GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS IN IRAN

“This is the voice of Iran, the voice of the true Iran,
the voice of the Islamic Revolution.”

Iran National Radio
February 11, 1979

This dramatic announcement came on Iran’s national radio the first evening after the coup d’état that deposed
Muhammad Reza Shah, who had followed his father in ruling Iran with an iron fist for more than half a
century. The announcement struck fear into the hearts of many westerners who today see the 1979 Revolu-
tion in Iran as the beginning of a great conflict between the West and Islamic civilizations. According to this
line of reasoning, the events of 1979 started a great fundamentalist movement that spread throughout the
Islamic world and eventually culminated in the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Towers and
the Pentagon in the United States. For some political scientists, Samuel Huntington foresaw this situation in
his 1993 article in Foreign Affairs magazine called, “The Clash of Civilizations.”

This view of Iran’s role in modern world politics, however, ignores the complexities of Iran’s political
culture, which was so apparent in the reactions within the country to the 2009 presidential elections. Iran’s
identity is steeped in thousands of years of history that not only includes a deep attachment to Islam, but
also a popular revolution in the early 20® century that resulted in a western-style constitution that was intact
until 1979. These influences are still at odds today, and they shape the major challenges that face the politi-
cal system. Is democracy incompatible with Islam, or is true Islam actually based on popular support? The
first impulse leads Iran toward a theoeracy, or a government ruled strictly by religion, and the second leads
the country toward secularization, or the belief that religion and government should be separated. These
political questions are complicated by Iran’s developing economy that squarely places it in the global mar-
ket, but is heavily reliant on one product. Iran is the second largest oil producer in the Middle East and the
fourth largest in the world. Should these resources be controlled by clerics, or do economic matters require
an expertise outside the realm of religious leaders?

In many ways, Iran is a unique addition to the AP Comparative Government and Politics course because it
is the only one of the six countries that currently is governed as a theocracy. However, Iran shares a char-
acteristic with Russia, China, Mexico, and Nigeria in its possession of that all-important modern resource
—oil. Like Mexico, its economy may be labeled “developing” rather than “less developed,” as is the case
for Nigeria. China also may be seen as having a rapidly “developing” economy.  Similar to all the other
five countries, Iran’s political system is multi-faceted, and cannot be boiled down simply to a monolithic
representation of the Islamic world.

SOVEREIGNTY, AUTHORITY, AND POWER

An early Iranian concept of sovereignty can be traced to the days of the ancient Achemenian Empire (called
Persia by the Greeks) that existed as the world’s largest empire from its founding by Cyrus in the 6" century
B.C.E. till its defeat some 200 years later. Iran’s greatest rival was ancient Greece, and the two civilizations
couldn’t have been more different. Greece was divided into quarreling city-states and its economy and trans-
portation were heavily reliant on the sea. In contrast, Iran emerged from the dry lands north of the Persian
Gulf and spread its power through highly centralized military leadership by land as far as the Aegean Sea,
where its interests conflicted with those of the Greeks. The clash between two great civilizations may be






