundreds—have been 
largely unacknowledged but are understood by all parties to be acts of 
containment: Iran must not gain a stable foothold near Israel’s border, and 
the Assad regime must remain weakened. 

• Iran: The apex of Israel’s enforcement role is its long campaign against the 
Islamic Republic itself. From Stuxnet, the joint U.S.-Israeli cyberattack on 
Iranian centrifuges in 2010, to the assassinations of nuclear scientists and 
the 2020 killing of General Qassem Soleimani (with Israel providing key 
intelligence), Israel has acted not just as a regional actor but as a forward-
operating arm of American strategic doctrine. 

While some defenders frame these actions as self-defense, their function is 
indistinguishable from the role the Shah once played: to enforce a regional order 
in which Western strategic, economic, and ideological interests take precedence 
over the self-determination of nations. The methods have changed—no longer 
contracts and puppet monarchs, but missiles, malware, and machine learning—
yet the structure remains unmistakably colonial. 

In this neo-colonial schema, Israel has become both the gatekeeper and the 
guardian, ensuring that no state, especially Iran, can challenge the hegemony first 
established in 1953. It is the inheritor of the Shah’s mission—not to represent its 
people, but to maintain a system in which power flows Westward, and sovereignty 
is negotiable. 

 

VIII. Conclusion 

The 1953 coup in Iran was not a singular event, nor merely a Cold War maneuver. 
It was the blueprint for a new model of control—one where economic interest, 
intelligence operations, and ideological justification combined to replace 
democratic sovereignty with pliant regimes. Mossadegh’s removal and the 
reinstallation of the Shah were not just about securing oil contracts; they were 
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about establishing a mechanism for perpetual influence, enforced not through 
overt colonial occupation, but through proxy governance embedded in local 
structures. It was the first major case study in resource-based neocolonialism, 
executed not by East India Companies, but by oil conglomerates and covert 
agencies working in tandem. 

This model proved highly effective—so effective that when it collapsed in 1979 
with the fall of the Shah, the United States and its allies didn’t abandon it; they 
simply transferred it to a new host. Israel, already rising as a military and 
intelligence powerhouse, filled the vacuum. Unlike the Shah’s monarchy, Israel’s 
role was not to govern a single country under the illusion of sovereignty, but to 
project deterrence and punishment across multiple borders—to strike, surveil, 
and disrupt any state or group that challenged the post-World War II geopolitical 
order carved out by Western powers. 

Where the Shah provided stability through internal suppression, Israel offers 
stability through preemptive disruption. Where the 1954 oil consortium enforced 
control through unequal contracts and economic dependency, Israel now does so 
through technological surveillance, regional air superiority, and asymmetric 
warfare. The method has evolved—but the principle remains unchanged: local 
actors are empowered to maintain Western access, Western priorities, and 
Western dominance, even at the expense of the will of the people they govern or 
target. 

The consequences of this system have been catastrophic. Generations of conflict, 
displacement, economic sabotage, and ideological radicalization have followed. 
From the Iran–Iraq War to the Syrian civil war, from Palestinian statelessness to 
the drone-shadowed skies of Yemen and Iraq, the Middle East has become a 
region perpetually sacrificed at the altar of external interests. Democracy has 
been repeatedly subordinated to stability; sovereignty to energy security; peace 
to enforcement. 

And yet, this model continues unchallenged by most mainstream policy discourse. 
The legacy of 1953 remains largely unacknowledged, dismissed as a Cold War 
necessity or a regrettable misstep. In reality, it is the cornerstone of modern 
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imperial strategy, not just in Iran but across the Global South. To fail to confront 
it—historically, morally, and strategically—is to condemn the region to a loop of 
repression, rebellion, and reprisal. 

Only by reckoning with this legacy—by understanding that the original sin of 
resource plunder disguised as modernization was never corrected, only 
rebranded—can we begin to imagine a Middle East defined not by extraction and 
enforcement, but by authentic self-determination and regional dignity. 

The West must stop treating sovereignty in the Middle East as conditional, 
transactional, or expendable. Until that happens, the story that began in Tehran in 
1953 will continue to write itself—in blood, in ruin, and in the rising ashes of every 
failed promise of peace. 
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