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Matthew Shannon’s Losing Hearts and Minds

end American support for the shah, Shannon ar‐

is a welcome addition to a new wave of work on

gues, but they refused to do so, with disastrous

the United States’ relationship with Iran in the

consequences for both the United States and Iran

decades of the 1960s and 70s.[1] While much of

following the 1978-79 Iranian Revolution.

this work is concerned with the vicissitudes of the
United States’ Cold War alliance with the shah of
Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, Shannon’s work
focuses on transnational relations between Irani‐
ans and Americans through the lens of interna‐
tional education. The central argument of Losing
Hearts and Minds is that the presence of large
numbers of Iranian students on American univer‐
sity campuses in the 1960s and ‘70s led to the cre‐
ation of an “alternate” US-Iran alliance between
the Iranian student opposition abroad and Ameri‐
cans who were critical of Washington’s support
for the authoritarian rule of Mohammad Reza
Shah. This alternate transnational US-Iran al‐
liance worked to undermine the shah’s public im‐
age in the United States as a modernizing
monarch by highlighting the human rights abuses
of Iran’s security service, SAVAK. Shannon argues
that the existence of this alternate alliance
demonstrates that “there was nothing inevitable
about thirty-seven years of U.S. support for the
Shah of Iran” (p. 3). Successive American adminis‐
trations could have chosen to heed the calls of Ira‐
nian students and their American sympathizers to

Losing Hearts and Minds sits comfortably
within a well-established historical narrative of
the failures of US policy towards Iran, beginning
with the original sin of the CIA-backed August
1953 royalist coup that toppled Prime Minister
Mohammad Mosaddeq and ending with the
American diplomats taken hostage in Tehran in
November 1979. Shannon picks up the baton from
an earlier generation of scholars of American for‐
eign relations, notably James Bill and Richard Cot‐
tam, who were intimately familiar with Iran and
sympathetic to the pro-Mosaddeq secular liberal
opposition to the shah.[2] Unlike this earlier gen‐
eration, Shannon has the benefit of distance from
these historical events and access to archives that
allow him to delve far more deeply into the histo‐
ry of US-Iran relations. Shannon has mined nine‐
teen different archives in the United States, span‐
ning not only the National Archives and the presi‐
dential libraries, but also collections of private pa‐
pers scattered across the country, as well as the
UK National Archives in London. However, Per‐
sian-language primary and secondary sources are
entirely absent from Shannon’s work, leading to a
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misreading of the Iranian student Left that de‐

vision of modernization, which Shannon calls

tracts from an otherwise excellent book.

“free-speech modernism,” was propounded by a
younger generation of Iranians for whom Mosad‐

The narrative arc of Losing Hearts and Minds

deq was an enduring symbol of Iran’s parliamen‐

begins with the impact of American educators in

tary democracy (p. 46). For these free-speech mod‐

Iran, rather than the impact of Iranian students in

ernists, the path to Iran’s modernization lay

the United States. Here Shannon examines the

through liberty, constitutionalism, and the rule of

many ways that American-funded education and

law, in the tradition of Iran’s Constitutional Revo‐

training was at the core of modernization efforts

lution of 1905-11. The Iranian Students Associa‐

under the Pahlavi monarchy in the 1950s. He

tion in the United States (ISAUS), which was

makes an important contribution to a growing

founded just months after the 1953 coup, quickly

body of work on modernization and US-Iran rela‐

became a bastion of pro-Mosaddeq students like

tions, focusing not only on government-funded

Ali Fatemi, a nephew of Mosaddeq’s foreign min‐

initiatives such President Harry Truman’s Point

ister, and Sadeq Qotbzadeh, who would go on to

Four Program, or the military and security train‐

serve as one of Ayatollah Khomeini’s lieutenants

ing provided by the Dwight Eisenhower adminis‐

and foreign minister of the Islamic Republic.

tration to the Iranian military and SAVAK follow‐

These free-speech modernists would never tire of

ing the 1953 coup, but also nongovernmental ac‐

pointing out the incongruity between the constitu‐

tors such as the Ford Foundation and the Ameri‐

tionally protected freedoms that Americans en‐

can Friends of the Middle East. These moderniza‐

joyed at home and the United States’ support for

tion efforts fueled the ranks of Iran’s growing

the shah’s unconstitutional rule in Iran.

technocratic urban middle class, who in turn in‐
creasingly looked to an American university edu‐

Building on the work of James Goode, Shan‐

cation as the key to participating in the modern‐

non identifies a “window for reform” in Iran be‐

ization of their country and the advancement of

tween 1961 and 1963, when the free-speech mod‐

their own social and economic ambitions. He

ernists found new allies in Washington in the

credits key American-educated technocrats like

form of Supreme Court Justice William Douglas

Khodadad Farmanfarmaian, who served as direc‐

and Attorney General Robert Kennedy.[3] Facing

tor of the Plan Organization and governor of the

political and economic crises at home, the shah

Central Bank, with shaping Iranian moderniza‐

seemed to be in retreat, appointing the indepen‐

tion despite their frustrations with both the shah

dent Ali Amini as prime minister in 1961 and

and US policy in Iran.

heeding Washington’s calls for reform. This was
the moment, Shannon argues, when the United

Shannon highlights the divergence between

States could have listened to these Iranian stu‐

two different visions of modernization for Iran in

dents and backed the remnants of Mosaddeq’s lib‐

the early 1960s. The dominant vision was authori‐

eral secular National Front, which Shannon de‐

tarian modernization, which was a central pillar

scribes as “a viable and democratic alternative to

of the US-Iran alliance. The United States ignored

Pahlavi rule,” but instead chose to first support

the shah’s trampling of the Iranian constitution,

Amini’s reform program, and after his resignation

which placed parliamentary constraints on the

in 1962, the shah’s White Revolution of social and

monarch, because Washington favored a strong

economic reforms (p. 66).

centralized Pahlavi state that could carry out
needed reforms while keeping Iran and the Per‐

Shannon’s well-researched telling of this

sian Gulf out of the clutches of the Soviet Union

episode is the most detailed yet of the efforts of

and Iran’s communist Tudeh Party. An alternative

the ISAUS, Justice Douglas, and the president’s
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brother, Robert Kennedy, to influence John

their impact on debates within the United States

Kennedy’s thinking on Iran. In Shannon’s view,

about Iran throughout the 1960s and 70s.[4] As

these free-speech modernists got it right, whereas

Shannon eloquently demonstrates, Iranian stu‐

authoritarian modernizers in the Kennedy admin‐

dents unrelentingly embarrassed the shah at ev‐

istration, especially Kennedy’s advisor Robert

ery turn, from picketing his visits to the United

“Blowtorch Bob” Komer, got it wrong. For Shan‐

States to providing information on political pris‐

non, this was a choice between idealism and real‐

oners to journalists and human rights activists,

ism, and sadly, the former triumphed over the lat‐

thereby changing the conversation in the United

ter. Yet, Shannon’s critique of the realists over‐

States from the achievements of the shah’s White

looks the regional context for the administration’s

Revolution to the torture employed by SAVAK in

decision-making. The Iraqi monarchy was violent‐

Iran’s prisons. They certainly benefited from a re‐

ly toppled in a coup in the summer of 1958 by

ceptive audience in the 1970s, when the “human

Brigadier Abd al-Karim Qasim. That same year,

rights revolution” was taking place and when

the shah uncovered a coup plot by the head of Ira‐

American consumers were already angered by

nian

the shah’s role in increasing prices at the petrol

military

intelligence,

General

Valiollah

Qarani. In 1960, the Turkish military overthrew

pump.[5]

Prime Minister Adnan Menderes in a military

The weakness of Shannon’s study is his lack

coup, and two years later Colonel Abdullah al-Sal‐

of attention to the experiences of these Iranian

lal carried out a coup against the Imam of Yemen.

students on American university campuses. While

Events in the region seemed to portend doom for

Shannon acknowledges the increasing radicaliza‐

the Peacock throne of Iran, which was destined to

tion of the Iranian student Left in the late 1960s,

follow these toppled monarchies into the dustbin

particularly the growing popularity of Maoism

of history. Realists like Komer had little faith that

within the Confederation of Iranian Students –

the National Front and Iran’s constitutional insti‐

National Union (CISNU), he does not tell us much

tutions would be strong enough to hold the coun‐

about their experience of being in the United

try together if the shah were overthrown. They

States in the era of the civil rights movement,

feared that either the Soviet-backed Tudeh or a

Vietnam, and Watergate. Were Iranian students

military strongman like the first chief of SAVAK,

radicalized by the bonds of solidarity they forged

General Teymour Bakhtiar, whom the shah dis‐

with other students in the United States, as they

missed in 1961 for attempting to conspire against

were for example in West Germany?[6] What im‐

him with the Americans, would seize power. Not

pact did the militant Black Power movement have

surprisingly, they chose not to tempt fate.

on these Iranian students?[7] One particularly

As Iran’s modernizing economy grew dramat‐

glaring omission is any discussion of the experi‐

ically in the 1960s and 70s, so too did the shah’s

ence of Iranian women students in the United

intolerance of any form of dissent. International

States or the attitudes of Iranian students towards

education was at the heart of this modernization

feminism and women’s rights. A more critical

effort. However, as Shannon highlights, providing

reading of the Iranian student Left would have

Iranians with a foreign education also had the

emerged from Shannon’s book if he had ad‐

subversive effect of transplanting Iranian politics

dressed the contentious debates amongst Iranians

from Tehran to anywhere in the world with a

on women’s rights, which some on the Iranian left

large Iranian student community, particularly the

regarded as the “‘petty bourgeois’ concerns of

United States. While we have at least two detailed

‘Westernized’ women.”[8]

studies of the Iranian student opposition abroad,
Shannon’s book is the first to substantially discuss
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Shannon acknowledges the increasing mili‐

right to argue that “concepts such as human

tancy of the Iranian student movement through‐

rights and freedom are malleable,” but the reader

out the decade of the 1960s. “By 1968,” Shannon

is left wondering what these students understood

writes, “the Iranian student movement abroad

human rights to mean (p. 159).[12]

was integral to New Left activism” (pp. 85-86).

In Losing Hearts and Minds, Shannon has

Nonetheless, he downplays their militancy, quot‐

challenged historians of US-Iran relations to think

ing sociologist Peyman Vahabzadeh who contends

beyond diplomatic history and consider the

that Iranian students were “obliquely enlivened

transnational. He has done the field a great ser‐

by a democratic impulse that was cloaked under

vice by pushing the boundaries of this historiogra‐

the revolutionary discursive mantle of the time”

phy and by writing the names of American-edu‐

(p. 13). But what if these students were, in fact, en‐

cated technocrats and activists like Khodadad Far‐

livened by a revolutionary anti-imperialism that

manfarmaian and Ali Fatemi into the historical

was cloaked under the human rights discursive

narrative of US-Iran relations. However, Shannon

mantle of the time? Shannon cites the English-lan‐

has largely sought to recover Iranian voices from

guage publications of these students, which were

American sources, which is problematic. The ab‐

intended to sway an American audience with ap‐

sence of any Persian-language sources in the

peals to human rights, while overlooking their

book, of which there is an abundance to work

Persian-language publications, which were filled

with outside of Iran in the form of document ar‐

with praise for violent guerrilla groups in Iran

chives, periodicals, published memoirs, and oral

and throughout the Third World. The dominant

history collections, means that what we generally

ideology of the Iranian student Left in the 1970s

encounter in Shannon’s work are the voices of

was not liberalism, constitutionalism, and individ‐

Iranian students speaking to Americans in Eng‐

ual human rights. For them, such bourgeois ideas

lish, often in the language of individual human

had perished with Mosaddeq’s government in

rights, rather than Iranian students debating one

1953. Instead, young Iranians were turning to a
concoction

of

revolutionary

another in Persian, often in the language of revo‐

anti-imperialism,

lution and armed struggle.[13]

Third Worldism, and Iranian nativism, with

Running

which Shannon does not adequately engage.[9]

throughout

Losing

Hearts

and

Minds is a counterfactual history of US-Iran rela‐

He dedicates a single paragraph to Jalal Al-e Ah‐

tions that imagines the United States heeding the

mad’s influential notion of “Westoxification” (p.

calls of Iranian students to abandon the shah and

116) while Ali Shariati, who offered Iranian stu‐

support the cause of constitutionalism as an en‐

dents an Islamist reading of Frantz Fanon and is

lightened path to Iranian modernity. This counter‐

considered by many the ideological father of the

factual history never came to pass, Shannon ar‐

Iranian Revolution, merits only one mention in

gues, because “the persistence of developmental‐

passing (p. 147).[10] As for Ayatollah Khomeini,

ist thinking prevented U.S. officials from seeing

his relationship with the student movement is not

Iran’s oppositionists as anything other than reac‐

discussed until the conclusion, where Shannon

tionaries, or, in the case of leftist students abroad,

writes that “the CISNU and Khomeini lived in dif‐

‘immature’ subversives to be silenced” (p. 159). In

ferent ideological worlds, but each side under‐

his effort to challenge this developmentalist think‐

stood the other’s utility” (p. 143). Only by privileg‐

ing, and without the benefit of access to Persian-

ing revolutionary expediency over say, the human

language sources, Shannon misreads the Iranian

rights of Iranian women, could students forge

student opposition. Like an earlier generation of

such an alliance of convenience with Khomeini in

American scholars, he wonders how an opposi‐

the name of fighting imperialism.[11] Shannon is
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