PI5011 Lecture 6

The Iranian Revolution

Pre-revolutionary Iran

· Reza Shah was deposed in 1941 for his controversial views on modernisation, and his sidelining of clerics from political and social influence

· His son, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, was put in power with the hope that his policies would be more moderate and inclusive.

· 2 challenges:

· 1953: attempted Revolution by popular Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh who has support for nationalisation of oil, democratisation and change in relationship with Western powers.

· Operation Ajax (CIA and MI6 led) will return the Shah to power and institutionalise a strong relationship

· 1979: The Iranian Revolution lead by various political and social groups. 

Religious Opposition to the Shah:

· Ulema – opposed to policies to reform gender rights in the home and politically, rights of religious minorities, alcohol policies challenges to the Ulemas’ property


Key actor: Ayatollah Khomeini denounces the ‘White Revolution’ reform programme, relationship with Israel, and Westernisation, leading to riots, and exile. Highly influential with the rural poor



Status quo: Khomeini building networks and writing, Shah repressing supporters and distancing the state from Islam and toward a Persian identity. 

· Various Marxists/Communist groups focusing on class struggle in the context of oil wealth – difficult to ascertain strength given long term patterns of repression

· Reform: Ali Shariati: focus on social justice, through the modern reform of Islam as the basis for governance. His assassination in 1977 paved the way for Khomeini’s ideas to become dominant.
· Post 1977: Mehdi Bazargan’s ‘Freedom Movement of Iran’ attempted to recapture the popularity and ideas of Mossadegh’s time: secularist and liberal – focusing on state authoritarianism.
Political Mismanagement

Domestic Policy

· Corruption and clientelism both internally and externally.

· Outrageous displays of wealth in a context of general poverty 
· Censorship, repression, and authoritarianism

· Emphasis on social and cultural Westernisation: defining traditional customs as backwards, imposing new modes of dress and social behaviour
· Poor elite management of the religious establishment: marginalisation

· Poor elite management of political and social groups: repression (SAVAK) and personal leadership

International Policy
· Focus on international status of Iran and of the monarch rather than prudential leadership at home and abroad

· Lavish celebration of 2,500 years of Persian Empire when oil prices rises accentuates economic inequalities

· Perceived dependence on US in foreign policy making and International Political Economy
· Bowing down to pressure to liberalise (Jimmy Carter 1977) at the height of influence of opposition forces.
The Making of an Islamic Revolution

· Shift in allegiances: the middle classes dominate the opposition to the Shah… 

· until protests between religious students and the police lead to widespread violence. 

· Worsening economic situation: hyper-inflation, unemployment promote instability and the mobilisation of the working class.

· Deal made between different opposition forces where Marxists and Liberals over-estimated their ability to drive the Revolution ideologically, and where Khomeini underplayed the later role of the clergy in political affairs.
· Protests starting in Qom in January 1978 lead to Martial Law in September, and the widening of discontent to all segments of the population, a general strike, and the departure of the Shah in January 1979.

· US support of the Shah wanes, but pre-emptive armed intervention still recommended: they were beaten to it by Khomeini and his followers.
· ‘Islamisation’: sidelining of Marxists/Communists, and liberal secularists forces, and later their ‘purge’:
· Liberals did gain the establishment of a democratic system, but it would remain controlled by the religious centre of power (Council of the Guardians).
· Local judicial power would rest with the Revolutionary Guards
· Constitutional debates further enshrine religious dominance with the appointment of Khomeini as Supreme Leader.

 Key ideological Issues
· Resistance to Gharbzadegi or "Westoxification": cultural and social rejection of all forms of perceived Imperialism

· 1979 Revolution often seen as the precursor to the rise in Islamism:
· Ideas and sponsorship influential for some groups (Hizbollah)

· Often seen as a template for the perfect Islamic State by Islamists, though there have disagreements since the era of reform…

· BUT: Islamist groups saw their contemporary creation in the 1920s, and their rise since the late 1960s/early 1970s [Iran a symptom rather than a cause?]

· The political system and underpinning justification for political authority are actually unique and new. 

Velayat-i faqih [rule of just jurisprudent]:

· Centrality of Quran based Law to legitimate leadership

· Adequate knowledge of fiqh [jusrisprudence] is reserved to the few who should guide application of religion to politics.
· Khomeini argued that this influence should not limit itself to the judicial branch of government but also the executive: there should be an elected Parliament, but its decision should be vetted by the Council of Guardians.

· – ‘Islamic Republicanism’

   

