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SETTING THE STAGE 

The Iranian Revolution 
In 1979 a revolution occurred in Iran. Prior to 
the revolution, Iran was a monarchy that had 
been lead by the Shah Mohammad Reza 
Pahlavi. Like all major events, the revolution 
was the result of numerous causes, 
overlapping in complex ways. However, most 
observers agree that many conservative 
Iranians had become deeply unhappy with 
what they saw as the “westernization” of Iran 
and the “contamination” of Iranian culture under 
the Shah. In the 1960s the Shah encouraged 
reforms that would permit women to vote, allow 
religious minorities to hold office and grant 
women legal equality in marital issues. 

The Shah was opposed by Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, who wanted to turn Iran into an 
Islamic state. In 1963, the Ayatollah was forced 
to leave Iran by the Shah and remained in exile 
for 15 years. When the Ayatollah returned from 
exile, he fuelled the flames of revolution and 
called for protests against the United States and 
supporters of the U.S. in the Shah’s regime. 
Huge demonstrations occurred. 

The U.S. Hostage Crisis 
Over the years, the United States Embassy in 
Iran — as well as the embassies of other western 
nations — was often the target of 
demonstrations. But on November 4, 1979, the 
demonstrations took a hostile turn after it 
became known that the United States had let the 
Shah into the country for medical treatment for 
cancer. Many Iranians felt that this was a slap in 
the face against Iran, since the man they had just 
deposed from office was being given special 
treatment by the United States. Others believed 
that this was part of a U.S. Central Intelligence 
Agency plot to remove Iran’s new ruler — the 

Ayatollah Khomeini 
— and put the Shah 
back in power. 

A group of about 600 
students hatched a 
plot to occupy the 
American embassy. 
The students cut 
through the chains 
securing the embassy 
gates and stormed 
the courtyard. More 
than 60 staff 
scrambled to the 
back of the embassy building, terrified for their 
lives. U.S. Marines held off the crowd as long as 
possible, but after several hours they were 
forced to surrender. The students imprisoned the 
60 staff inside the embassy, demanding that the 
Shah be returned to face justice in Iran. 

During the chaos of the takeover, eleven of the 
U.S. embassy staff managed to escape the 
compound. They broke into two groups and tried 
to reach the British Embassy. One group was 
captured and returned to the embassy to be held 
with the other hostages. The remaining five 
hostages were alone outside the compound for 
six days. During those six days they moved five 

Vocabulary –
WESTERNIZATION 
To influence with ideas, 
customs, practices, etc., 
characteristic of western 
hemisphere nations like 
the United Kingdom and 
the United States. 

DEPOSED 
To remove from office 
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times, eventually contacting John Sheardown, 
who was a Canadian public affairs officer at the 
Canadian Embassy. 

Canadians Come to the Rescue 
According to Mark Lijek, one of the American 
fugitives, the embassy staff were initially 
concerned that Sheardown might be reluctant to 
help them, since doing so could put him and his 
wife in danger. Lijek said that they were relieved 
when Sheardown responded warmly: “Why 
didn’t you call sooner?” and then he invited all 
five of the fugitives to come to his residence. 
Another fugitive joined the group two weeks 
later, bringing the total number to six. (“What 
really happened: a retired U.S. diplomat rescued 
from Iran, Mark Lijek writes about the movie 
Argo and the real heroes of 1979.” Maclean’s, 
February 25, 2013, p. 14). 

Sheardown contacted Ken Taylor, the Canadian 
ambassador to Iran, and Taylor alerted Ottawa. 
At every level — the External Affairs office, the 
Prime Minister’s office — the Canadian 
response was the same: “yes.” And the 
commitment to help was “to the finish.” The 
Canadians were committed to protecting the 
Americans until the crisis ended or they could be 
smuggled out. 

Argo 
The Hollywood film Argo, directed by Ben 
Affleck, won the 2013 Oscar for Best Picture. 
The film depicts the plan that was devised to 
free the American Embassy staff and the very 
tense implementation of that plan. Although the 
film has won rave reviews and numerous 
awards, many people have criticized the film for 
not being historically accurate, and in particular, 
for almost entirely ignoring Canada’s role in the 
rescue of the Americans. 

In this News in Review story we will explore 
reviews of the Hollywood film Argo that depicts 
the successful rescue of the six American 
Embassy staff hidden in Iran by Canadians John 
Sheardown and Ken Taylor. And we will 
consider the difference between history, 
historical fiction and filmmaking. 

Did You Know? 
The rescue of six American Embassy 
workers hidden by Canadians in Iran is 
known as the Canadian Caper. 
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VIDEO REVIEW 

Pre‐viewing Questions 

With a partner or in a small group, read and respond to the following questions. Be prepared to share your 
answers with the entire class: 

1. What movie styles or elements do you like? Action, romance, special effects, famous actors? 

 

2. When you watch a film about an event, do you care if it is historically accurate or not? Explain your 
answer. 

 

 

3. Do you think that filmmakers have a duty to represent historical events accurately, or do you think 
they should have artistic license to make a film the way they like? 

 

 

4. Have you, or others in your group, seen the film Argo? If so, what did you think of the film? 

 

 

Viewing Questions 

1. What is the plot of the movie Argo? 

 

 

2. What is the Canadian connection to the movie? 

 

 

3. Why was the Canadian embassy involved in the rescue of American diplomats rather than the 
American embassy? 
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4. How did six American diplomats end up in the Canadian embassy in Iran? 

 

 

5. Make point-form notes outlining the plan that was hatched by Antonio Mendez and others to get the 
American diplomats out of Iran? 

 

 

 

 

 

6. How did the American diplomats feel about the rescue plan? 

 

 

7. After the rescue plan worked successfully, why wasn’t Tony Mendez publicly recognized for his 
work in the rescue? 

 

 

Post‐viewing Questions 

With a partner or in a small group, complete the following questions: 

1. Revisit your answers to Pre-viewing Questions numbers 1 to 3 above. Have any of your answers 
changed? Why or why not? If so, add your additional thoughts to your original notes. 

2. Why didn’t the film Argo focus on the role that Canadians played in the protection and rescue of the 
American Embassy fugitives? 

 

 

3. Do you think that Americans would have been as interested in the film if it focused on Canada’s role 
in the rescue? Explain your answer? 
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ACTIVITY: Controversy Over Credit 

Although the Hollywood film 
Argo won the Academy 
Award for Best Picture, the 
film is not without 
controversy. 

Much of this controversy 
revolves around the historical 
accuracy of the film. Critics 
have repeatedly argued that 
Argo’s depiction of the events 
surrounding the American 
hostage crisis was extremely 
selective. And that selection 
has been criticized for two 
main reasons: 

• The events depicted focus almost exclusively on the role of American CIA agent Tony Mendez in 
rescuing the American Embassy staff being hidden by Canadians in Iran. 
(Mendez was only actually in Iran for 1.5 days) 

• The role that Canada and Canadian staff played in keeping the Americans safe and facilitating 
their rescue was given very little attention. But Canadians feel that this glosses over the historical 
truth of the events, and it was Canadians who played the larger role in the rescue. 

The Postscript 

Another point of contention about Argo was the postscript. A postscript is an information screen that 
appears at the end of a film. The postscript for Argo originally said that the CIA decided to “let” Canada 
have the credit for helping the Americans escape. When Ken Taylor, the former Canadian Ambassador in 
Iran, heard about the postscript he was furious. He felt that the filmm and the postscript, glossed over the 
fact that Canada was the principal player in the rescue. 

When Ben Affleck, the director of the film, heard about Taylor’s concerns he phoned Taylor at his home. 
He then flew Taylor and his wife to Los Angeles to discuss Taylor’s concerns. In the end, Affleck asked 
Taylor to contribute a commentary on the film for the DVD. He also got Warner Bros. to agree to change 
the postscript, and asked Taylor to write it. 

The new postscript now says: “The involvement of the CIA complemented efforts of the Canadian 
embassy to free the six held in Tehran. To this day the story stands as an enduring model of international 
co-operation between governments.” 
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Your Turn 

With a partner or in a small group, discuss the following questions. Your teacher may choose to take up 
the questions with the entire class, so be prepared to share the results of your deliberations: 

1. Writers and filmmakers always build their stories by selecting certain details, and leaving out others. 
But when a film or story is historical fiction, some people feel that the writer or filmmaker has an 
obligation for the story to be historically accurate. Do you feel that is the case? Alternatively, is it 
acceptable if writers of historical fiction deliberately manipulate historical facts to tell only one side 
of a story? 

2. In the case of Argo is it unrealistic to think that an American director, making a film with American 
film studio money, and for an American audience, would focus on Canada’s role in the rescue of 
American hostages? 

3. When Jerry Ciccoritti made the film John A: Birth of a Country, he wanted the film to be historically 
accurate, but first and foremost he wanted to make a compelling film that people wanted to watch. In 
an interview conducted for Canada’s History, Ciccoritti argues that historical fiction is more 
important than historical fact, if you want to make a good film. 
 
Watch the interview with Ciccoritti and then discuss with your partner or group. The interview is at: 
www.canadashistory.ca/Community/3-60-360/3-60-360/Behind-the-Scenes--Jerry-Ciccoritti.aspx 
 
Do Ciccoritti’s arguments support the decisions that Ben Affleck made in the making of Argo? Why 
or why not? 


