240 NEWLY INDUSTRIALIZING AND LESS DEVELOPED COUNTRIES

CIVIL SOCIETY

A major source of unhappiness with the rule of the Pahlavi shahs was the government’s incursion into private
lives of citizens — the civil society. However, civil society has not been restored under the current regime,
and this fact tends to create discontent, especially among middle-class people. The Shiite revolutionary
elites launched a campaign that may be compared to Mao’s Cultural Revolution in that they sought to im-
pose values of the Islamic state on the general population. University professors with reputations for west-
e preferences were fired and replaced with people that clearly supported the regime. Other professionals
quietly left the country to seck refuge in western nations. However, the desire to preserve civil society did
not disappear — it was too large an influence on the political culture before the takeover by Reza Shah in the
early 1920s.

Under the presidency of Muhammad Khatami (1997-2005), Iranians experienced the so-called “Tehran
spring” — a period of cautious political liberalization, with a loosening of freedom of speech and press, a
more open economy, and a friendlier stance towards the outside world. However, the Iranian president has
only limited powers, and the reforms were limited by more conservative elements in the government. Since
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad became president in 2005, the government has closed down newspapers, banned
and censored books and websites, and no longer tolerates the peaceful demonstrations and protests of the
Khatami era. Prominent scholars have been arrested, including Haleh Esfandiari, the director of the Wood-
row Wilson Center in Washington, D.C. Dr. Esfandiari had dual citizenship (the U.S. and Iran), but was
arrested in 2007 while visiting her mother in Tehran. She was imprisoned for more than three months before
being released to return to the United States.

One indication that civil society is alive and well in Iran may be found among Iran’s growing number of
young people. Demographically, the young have grown in proportion to old at very dramatic rates, partly
because of the Republic’s encouragement of large families during the first years after it was founded. Many
are the sons and daughters of disillusioned middle-class professionals, and they appear to be very attracted to
western popular culture — music, dress, cars, and computers. The regime under Khatami showed some signs
of tolerating this behavior, but under Ahmadinejad there has been a crackdown against western dress, with
arrests of women who show too much hair under their headscarves or wear makeup.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION

Despite the fact that guarantees for civil liberties and rights were written into the 1979 Constitution, the [s-
lamic Republic from the beginning closed down newspapers, labor unions, private organizations, and politi-
cal parties. Due process principles were ignored as many were imprisoned without trials. Political reformers
were executed, and others fled the country. The regime also banned demonstrations and public meetings.

PROTESTS AND DEMONSTRATIONS

The Republic’s actions against public demonstrations did not curtail them, particularly on college campuses.
In 1999, protests erupted in universities all across the country when the government shut down a reformist
newspaper. In late 2002, similar demonstrations broke out among students when the courts ruled a death’
sentence for a reformist academic. In Iran in the summer of 2003, student demonstrations escalated into
mass protests over the privatization of the university system. The protesters called for the overthrow and.
even death of Iran’s religious and political leaders. Thousands were arrested during 4 days of protest in
June. Because more than half of all Iranians alive today have been born since the Revolution of 1979, these:
youthful protesters may be a force for change in the future. Factory workers also tend to participate in ral-
lies against the government. Their concerns are high unemployment rates, low wages, and unsatisfactory
labor laws. Since Ahmadinejad became president in 2005, the government has renewed its crackdown on






