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Research Paper Since 1947 the CIA has shaped world politics through covert action—
Accepted: 23-02-2026 often far from public view. This condensed paper—now expanded
Published: 10-03-2026 once more—examines two emblematic episodes: Operation Canadian
Keywords: Caper (the 1979-80 Tehran rescue later dramatized in Argo) and

Central Intelligence Agency Operation Cyclone (the multi-billion-dollar arming of the Afghan
(CIA); Covert Operations; resistance, popularized by Charlie Wilson’s War). It situates each

Cold War Politics; within the arc of U.S.—Iran relations, Cold War competition,

Operation Canadian transnational jihadism, and the power of film to fix public memory

Caper; (Doolittle 13; Mendez 267; Crile 34; C. V. Scott 177-88; Scott, Road
115).

Introduction: Power, Secrecy, and the Cold War Frame

Established on 26 July 1947, the CIA quickly became the sharp edge of U.S. power, tasked with
safeguarding national security, countering Soviet influence, impeding nuclear proliferation, and
preventing catastrophes like 9/11 (Melton and Wallace 13). From the outset, practitioners framed the
contest as one where survival might require unconventional means. In a stark 1954 assessment for
President Eisenhower, retired General James H. Doolittle argued that “long-standing American concepts
of ‘fair play’” might need to be set aside, and that the public would ultimately have to accept this
“fundamentally repugnant” philosophy (Doolittle 13). That foundational tension—expediency versus
ethics—runs through the agency’s covert record and shapes the politics of secrecy that accompany it

(Melton and Wallace 13; Doolittle 13).
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The Cold War supplied both the justification and the geography for covert action. Washington
viewed peripheral crises through a bipolar lens in which seemingly local disputes risked tipping the
global balance, a logic that encouraged clandestine interventions and proxy warfare (Cooley 3). In Iran, a
1953 ClIA-backed coup against Mohammad Mossadegh signaled how regime change could be
rationalized as preemptive defense of strategic resources and alignment, even as it sowed mistrust that
reverberated decades later (Rahnema 1-2; Petherick 148—54). The same mindset animated later choices
around nuclear restraint and regional security, from efforts to shape Iran’s nuclear trajectory to the
arithmetic of sanctions and bargaining (Wright and Bakhash 125; Lindsay and Takeyh 33—-50). When
relations cratered after 1979, the pattern of escalation, punitive measures, and episodic diplomacy
hardened into a repertoire periodically refreshed by crises—from the Iran-Iraq War to twenty-first-

century brinkmanship (Katzman 1).

Covert action also intersected with culture and memory. Popular films and fiction translate
classified struggles into legible stories of courage and threat, often simplifying causes and consequences.
Narratives of captivity, heroism, and righteous retaliation can cement an “us versus them” framing that
narrows the space for recognition and negotiated de-escalation (C. V. Scott 177-88; Duncombe 1-2).
Argo’s airport climax and Charlie Wilson’s War’s charisma-driven arc exemplify how cinematic
storytelling can elevate tactical ingenuity while backgrounding the longer tail of strategic costs (Argo
00:23:23-00:23:54; Crile 34). Those costs are not merely theoretical: the Afghan jihad against the USSR,
lavishly resourced through intermediaries, produced durable war economies, armed networks, and

ideological currents that outlived the Cold War itself (Scott, Road 115; Scott, Drugs 30-33; Cooley 3).

Against this backdrop, the paper examines two emblematic operations—Canadian Caper and
Operation Cyclone—to illuminate how clandestine victories are made, narrated, and remembered.
Canadian Caper showcases tradecraft and allied diplomacy achieving a narrow humanitarian success
amid a broader strategic defeat (Mendez 267). Cyclone demonstrates the scale and aftershocks of proxy
warfare: a campaign that helped drive Soviet withdrawal yet incubated actors and incentives that later
constrained U.S. policy (Crile 34; Scott, Road 115). Together they reveal how honor, glory, and dark
secrets coexist within the same repertoire of covert power—and how the stories told about these missions

shape what strategies seem possible next (C. V. Scott 177-88; Duncombe 1-2).
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Fiction, Fear, and the Politics of Representation

Post-9/11 popular culture often locates danger in the Middle East, casting threat as both imminent and
absolute. Joel C. Rosenberg’s The Twelfth Imam opens with the 1979 Tehran hostage crisis and conjures
a future nuclearized Iran; its visceral scenes of chaos invite empathy for American victims while
amplifying the image of Iran as irrational and bloodthirsty (Rosenberg 1; C. V. Scott 177-88). Films and
series like Homeland, Zero Dark Thirty, and Jack Ryan invite audiences to read geopolitics through stark

binaries—us/them, good/evil—which influences the horizons of diplomacy.
Before the Embassy: 1953 and the Long Memory of a Coup

The 1979 crisis cannot be disentangled from 1953, when the CIA and Britain’s MI6 helped depose Iran’s
elected Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh after he moved to nationalize oil resources (Rahnema 1—
2; Petherick 148-54). The coup strengthened the Shah’s rule but undermined the monarchy’s legitimacy
among many Iranians, a wound that helped fuel revolutionary fervor and anti- American sentiment
(Rahnema 1-2). The episode foreshadows a pattern: covert regime change yields immediate gains while

incubating deeper instability.
Operation Canadian Caper: An Audacious Rescue in a Strategic Defeat

When militant students seized the U.S. Embassy in Tehran on 4 November 1979, they captured dozens of
Americans and held them for 444 days. Six escaped and hid under Canadian protection. CIA officer Tony
Mendez designed a daring exfiltration: insert into Iran under the cover of a Canadian film crew scouting a
science - fiction movie and fly the six out as part of that “crew” (Mendez 267). The ruse required
coaching novices to live their aliases, then shepherding them through Mehrabad Airport under the gaze of
revolutionary guards (Mendez 267). The plan worked. Canada took public credit; the CIA’s role
remained secret until 1997 (Mendez 267). In Argo, this sliver of success becomes a cultural phenomenon,
dramatizing tradecraft as singularly decisive (Argo 00:23:23-00:23:54). Yet the broader context was
sobering: the United States suffered a humiliating diplomatic crisis even as it celebrated a rescue (C. V.

Scott 177-88).
A Flamboyant Cover, on Purpose

In the film’s rendition of planning, Mendez dismisses dull covers—English teachers, agricultural
advisers—in favor of a flamboyant film-crew ruse: “Star Wars, Star Trek. They need an exotic place to

shoot... Then we go to the consulate and say we wanna look at Iran. I fly in there and we fly out together
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as a film crew. Done” (Argo 00:23:23-00:23:54). The CIA judged such a cover more plausible than
would be students or foreign do-gooders because schools were shut and crop inspections implausible in
winter (Mendez 267). The plan’s risk was clear: if any of the seven faltered, the team might be exposed

as spies and executed (Mendez 267).
The Longer Arc of the U.S.—Iran Relations

Iran’s nuclear ambitions originated under the pro-U.S. Shah, who received enriched uranium and training
assistance in the 1950s—70s (Wright and Bakhash 125). After 1979, relations cratered; the U.S. supported
Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war, and in 1988 a U.S. ship shot down Iran Air Flight 655, killing 290
civilians—an episode that intensified Iranian mistrust despite compensation (Katzman 1). Periodic
openings—most notably a 2013 presidential phone call—enabled the 2015 Joint Comprehensive Plan of
Action (JCPOA), which constrained Iran’s program without eliminating enrichment (Lindsay and Takeyh
33-50; Wright and Bakhash 125). Subsequent U.S. withdrawal from the JCPOA and the 2020 strike on

IRGC-QF commander Qasem Soleimani reignited tensions (Katzman 1).

Operation Cyclone: Proxy War, Grand Coalition, and Unintended Consequences

If Canadian Caper showcased ingenuity, Operation Cyclone epitomized scale. After the Soviet invasion
of Afghanistan in 1979, Congressman Charlie Wilson and CIA partners transformed a modest program
into a massive pipeline of money and weapons for Afghan mujahideen via Pakistan’s Inter-Services
Intelligence (ISI) (Crile 34). In Charlie Wilson’s War, Wilson’s humanitarian rhetoric—“good versus
evil”—foregrounds his charm while downplaying operational complexities and long-term costs (Charlie

Wilson’s War 00:05:15-00:05:26; Crile 34).
The Pakistan Hub and the ‘Arab Afghan’ Legion

Pakistan was indispensable—and not merely a conduit. Its security services insisted on controlling
distribution and training, aligning aid with Islamabad’s strategic priorities (Haqqani 3; Farooq 25). With
Saudi co-funding, the CIA funneled billions of dollars and advanced weapons, including Stingers,
through the ISI between 1980 and 1992 (Farooq 25). Camps in Pakistan trained tens of thousands of
militants; Western services were aware and often supportive at the time (Scott, Road 124). Washington’s
choices—favoring Islamist factions over more traditional or nationalist currents, tolerating narcotics as a
war - financing mechanism, internationalizing jihad—proved consequential (Scott, Road 115; Scott,
Drugs 32-33).
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Guns In, Heroin Out

Investigative accounts detail how trucks that delivered weapons could return with heroin, shielded from
inspection; profits lubricated war economies and later criminal networks (Scott, Road 124).
Washington’s policy, as Peter Dale Scott summarizes, favored Islamist fundamentalists, helped build an
“Arab Afghan” foreign legion that despised both superpowers, and tolerated narcotics to weaken the

Soviet army and finance the jihad (Scott, Road 115; Scott, Drugs 30).
After the Soviets: Vacuum, Civil War, Taliban

The Soviet exit did not deliver peace. Instead, it left a power vacuum managed by rival warlords whose
struggles devastated cities and civilians (Cooley 3). The Taliban emerged near Kandahar in 1994,
promising order and Islamic governance; in successive campaigns they controlled most of the country
(Burke 5). Their rule imposed severe restrictions, especially on women, and banned many forms of

leisure; their extreme interpretation of Sharia alarmed even neighboring Muslim states (Rashid 2).
Pipelines, Pragmatism, and Reversal

Initially, some in Washington viewed the Taliban’s consolidation as a potential source of stability for
energy infrastructure linking Central Asia to the Arabian Sea—another example of strategic expediency
(Scott, Road 130). But the Taliban’s relationship with Osama bin Laden, their hostility to U.S. leverage,
and the evidence of terrorist planning from Afghan soil shifted U.S. policy. When the Taliban later
banned opium in areas they controlled, production shifted to Northern Alliance zones, underscoring that

“war on drugs” and “war helped by drugs” could be two faces of the same conflict (Scott, Drugs 32-33).
Blowback in Practice

By many Washington accounts, Cyclone “worked”: the Soviets withdrew and Moscow’s defeat
accelerated the end of the Cold War (Crile 34). Yet the human and political residue was vast: millions of
refugees, cities in ruins, armed networks with their own funding streams, and ideological currents
radicalized by combat (Cooley 3; Burke 5). Efforts at negotiated handovers of bin Laden were mooted
and rejected; after 9/11, distinctions between Taliban and al-Qaeda collapsed in U.S. discourse, even as

their interests and structures were not identical (Burke 5).

Dr. Anirban Bhattacharya Page | 1118



fr:%] The Academic Volume 4 | Issue 2 | February 2026

Cinema as Memory Work: Argo and Charlie Wilson’s War

Popular films do more than entertain; they canonize interpretations. Argo compresses the Tehran rescue
into a suspenseful caper anchored by a lone CIA operative, minimizing the roles of Canadian diplomats
and many Iranian actors. By bracketing the 1953 coup and the longer U.S.—Iran history, it implies a
conflict whose origins are irrational and whose resolution is cathartic (Argo 00:23:23-00:23:54;
Rahnema 1-2; Petherick 148-54). Charlie Wilson’s War personifies policy around one lawmaker’s
initiative—ending before the hardest questions arise: who governs after victory, who pays for
reconstruction, and who is accountable for the networks we enabled (Crile 34; Charlie Wilson’s War

01:16:09—01:17:32; Scott, Road 124).
Lessons and Limits

Three lessons recur across these cases. First, tactical brilliance can coexist with strategic myopia:
Mendez’s artful deception in Tehran achieved exactly what it set out to do—rescue six Americans—yet
the broader confrontation intensified and endures (Mendez 267; C. V. Scott 177-88). In Afghanistan,
devastating Soviet setbacks were followed by a fragmented state and transnational militancy (Crile 34;
Cooley 3). Second, intermediaries shape outcomes: Pakistan’s ISI curated winners and losers according
to Pakistan’s priorities, recalibrating Afghan politics in ways Washington underestimated (Haqqani 3;
Farooq 25). Third, narratives matter: films and novels transform complex histories into accessible arcs,
mobilizing support while entrenching binaries and masking long-term costs (C. V. Scott 177-88; Argo

00:23:23-00:23:54; Charlie Wilson’s War 00:05:15-00:05:26).
Conclusion

Operation Canadian Caper and Operation Cyclone invite us to see more than daring missions. They are
windows onto the way the United States wields clandestine power, the trade-offs it accepts, and the
stories it tells itself afterward. The Tehran extraction shows how a carefully choreographed deception can
produce a narrow “win” amid wider defeat; the Afghan program shows how defeating an adversary
abroad can plant the seeds of future insecurity (Mendez 267; Crile 34; Scott, Road 115). If the aim is real
security, strategy must extend beyond the “op” to the day after the headlines: sustained diplomacy,
investment in reconstruction, and a sober accounting of how allies, intermediaries, and media narratives

will carry the policy forward—or mutate it beyond recognition.
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Extended Analysis and Discussion

Revisiting ethics, intermediaries, war economies, recognition, and policy design clarifies how tactical
wins can produce long-run risks. Doolittle’s philosophy of ruthlessness, the ISI’s gatekeeping, narcotics -

funded insurgency finance, and representational binaries together show why the morning after matters as

much as the night of the operation (Doolittle 13; Hagqqani 3; Scott, Drugs 30-33; C. V. Scott 177-88).
Further Expansion: Typologies, Metrics, and Memory
Comparative Typology of Covert Action

Covert action is not a monolith. Analysts typically distinguish four modes along a continuum—political
action (party finance, electioneering), economic action (resource denial and clandestine sanctions),
propaganda (psychological operations), and paramilitary support (training, arming, or directing
irregulars). The Doolittle Report supplied the justificatory frame for that continuum: a democratic state
might have to fight in the shadows to preserve itself (Doolittle 13). At the other end of the spectrum,
tradecraft handbooks emphasize the micro - physics of deception—misdirection, disguise, and
performance—without which even nonviolent covert action fails (Melton and Wallace 13). Canadian
Caper fused these modes: a propaganda-style film shell company supported a paramilitary - grade
exfiltration, while diplomats acted as political cover (Mendez 267). Cyclone occupied the opposite pole:
sustained paramilitary sponsorship converted diffuse Afghan resistance into a better - armed, more

internationalized insurgency with effects far beyond the original battlefield (Crile 34; Scott, Road 115).
Metrics of Success and Strategic Value

Evaluating covert action requires layered metrics. Tactically, Argo’s exfiltration was flawless;
operationally, it relieved immediate humanitarian risk; strategically, it did little to alter the trajectory of
U.S.—Iran hostility (Mendez 267; C. V. Scott 177-88). By contrast, Cyclone delivered a strategic shock to
the USSR, hastening its Afghan withdrawal, but it also socialized costs to civilians and future U.S. policy
by empowering semi-autonomous armed networks (Crile 34; Cooley 3). If a policy’s long-run effects
include refugee crises, warlordism, and narco-financing, its apparent “success” becomes analytically
ambiguous (Cooley 3; Scott, Drugs 30-33). Bodansky’s account of intertwined logistics and finance
shows how post-conflict actors accumulated independent revenue streams, constraining later diplomacy

(Bodansky 314—15). A better metric would discount tactical glamor with a “reconstruction coefficient’:
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no triumph counts without a funded pathway to legitimate governance and economic recovery (Crile 34;

Scott, Road 115).
Intermediaries, Agency Slack, and Governance

Design failure often arises from principal-agent gaps. Washington’s principals outsourced too much
control to Islamabad’s agents, who sensibly optimized for Pakistan’s security dilemmas rather than for
Afghanistan’s plural governance (Haqqgani 3; Farooq 25). The result was predictable: clients with
maximal battlefield utility but minimal cross-faction legitimacy. Once the Taliban centralized power and
then imposed an extreme social order, the war economy redirected rather than disappeared; when opium
production was banned in Taliban areas, it surged in Northern Alliance zones—a geographic substitution
that preserved revenue for armed groups (Scott, Drugs 32-33). In other words, absent governance

planning, the market for violence finds a new equilibrium (Scott, Road 124; Rashid 2; Cooley 3).
Cultural Memory and the Policy Space

Public memory sets the ceiling for policy imagination. The kinetic heroism of Argo and the charisma-
driven narrative in Charlie Wilson’s War make for superb cinema; they also compress causality into
individual action and obscure structural entanglements (Argo 00:23:23—00:23:54; Charlie Wilson’s War
00:05:15-00:05:26). C. V. Scott’s reading of captivity narratives and Duncombe’s recognition
framework together suggest that such storytelling narrows the conditions under which reconciliation
appears legitimate (C. V. Scott 177-88; Duncombe 1-2). That helps explain polarized U.S. reactions to
the JCPOA: where audiences perceive Iran through apocalyptic archetypes or permanent perfidy,
reciprocal constraints look naive, even when they advance concrete security interests (Wright and

Bakhash 125; Lindsay and Takeyh 33-50; Katzman 1).
Normative Guardrails for Future Operations

Two cases do not yield a full doctrine, but they do illuminate guardrails. First, couple any kinetic or
proxy operation with a predetermined reconstruction trigger—funds and timelines that turn off weapons
flows as governance and services ramp up (Crile 34; Cooley 3). Second, contract with intermediaries
using enforceable milestones tied to civilian protection and inclusion; avoid blank - check pipelines
(Haqqgani 3; Farooq 25). Third, treat narrative planning as an instrument of strategy: proactively
communicate limits and end-states so that films, novels, and press briefings do not default to triumphalist

templates that later constrain diplomacy (C. V. Scott 177-88; Duncombe 1-2). Finally, keep Doolittle’s

Dr. Anirban Bhattacharya Page | 1121



fr:%] The Academic Volume 4 | Issue 2 | February 2026

candor without his fatalism: acknowledge that some means will always be off-limits in a republic, even
under duress, and that tradecraft’s brilliance—whether in a Tehran airport or along a mountain pass—

cannot substitute for policy that looks beyond the next headline (Doolittle 13; Melton and Wallace 13;
Mendez 267; Scott, Road 115).
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