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THE ISLAMIC REVOLUTION AND THE REPUBLIC (1979-Present)

Great revolutions have shaken the world in many places since the late 18" century, and the causes and conse-
quences of Iran’s 1979 revolution are in some ways very similar to those in Russia, China, and Mexico in the
20" century. However, Iran’s revolution is unique in that it was almost completely religious in nature. The
dominant ideology was religion, whereas revolutions in Russia and China revolved around communism. Al-
though the Catholic Church was very much involved in the revolutionary era (early 20" century) in Mexico,
the Church did not direct the military, and PRI quickly sidelined the Church once the party gained control
of the country. In Iran, the dominant ideology was Shiism, and the most important revolutionary leader was
a cleric, who in turned ruled Iran for ten years following the revolution. Perhaps most significantly, Iran’s
revolution resulted in the establishment of a theocracy, while other revolutions generally were against reli- |
gious control of the government. 1

|
The shah’s behavior disturbed Iranians largely because from many people’s points of view, he overstepped

the bounds of the political culture in three ways:

e He was perceived as being totalitarian, not just authoritarian, as shahs before the Pahlavis had been.
Not unlike Porfirio Diaz in Mexico, the shah set about to create a patrimonial state, with patron-
clientelism in place, but without any real input from interest groups. As a result, true corporatism
did not develop.

* He broke the balance between the secular and the religious state by secularizing Iran too much and
too fast, certainly from the point of view of the clergy.

e His ties to the West (particularly the United States) offended Iranian nationalists as well as the cler-
gy.

In many ways, the shah created a divide in the political culture, with one side supporting modernization in
the sense of establishing closer ties to the West, and the other side staunchly defending traditional ways, in
particular Shiism. An elite of clerics rose to oppose the shah, lead a revolution, and eventually take over the
government.

One more ingredient for the success of the revolution was the charisma of its leader, the Ayatollah Ruhol-
lah Khomeini. He not only defended Islamic fundamentalism, which emphasized literal interpretation of
Islamic texts, social conservatism, and political traditionalism, but he also articulated resentments toward
the elite and the United States. His depiction of the United States as the “Great Satan” puzzled many Ameri-
cans, but resonated with many frustrated people in Iran. The Ayatollah gave new meaning to an old Shia
term velayat-e-faqih (jurist’s guardianship). The principle originally gave the senior clergy (including
himself) broad authority over the unfortunate people (widows, orphans, mentally unstable) in the society,
but Khomeini claimed that the true meaning of jurist’s guardianship gives the clergy authority over the entire
Shia community.

The Revolution Begins

Revolutions generally need a spark to begin the crisis. Although discontent had been building for a long
time, two factors brought the situation to explode in revolution:

* Oil prices decreased by about 10% in the late 1970s at the same time that consumer prices increased
about 20% in Iran. According to the theory of the revolution of rising expectations, revolutions
are most likely to occur when people are doing better than they once were, but some type of setback
happens. Iran fits this classic model in the early days of 1979.







