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BP: The Unfinished Crimes 
and Plunder of Anglo-Amer-
ican Imperialism by Frederic 
F. Clairmont, Citizens Inter-
national, Penang, 2010.

Review by Bernard Mbeki

The editors of this mono-
graph are to be con-
gratulated for publish-

ing a work by one of the most 
distinguished progressive 
intellects of our time. Fred-
eric Clairmont remains one 
of the very rare United Na-
tions higher civil servants who 
have fought the influence of 
imperialism within the organi-
sation, through his indomita-
ble researches on corporate 
control of the international 
marketing and distribution of 
commodities. His writings and 
teachings straddling decades 
of liberation struggles, as yet 
unfinished, have been a source 
of spiritual succour to activists 
such as myself, his students 
and thousands of his readers.  

Readers of this profound 
work will no doubt recall the 
piercing analytical insights 
and unrivalled prose of Clair-
mont’s classic The Rise and Fall 
of Economic Liberalism, which 
unmasked the hollowness and 
perversity of traditional social 
sciences. All of his subsequent 
revolutionary writings, includ-
ing this short work, follow this 
unbroken mould.

For those like myself who 
have participated in the lib-
eration struggles of south-
ern Africa, this formidable 
monograph is a moment of 
celebration. Its appearance 
comes at the tragic time when 
a savage colonial onslaught is 
being waged against Libya in 
a blatant attempt to pillage its 
prodigious natural resources, 
overthrow its government 
and butcher its leadership, 
while masquerading under the 
euphemism of “humanitarian 
intervention”. In this respect, 
the events in Libya have a 
precedent in Iran, and it is 
the Iranian story which this 
monograph tells with gripping 
poignancy. 

BP: The Unfinished Crimes 
and Plunder of Anglo-American 
Imperialism is a work of pro-
found ideological firepower. 
Even more importantly, it is 
written with heart and it will 
go a long way towards enrich-
ing our understanding of the 
shattering mutations rocking 
the awakened but still quasi-
colonised Arab nation. 

It begins with the story 
of the battles waged by the 
Iranian working class against 
imperialism symbolised by the 
Anglo-Persian Oil Company 
(APOC). These unremitting 

battles eventually led to the 
liquidation of the hated mon-
archy and the liberation of Iran 
in January 1979.  They reflect-
ed a political, economic and 
cultural struggle for freedom 
that has had ramifications well 
beyond the geographical con-
fines of that country.

The editors have abun-
dantly sprinkled the author’s 
narrative with maps and pho-
tographs of all the major actors 
in this drama of imperial con-
quest and genocide. These in-
clude stunning photographs of 
William D’Arcy, the architect 
of APOC, Winston Churchill, 
Cecil Rhodes, Kermit Roo-
sevelt Jr, David Ben Gurion 
and others who were among 
the leading perpetrators of 
the crimes against the Iranian 
people. Nor should I forget the 
portraits of the Dulles broth-
ers that a younger generation 
deserves to see.

The appearance of this 
exquisitely crafted work com-
bined with matchless research 
into all the primary historical 
sources and British parliamen-
tary papers coincides with the 
ousting of two major stooges 
of imperialism and Zionism: 
Ben Ali in Tunisia and Mu-
barak in Egypt, with more to 
come.

It begins with the tale of 
the discovery of oil in the 
Persian Gulf at the turn of the 
20th century by APOC, which 
would later be rechristened the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company 
(AIOC) and, in its ultimate 
reincarnation, British Petro-
leum, whose most recent eco-
logical crime was perpetrated 
in the Gulf of Mexico. Dr 
Clairmont reveals to us, step 
by step, the scale of the pillage, 
repression and the most sordid 
forms of exploitation in Iran. 
The developments there con-
firmed the truth of Chairman 
Mao that where there is repres-
sion and exploitation there will 
always be resistance.

The resistance of the Ira-
nian working class remains 
one of the most Promethean 
proletarian movements of 
all time. The first major on-
slaught against APOC began 
in 1919 with a major strike 
in Abadan, the world’s larg-
est oil refinery. It triggered a 
political firestorm within the 
Persian nation. What widens 
the horizons of the reader is 
that Clairmont relates these 
revolutionary stirrings to those 
revolutionary storms that 
were simultaneously blowing 
in other areas of the colonial 
world in the immediate after-
math of the imperialist carnage 
that ended in 1918.

In my view, it is the first 
time that any historian has 
examined the inter-connect-
edness of the liberationist 
strivings within the colonial 
world. The “great eruption”, 
as it was baptised, was meshed 
with the massive anti-colonial 
uprising in the Mekong Delta 

in French Indochina that was 
crushed in blood by the French 
Foreign Legion, and the mass 
murder of peaceful unarmed 
demonstrators in Amritsar, 
India by British General Dyer 
and his Gurkhas.

The events in Iran were 
the audible explosion of the 
crumbling of empire. Well 
could David Lloyd George, one 
of APOC’s leading investors 
(like Winston Churchill and 
the royal family), acknowledge 
that “the peaceful colonial 
world that we inherited from 
our parents is now imploding”? 
Never mind that this colonial 
world was never “peaceful” as 
he had imagined. What mat-
ters was that the battle against 
APOC was henceforth to play 
an exemplary role in the in-
jection of a mighty political 
consciousness in the peoples 
of the colonial world.

The Abadan uprising of 
1919 played a crucial role — a 
fact of which I was wholly ig-
norant — in the creation of the 
Iranian Communist Party or 
Tudeh in 1920. As Clairmont 
stresses, the militant battle 
against APOC did not only 
have nationalist overtones but 
revealed the extent and power 
of proletarian internationalism 
emanating from a major colo-
nial outpost of imperialism. 
Internationalism was never the 
prerogative of the white man’s 
labour movement.

The swift ascendancy of 
Tudeh and its ideological 
challenge to what had become 
a vital strategic centre of the 
British empire was not lost on 
Churchill and the British rul-
ing class as a whole. Nor, for 
that matter, on the American 

ruling class, whose own oil gi-
ants had already made consid-
erable inroads into the Middle 
East from the 1930s.

It is at this juncture that 
Clairmont projects the rise of 
the tragic figure of Dr Moham-
mad Mossadeq.  One of the 
signal achievements of this 
work is that the author   throws 
into relief the lack of ideologi-
cal coherence in Mossadeq’s 
early thinking.  Mossadeq had 
coddled the belief that APOC 
could be persuaded to share 
its profits and its power with 
its quasi-neocolony. It was a 
grotesque misreading of his-
tory. As the author reminds us, 
Mossadeq was a Utopian who 
failed to understand the roots 
and ramifications of imperial-
ism and to seize the Gandhian 
truth that “there could be no 
such thing as equality between 
unequals”.  He believed that 
his country was a sovereign 
entity. It was not. Mossadeq 
was a landed aristocrat who 
was hostile in the embryonic 
stages of his political evolution 
to all forms of radical change 
in the system of propertied 
relations.

However, one of the great 
merits of Mossadeq, as Clair-
mont underlines, was that 
despite the shackles of his class 
origin and his initial ignorance 
of revolutionary theory, he was 
not immune to the winds that 
were sweeping his country, 
the colonial world and the 
stricken capitalist world. The 
l930s were thus his formative 
years as it was an era which 
witnessed the horrors of the 
Great Depression, the upsurge 
of Fascism and its colonial 
wars of conquest in Abyssinia 

and China.
As with Nehru, the whip-

lash of Nazi racialism, the 
emergence of the Red Star over 
China, the Spanish Civil War 
and India’s freedom struggle 
were some of the catalysts 
that left their enduring impact 
on Mossadeq’s persona. As 
the Indian resistance leader 
Krishna Menon said, Mos-
sadeq was ideologically a late 
starter but the 1930s provided 
him with the historical lever 
that was needed for coming 
to grips with the forces of 
imperialism.  

What the reader will discov-
er is that Mossadeq’s visits to 
India and his encounters with 
Nehru and, above all, Krishna 
Menon would prove to be of 
decisive political importance 
in shaping his subsequent 
anti-imperialist trajectory. 
His activism, as the narrative 
makes clear, was not only 
against imperialism but also 
against the colonial cronies 
of imperialism represented 
by the Iranian monarchy, the 
higher clerical establishment 
and the apparatus of police 
state terrorism.

The l930s were also years 
when Tudeh’s power was 
surging with “the velocity of 
a forest fire”, as the British 
ambassador to Teheran lu-
gubriously noted. It was the 
assigned role of imperialism 
to extinguish this fire. 

A closer rapprochement 
with Tudeh was mandatory 
but this proved difficult for 
Mossadeq. There were points 
of growing convergence be-
tween them but there were 
also ideological divergences. 
For Tudeh, whose influence 
now spilled into the ranks of 
the army, the civil service and 
the teaching establishments, 
there was the realisation that 
the moment to strike was 
close. Its goal, as elaborated 
by Clairmont, was the building 
of a coherent socialist order 
and reinforcing its relations 
with the Soviet Union and the 
International.

The author has done a 
splendid job of tracing the 
complex political and ideo-
logical strands of this unfold-
ing process. Mossadeq finally 
seized the revolutionary nettle 
and moved forward in his 
drive to nationalise what had 
now become known as the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. 
His days of dithering had 
passed and here Clairmont 
elaborates this point at length. 
“We are nationalizing the 
AIOC,” declared Mossadeq, 
“because it has systematically 
over several decades refused to 
engage in a constructive dia-
logue with us ... It has reduced 
us to poverty and humiliation. 
Above all, ours is a struggle for 
the conquest of our political 
freedom.”

It is in this unequivocal 
context of the freedom strug-
gle and the affirmation of 

national sovereignty that the 
combined forces of British 
and American imperialism 
were unleashed. Here Clair-
mont proceeds to analyse the 
terrorist stratagems that were 
deployed against the national 
freedom movement. The lead-
ing criminal actors were John 
Foster Dulles and his brother 
Allen together with their CIA 
protégé Kermit Roosevelt Jr, 
who became the prime organ-
isers in the butchery that was 
to follow.

The Anglo-American gen-
ocidal offensive against the 
forces of Iranian freedom was 
to be fought in the name of 
defending civilisation against 
communism. Churchill en-
capsulated the rationalisation 
of state terrorism in these 
mellifluous words: “We are 
fighting against a communist 
offensive that is moving on 
all fronts ... The moment is 
propitious to halt this blight 
to human freedom. For these 
reasons we have to root out the 
tyranny of Mossadeq.”

At this point the narrative 
reaches its grand climacteric. 
The arrest, torture and im-
prisonment of Mossadeq was 
a major turning point in the 
liquidation of the national 
liberation movement. In this 
criminal act the CIA and Brit-
ain’s MI6 were joined by Is-
rael’s Mossad that shaped one 
of the most bestial terrorist 
organisations of all times.   

Thousands were deported, 
butchered or disappeared. At 
the time of the Shah’s flight in 
1979 around 50,000 inmates 
were detained in extermina-
tory camps. The most noto-
rious of these death camps 
was the one near the village 
of Irafshan in southern Iran, 
where temperatures soar to 
50°C in the summer months. 
Tens of thousands died of mal-
nutrition, typhus, tuberculosis 
and malaria. The mass human 
destruction bore similarities 
with Pinochet’s death camps 
in Chile, save that this was on a 
far more horrendous scale.

The author, in keeping 
with his profound human-
ism, ends his story with an 
unforgettably beautiful reca-
pitulation of Mossadeq’s last 
days. It is a noble epilogue to 
this exalted drama which we 
hope will always be read in the 
years to come as a reminder of 
the venality of the workings of 
imperialism:

“In the living room of his 
[Mossadeq’s] residence hung a 
large portrait of Ho Chi Minh 
which he refused to remove 
when ordered to do so. He 
followed, up to the end of 
his life, the liberation strug-
gles (and repressions) in the 
colonial world. The triumph 
of Cuban freedom in January 
1959 happened to be one of 
his greatest joys, proof of his 
internationalism.”
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