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CrossMark

Following the August 19, 1953 coup d’état and the fall of Dr. Mohammad Mossadegh’s
national government, Iran's political sphere entered a period marked by intense
repression and severe restrictions on party activity and nationalist movements. With
the shutdown of the National Front of Iran and the establishment of SAVAK, the space
for political engagement drastically shrank, and nationalist parties were effectively
stripped of the ability to participate publicly. Under these circumstances, some
nationalist leaders were arrested, while others clandestinely laid the foundation for the
National Resistance Movement. This movement, through secret meetings, the printing
and dissemination of statements, and efforts to mobilize nationalist and religious
forces, aimed to preserve the achievements of the oil nationalization movement and to
restore national governance. The National Resistance Movement sought to oppose
puppet regimes and foreign domination by uniting various political and religious forces
around the axis of resistance against the coup and authoritarianism. However,
mounting political pressure, widespread repression, and structural transformations
within the power apparatus gradually led to the dissolution of the movement and the
emergence of the Second National Front. This study examines the impact of Iran’s
political developments on the establishment, operation, and dissolution of the National
Resistance Movement. It analyzes the role these developments played in the continuity
of national struggles and the formation of subsequent political currents. Additionally,
the article explores the functions of nationalist parties and their modes of interaction,
while also tracing the roots of the political and social failures of this era. It
demonstrates how the suppression of nationalist parties and organizations during the
reign of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi paved the way for the rise of powerful opposition
forces within Iranian society.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Following the August 19, 1953 coup and the collapse of Dr. Mohammad Mossadegh’s
democratically elected government, Iran entered a period of severe political repression. This rupture
dismantled the National Front and created a vacuum for nationalist political expression. It was in this
restrictive atmosphere that the National Resistance Movement (NRM) was clandestinely formed by a
coalition of nationalist and religious figures. Early meetings convened in private homes, such as that of
Ayatollah Zanjani, marking a symbolic resistance under the slogan “The movement continues” {Teyrani,
1997 #219176}. Founding members, including notable figures like Yadollah Sahabi and Mehdi Bazargan,
envisioned the NRM as a continuation of the oil nationalization effort, striving to restore national dignity
and independence. The ideological lineage of the NRM can be traced to the National Front, particularly
the leadership and strategies of Mossadegh, whom the NRM upheld as a national symbol of sovereignty
{Barzin, 1999 #219159}. The movement's ideology fundamentally rejected imperialism and considered
the coup not only a domestic betrayal but also the result of foreign domination. In this vein, the NRM
maintained that any hope for democratic recovery lay not in diplomacy with foreign powers but in
mobilized popular resistance. Ideological cohesion was sought through a centralized leadership and
coordinated subcommittees which attempted to sustain unity despite surveillance and internal
disagreements {Mirzadeh, 2000 #219168}. Yet, while the NRM achieved notable structural organization,
the political environment’s hostility severely limited its capacity to act openly.

The NRM’s articulated objectives were made explicit in a three-point declaration in September
1953. These goals encompassed national sovereignty, social justice, and opposition to foreign control and
domestic puppet regimes. The movement pledged itself to dismantling feudalism, reducing class
disparities, improving labor conditions, and promoting freedom and social welfare. Their operational
strategies were rooted in subversion and public engagement. They distributed anti-coup leaflets, utilized
religious holidays like Ashura for protest mobilization, and resisted the state's propaganda efforts {Nejati,
1994 #219169}. In the face of media censorship, the NRM developed clandestine publications such as
“Rah-e Mossadegh,” which disseminated counter-narratives and informed citizens of political
developments. The NRM also appealed to international audiences, such as sending letters to global figures
like India’s Prime Minister Nehru, to expose the coup's illegitimacy. The movement persistently framed
itself as a guardian of Mossadegh’s ideals, committed to nonviolent struggle, and suspicious of any
compromise with the regime. These messages reached segments of the population disillusioned with the
coup’s promises, especially within the bazaars and universities. However, even as the movement grew in
symbolism and moral influence, material repression including arrests, torture, and exile began to take a
toll on its leadership and communication infrastructure.

The organizational structure of the NRM was both decentralized and hierarchical. Its various
committees—Central, Executive, Academic, Bazaar, Legal, and Clerical—played crucial roles in
recruiting, educating, and mobilizing supporters {Safari, 2000 #219172}. The Central Committee acted
as the core decision-making body and coordinated messaging across the country. The Academic
Committee, with members such as Ali Shariati and Mostafa Chamran, orchestrated student protests,
notably the October 1953 demonstration against the arrest of professors like Hossein Fatemi {Bazargan,
1971 #219160}. Meanwhile, the Bazaar Committee facilitated the distribution of leaflets and financial
support, capitalizing on merchant networks. The Clerical Committee, led by Ayatollah Zanjani and
Avyatollah Taleghani, ensured religious legitimacy and framed resistance within Islamic discourse {Parsa
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Benab, 2004 #219170}. Importantly, the NRM’s operational caution resulted in strict membership
protocols to prevent regime infiltration. Despite limited communication tools, the networked structure
allowed for agility and tactical responsiveness. Yet, internal factionalism, especially between moderate
and radical factions, began to surface following the repressive backlash of 1955-56. A growing divergence
emerged between the Iran Party’s pragmatic wing, which sought legal political accommodation, and purist
factions that rejected any cooperation with the monarchy {Nejati, 1994 #219169}.

The NRM’s political activism peaked during major protests such as those on October 8 and
November 12, 1953. These mass demonstrations, protesting arrests of intellectuals and in support of
Mossadegh, were met with brutal repression by security forces. One of the most iconic events was the
December 7, 1953 student massacre, where three students were killed during a protest against resumed
British-Iranian diplomatic relations and oil concessions {Agheli, 1988 #219155}. This massacre catalyzed
further discontent and became a symbolic point in Iranian student activism. In tandem, the NRM openly
rejected the Anglo-American-supported oil consortium, which they denounced as a betrayal of national
sovereignty and the 1951 oil nationalization law {Jami, 1983 #219164}. They issued letters to both Iranian
negotiators and Western oil companies, asserting that the Shah’s government was illegitimate and lacked
authority to finalize such contracts. These letters stressed that the only legitimate interlocutors were those
representing the Iranian people—many of whom were then imprisoned or silenced. These acts illustrate
how the NRM transitioned from symbolic resistance to direct engagement with economic imperialism.
Despite being outmaneuvered politically and militarily, they sought to retain the moral high ground by
rejecting foreign interference and consistently championing popular sovereignty.

Nevertheless, the structural pressure on the NRM intensified, particularly after the Shah's regime
consolidated power with the support of SAVAK and the military. By 1956, following mass arrests and
exile of key members like Ayatollah Zanjani, the movement had lost much of its organizational capacity.
While the Iran Party continued low-intensity resistance, it began to question the feasibility of total
noncooperation. The publication of the Iran Party’s controversial endorsement of the Eisenhower Doctrine
in 1957, justified by Elahiyeh Saleh as a tactic to reenter public discourse, sparked outrage even within
party ranks {Zirakzadeh, 1997 #219179%}. This ideological dilution reflected the broader dilemma: how to
resist authoritarianism within the bounds of repression. Meanwhile, the Shah manipulated electoral
processes to consolidate loyalist parliaments, most notably in the 18th and 19th Majlis, systematically
excluding opposition figures and marginalizing dissent {Beale, 1992 #219161}. The NRM attempted to
contest these elections under slogans like “Victory or Exposure,” but was met with overwhelming fraud
and security force violence. Though their participation failed to secure parliamentary seats, it exposed the
undemocratic nature of the elections, documented electoral manipulation, and helped internationalize the
struggle.

Ultimately, by the late 1950s, the National Resistance Movement’s practical activities were
virtually paralyzed. The remaining leadership either joined the emerging Second National Front or
retreated into silence. The NRM’s legacy, however, extended beyond its immediate political failure. It
institutionalized a culture of resistance rooted in Mossadegh’s democratic nationalism, which emphasized
nonalignment, anti-colonialism, and constitutional governance {Barzin, 1999 #219159}. Through
symbolic acts—Iike distributing Mossadegh’s images, staging sit-ins, and publishing underground press—
the NRM kept alive the narrative of betrayal, resistance, and national dignity. Their documentation of




torture, state violence, and electoral fraud served as a counter-history to the official narrative of stability
and modernization propagated by the Shah’s regime. In many respects, the NRM set the groundwork for
future resistance models in Iran, influencing political discourses across ideological lines—from secular
nationalism to Islamic activism. Despite the repression, the NRM's spirit endured as a foundational
memory in the genealogy of Iran’s political opposition. It helped to cultivate an enduring political
consciousness that saw resistance not as futile, but as historically validated and morally imperative.

In conclusion, while the National Resistance Movement did not succeed in reversing the effects of
the 1953 coup or reinstating Mossadegh’s government, it established a robust model of organized,
principled, and grassroots political resistance. The movement's efforts to combine ideological clarity with
structural resilience laid the groundwork for subsequent opposition movements. It helped preserve and
transmit the ideals of national independence and democratic governance during a dark era of authoritarian
consolidation. The NRM’s lasting significance lies not in its immediate achievements, but in the legacy it
imprinted on Iran’s political memory and the seeds it sowed for later waves of dissent that eventually

culminated in profound transformations in Iran’s political trajectory.
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