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�e mission of the Middle East Institute is to promote knowledge of the Middle East in Amer-
ica and strengthen understanding of the United States by the people and governments of the 
region. 

For more than 60 years, MEI has dealt with the momentous events in the Middle East — from the birth of the state 
of Israel to the invasion of Iraq. Today, MEI is a foremost authority on contemporary Middle East issues. It pro-
vides a vital forum for honest and open debate that attracts politicians, scholars, government o�cials, and policy 
experts from the US, Asia, Europe, and the Middle East. MEI enjoys wide access to political and business leaders 
in countries throughout the region. Along with information exchanges, facilities for research, objective analysis, 
and thoughtful commentary, MEI’s programs and publications help counter simplistic notions about the Middle 
East and America. We are at the forefront of private sector public diplomacy. Viewpoints are another MEI service 
to audiences interested in learning more about the complexities of issues a�ecting the Middle East and US rela-
tions with the region.

To learn more about the Middle East Institute, visit our website at http://www.mideasti.org
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The year 1979 was among the most tumultuous, and important, in the history of the modern Middle East. �e Middle 

East Institute will mark the 30th anniversary of these events in 2009 by launching a year-long special series of our ac-

claimed publication, Viewpoints, that will o�er perspectives on these events and the in�uence which they continue to 

exert on the region today. Each special issue of Viewpoints will combine the diverse commentaries of policymakers and 

scholars from around the world with a robust complement of statistics, maps, and bibliographic information in order 

to encourage and facilitate further research. Each special issue will be available, free of charge, on our website, www.

mideasti.org.

In the �rst of these special editions of Viewpoints, we turn our attention to the Iranian Revolution, one of the most im-

portant — and in�uential — events in the region’s recent history. �is issue’s contributors re�ect on the signi�cance of 

the Revolution, whose rami�cations continue to echo through the Middle East down to the present day.

February

Viewpoints: The Iranian Revolution

March

Viewpoints: The Egyptian-Israeli 
Peace Treaty

July

Viewpoints: Zul�qar Ali Bhutto’s 
Fall and Pakistan’s New Direction

August

Viewpoints: Oil Shock

November

Viewpoints: The Seizure of the 
Great Mosque

December

Viewpoints: The Soviet Invasion of 
Afghanistan

�%�P�O���U���N�J�T�T���B�O���J�T�T�V�F��

�#�F���T�V�S�F���U�P���C�P�P�L�N�B�S�L���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H���U�P�E�B�Z��

Viewpoints: 1979



5���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

�e Iranian Revolution at 30
A Special Edition of Viewpoints

Dedication
	 �C�Z���"�O�E�S�F�X���1�B�S�B�T�J�M�J�U�J			  10

	 Understanding Iranian Foreign Policy, 

	 �C�Z���3���,�����3�B�N�B�[�B�O�J			  12

I. �e Revolution Reconsidered

	 A�er the Tehran Spring,���C�Z���,�J�B�O���5�B�K�C�B�L�I�T�I	 16

	 �e Iranian Revolution of February 1979,���C�Z���)�P�N�B���,�B�U�P�V�[�J�B�O		  20

	
	 �e Iranian Revolution 30 Years On,���C�Z���4�I�B�I�S�P�V�H�I���"�L�I�B�W�J		 23

	 �e �ree Paradoxes of the Islamic Revolution in Iran, 
	 �C�Z���"�C�C�B�T���.�J�M�B�O�J		  26

	 �e Revolutionary Legacy: A Contested and Insecure Polity, 
	 �C�Z���'�B�S�J�E�F�I���'�B�S�I�J	 29

	 �e Iranian Revolution at 30: Still Unpredictable,���C�Z���$�I�B�S�M�F�T���,�V�S�[�N�B�O			  ����32
	
	 �e Islamic Revolution Derailed,���C�Z���)�P�T�T�F�J�O���#�B�T�I�J�S�J�Z�F�I	 35

	 �e Revolution’s Mixed Balance Sheet, �C�Z���'�F�S�F�T�I�U�F�I�T�B�E�B�U���&�U�F�G�B�H�I�G�B�S	39

	 Between Pride and Dissapointment,���C�Z���.�J�D�I�B�F�M���"�Y�X�P�S�U�I�Z	 ��41 

  	
II. Inside Iran
	
	 �8�P�N�F�O

	 Women and 30 Years of the Islamic Republic,���C�Z���/�J�L�L�J���,�F�E�E�J�F			  ��46



6 ���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

	 Women and the Islamic Republic: Emancipation or Suppression? 
	 �C�Z���'�B�U�F�N�F�I���&�U�F�N�B�E���.�P�H�I�B�E�B�N		  ��49

	 Where Are Iran’s Working Women? 
	 �C�Z���7�B�M�F�O�U�J�O�F���.�����.�P�H�I�B�E�B�N		  ��52

	 Social Change, the Women’s Rights Movement, and the Role of Islam, 
	 �C�Z���"�[�B�E�F�I���,�J�B�O		  ��55

	 New Challenges for Iranian Women,���C�Z���&�M�B�I�F�I���,�P�P�M�B�F�F		  ��58 

	 Education, Media, and Culture

	 Educational Attainment in Iran,���C�Z���;�B�I�S�B���.�J�M�B���&�M�N�J		  ��62

	 Attitudes towards the Internet in an Iranian University, 
	 �C�Z���)�P�T�T�F�J�O���(�P�E�B�[�H�B�S		  ��70

	 Literary Voices,���C�Z���/�B�T�S�J�O���3�B�I�J�N�J�F�I		  ��74

	 Communication, Media, and Popular Culture in Post-revolutionary Iran, 
	 �C�Z���.�F�I�E�J���4�F�N�B�U�J		  ��77

	 �4�P�D�J�F�U�Z

	 Iranian Society: A Surprising Picture,���C�Z���#�B�I�N�B�O���#�B�L�U�J�B�S�J		 ��80

	 Iranian Nationalism Rediscovered,���C�Z���"�M�J���"�O�T�B�S�J		  ��83

	 Iranian “Exceptionalism”,���C�Z���4�B�E�F�H�I���;�J�C�B�L�B�M�B�N		  ��85

	 �&�O�F�S�H�Z�
���&�D�P�O�P�N�Z�
���B�O�E���U�I�F���&�O�W�J�S�P�O�N�F�O�U

	 Potentials and Challenges in the Iranian Oil and Gas Industry, 
	 �C�Z���/�B�S�T�J���(�I�P�S�C�B�O		  ��89

 
	 Iran’s Foreign Policy and the Iran-Pakistan-India Gas Pipeline, 
	 �C�Z���+�B�M�J�M���3�P�T�I�B�O�E�F�M		  ��92

	 Environmental Snaphots in Contemporary Iran, 
	 �C�Z���.�P�I�B�N�N�B�E���&�T�L�B�O�E�B�S�J		 ��95



7���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

	 Back to the Future: Bazaar Strikes, �ree Decades a�er the Revolution, 
	 �C�Z���"�S�B�O�H���,�F�T�I�B�W�B�S�[�J�B�O		  ��98

	 Iranian Para-governmental Organizations (�C�P�O�Z�B�E�T),���C�Z���"�M�J���"�����4�B�F�J�E�J		 ��101

	 Poverty and Inequality since the Revolution,���C�Z���%�K�B�W�B�E���4�B�M�F�I�J���*�T�G�B�I�B�O�J		 ��104

	 �(�P�W�F�S�O�N�F�O�U���B�O�E���1�P�M�J�U�J�D�T

	 Elections as a Tool to Sustain the �eological Power Structure, 
	 �C�Z���,�B�[�F�N���"�M�B�N�E�B�S�J		  ��109

	 Shi‘a Politics in Iran a�er 30 Years of Revolution,���C�Z���#�B�C�B�L���3�B�I�J�N�J		 ��112

	 Muhammad Khatami: A Dialogue beyond Paradox, 
	 �C�Z���8�N���4�D�P�U�U���)�B�S�S�P�Q		  ��115

	 Minorities

	 Religious Apartheid in Iran,���C�Z���)���&�����$�I�F�I�B�C�J		  ��119

	 Azerbaijani Ethno-nationalism: A Danger Signal for Iran, 
	 �C�Z���%�B�O�F�J�M���)�F�S�B�E�T�U�W�F�J�U		  ��122

   

III. Regional and International Relations
	
	 �4�P�V�S�D�F�T���B�O�E���1�B�U�U�F�S�O�T���P�G���'�P�S�F�J�H�O���1�P�M�J�D�Z

	 Iran’s International Relations: Pragmatism in a Revolutionary Bottle, 
	 �C�Z���"�O�P�V�T�I���&�I�U�F�T�I�B�N�J		  ��127

 
	 Culture and the Range of Options in Iran’s International Politics, 
	 �C�Z���)�P�T�T�F�J�O���4�����4�F�J�G�[�B�E�F�I		  ��130

	 �e Geopolitical Factor in Iran’s Foreign Policy, 
	 �C�Z���,�B�Z�I�B�O���#�B�S�[�F�H�B�S		  ��134

 
	 Iranian Foreign Policy: Concurrence of Ideology and Pragmatism, 
	 �C�Z���/�B�T�T�F�S���4�B�H�I�B�m���"�N�F�S�J		  ��136



8 ���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

	 Iran’s Tactical Foreign Policy Rhetoric,���C�Z���#�J�E�K�B�O���/�B�T�I�B�U	 ��139

	 ���F���3�F�H�J�P�O�B�M�����F�B�U�F�S

	 �e Kurdish Factor in Iran-Iraq Relations,���C�Z���/�B�E�F�S���&�O�U�F�T�T�B�S		 ��143
 

	 Iranian-Lebanese Shi‘ite Relations, 
	 �C�Z���3�P�T�D�I�B�O�B�D�L���4�I�B�F�S�Z���&�J�T�F�O�M�P�I�S		 ��146

	 �e Syrian-Iranian Alliance,���C�Z���3�B�Z�N�P�O�E���)�J�O�O�F�C�V�T�D�I		  ��149

	 Twists and Turns in Turkish-Iranian Relations, 
	 �C�Z���.�V�T�U�B�G�B���,�J�C�B�S�P�H�M�V		  ��152

	 �e Dichotomist Antagonist Posture in the Persian Gulf, 
	 �C�Z���3�J�D�D�B�S�E�P���3�F�E�B�F�M�M�J		  ��155

	 Iran and the Gulf Cooperation Council,���C�Z���.�F�I�S�B�O���,�B�N�S�B�W�B		  ��158

	 Iran and Saudi Arabia: Eternal “Gamecocks?”,���C�Z���)�F�O�O�F�S���'�à�S�U�J�H	 ��161

	 ���F���(�M�P�C�B�M���"�S�F�O�B

	 �e European Union and Iran,���C�Z���8�B�M�U�F�S���1�P�T�D�I		  ��165
 

	 Iran and France: Shattered Dreams,���C�Z���1�J�S�P�P�[���*�[�B�E�J		  ��168

	 �e Spectrum of Perceptions in Iran’s Nuclear Issue, 
	 �C�Z���3�B�I�N�B�O���(�����#�P�O�B�C		  ��172

	 Iran’s Islamic Revolution and Its Future, 
	 �C�Z���"�C�C�B�T���.�B�M�F�L�J		  ��175

Maps	 178

	 	

Statistics
	
	 Demographics	 188



9���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

	 Economy	 191

	 Energy		  196

	 Gender	 199

Political Power Structure	 201

From the Pages of �e Middle East Journal’s “Chronology:” 
Iran in 1979										           205

Selected Bibliography	 223



10 ���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

Dedication

�"�O�E�S�F�X���1�B�S�B�T�J�M�J�U�J

I t is only �tting that “�e Iranian Revolution at 30” begin with an introductory essay 

by R.K. Ramazani and that this project be dedicated to him. For 55 years, Professor Ra-

mazani has been a teacher and mentor to many scholars and practitioners of the Middle 

East. His body of work on Iran is unrivalled in its scope and originality. Many of his 

articles and books on Iranian foreign policy are standard works.

For over a quarter century, Dr. Ramazani also has written with eloquence and conviction 

of the need for the United States and Iran to end their estrangement and begin direct 

diplomatic talks. Ramazani has no illusions about overcoming three decades of animos-

ity, but he believes that reconciling US-Iran di�erences is vital to resolving America’s 

other strategic challenges in the Middle East — including in Iraq, Afghanistan, and the 

Israeli-Palestinian con�ict  — and to bringing sustainable peace and security to the 

region.

Professor Ramazani’s service to both the Middle East Institute and to the University of 

Virginia has been recognized time and again. As one of Dr. Ramazani’s former students, 

and as a former director of programs at MEI,  I can personally attest to his deep com-

mitment to both institutions. His life-long contribution to the Middle East Institute was 

recognized at MEI’s Annual Conference in October 1997, when he was presented with 

the Middle East Institute Award.  Currently, Dr. Ramazani serves with distinction on 

���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���+�P�V�S�O�B�M���T Board of Advisory Editors. At the University of Virginia, his 

teaching and scholarship embodied �omas Je�erson’s precept for the University that 

“Here we are not afraid to follow truth, wherever it may lead, nor tolerate any error so 

long as reason is le� free to combat it.”

It is in that spirit that this volume is dedicated to R. K. Ramazani.

�"�O�E�S�F�X�� �1�B�S�B�T�J�M�J�U�J�� �J�T�� �1�S�J�O��
�D�J�Q�B�M�
�� �(�P�W�F�S�O�N�F�O�U�� �"�
�B�J�S�T��
�*�O�U�F�S�O�B�U�J�P�O�B�M�
�� �B�U�� ���F�� �#�(�3��
�(�S�P�V�Q�� �J�O�� �8�B�T�I�J�O�H�U�P�O�
�� �%�$����
�'�S�P�N�� �������������������
�� �I�F�� �X�B�T��
�G�P�S�F�J�H�O�� �Q�P�M�J�D�Z�� �B�E�W�J�T�P�S�� �U�P�� �6�4��
�4�F�O�B�U�P�S�� �$�I�V�D�L�� �)�B�H�F�M�� �	�3��
�/�&�
�����%�S�����1�B�S�B�T�J�M�J�U�J���S�F�D�F�J�W�F�E���B��
�1�I���%�����G�S�P�N���U�I�F���1�B�V�M���)�����/�J�U�[�F��
�4�D�I�P�P�M���P�G���"�E�W�B�O�D�F�E���*�O�U�F�S�O�B��
�U�J�P�O�B�M���4�U�V�E�J�F�T�
���+�P�I�O�T���)�P�Q�L�J�O�T��
�6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z�
���B�O�E���B�O���.�"���G�S�P�N��
�U�I�F���6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z���P�G���7�J�S�H�J�O�J�B�����)�F��
has served twice as director 
�P�G�� �Q�S�P�H�S�B�N�T�� �B�U�� �U�I�F�� �.�J�E�E�M�F��
�&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F��
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A Chronology of Dr. Ramazani’s articles in �e Middle East Journal

“Afghanistan and the USSR,” Vol. 12, No. 2 (Spring 1958) 

“Iran's Changing Foreign Policy: A Preliminary Discussion,” Vol. 24, No. 4 (Autumn 1970)

“Iran's Search for Regional Cooperation,” Vol. 30, No. 2 (Spring 1976) 

“Iran and �e United States: An Experiment in Enduring Friendship,” Vol. 30, No. 3 (Summer 

1976) 

“Iran and the Arab-Israeli Con�ict,” Vol. 32, No. 4 (Autumn 1978) 

“Who Lost America? �e Case of Iran,” Vol. 36, No. 1 (Winter 1982) 

“Iran's Foreign Policy: Contending Orientations,” Vol. 43, No. 2 (Spring 1989) 

“�e Islamic Republic of Iran: �e First 10 Years (Editorial),” Vol. 43, No. 2 (Spring 1989) 

“Iran's Foreign Policy: Both North and South,” Vol. 46, No. 3 (Summer 1992) 

“�e Shi�ing Premise of Iran's Foreign Policy: Towards a Democratic Peace?” Vol. 52, No. 2 

(Spring 1998) 

“Ideology and Pragmatism in Iran's Foreign Policy,” Vol. 58, No. 4 (Autumn 2004)

Former MEI Presi-
dent Roscoe Suddarth 
presents Dr. Ramazani 
with the 1997 Middle 
East Institute Award. 

�%�F�E�J�D�B�U�J�P�O������
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Understanding Iranian Foreign Policy

�3���,�����3�B�N�B�[�B�O�J

�3���,���� �3�B�N�B�[�B�O�J�� �J�T�� �1�S�P�G�F�T�T�P�S��
�&�N�F�S�J�U�V�T�� �P�G�� �(�P�W�F�S�O�N�F�O�U��
�B�O�E�� �'�P�S�F�J�H�O�� �"�
�B�J�S�T�� �B�U�� �U�I�F��
�6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z�� �P�G�� �7�J�S�H�J�O�J�B���� �)�F��
�I�B�T�� �Q�V�C�M�J�T�I�F�E�� �F�Y�U�F�O�T�J�W�F�M�Z�� �P�O��
�U�I�F�� �.�J�E�E�M�F�� �&�B�T�U�
�� �F�T�Q�F�D�J�B�M�M�Z��
�P�O���*�S�B�O���B�O�E���U�I�F���1�F�S�T�J�B�O���(�V�M�G�
��
�T�J�O�D�F�� ���������
�� �B�O�E�� �I�B�T�� �C�F�F�O��
�D�P�O�T�V�M�U�F�E���C�Z���W�B�S�J�P�V�T���6�4�� �B�E��
�N�J�O�J�T�U�S�B�U�J�P�O�T�
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Understanding Iran’s foreign policy is the key to cra�ing sensible and e�ective poli-

cies toward Iran and requires, above all, a close analysis of the profound cultural and 

psychological contexts of Iranian foreign policy behavior.

For Iran, the past is always present�� A paradoxical combination of pride in Iranian cul-

ture and a sense of victimization have created a �erce sense of independence and a cul-

ture of resistance to dictation and domination by any foreign power among the Iranian 

people. Iranian foreign policy is rooted in these widely held sentiments.

�5he���3�0�0ts���0f ���*ranian���'�0reign���1�0�-ic�:

	

Iranians value the in�uence that their ancient religion, Zoroastrianism, has had on Ju-

daism, Christianity, and Islam. �ey take pride in 30 centuries of arts and artifacts, in 

the continuity of their cultural identity over millennia, in having established the �rst 

world state more than 2,500 years ago, in having organized the �rst international so-

ciety that respected the religions and cultures of the people under their rule, in having 

liberated the Jews from Babylonian captivity, and in having in�uenced Greek, Arab, 

Mongol, and Turkish civilizations — not to mention having in�uenced Western culture 

indirectly through Iranian contributions to Islamic civilization.

At the same time, however, Iranians feel they have been oppressed by foreign powers 

throughout their history. �ey remember that Greeks, Arabs, Mongols, Turks, and most 

recently Saddam Husayn’s forces all invaded their homeland. Iranians also remember 

that the British and Russian empires exploited them economically, subjugated them 

politically, and invaded and occupied their country in two World Wars. 

�e facts that the United States aborted Iranian democratic aspirations in 1953 by over-

throwing the government of Prime Minister Muhammad Musaddeq, returned the auto-

cratic Shah to the throne, and therea�er dominated the country for a quarter century is 

deeply seared into Iran’s collective memory. Likewise, just as the American overthrow of 

Musaddeq was etched into the Iranian psyche, the Iranian taking of American hostages 

in 1979 was engraved into the American consciousness. Iran’s relations with the United 

States have been shaped not only by a mutual psychological trauma but also by collec-

tive memory on the Iranian side of 70 years of amicable Iran-US relations.
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In spite of these historical wounds, Iranians remember American support of their �rst attempt to establish a democratic 

representative government in 1905-1911; American championing of Iran’s rejection of the British bid to impose a pro-

tectorate on Iran a�er World War I; American support of Iran’s resistance to Soviet pressures for an oil concession in 

the 1940s; and, above all else, American e�orts to protect Iran’s independence and territorial integrity by pressuring the 

Soviet Union to end its occupation of northern Iran at the end of World War II. 

�"���5raditi�0n ���0f ���1rudent���4tatecraft

Contrary to the Western and Israeli depiction of Iranian foreign policy as “irrational,” Iran has a tradition of prudent 

statecra� that has been created by centuries of experience in international a�airs beginning with Cyrus the Great more 

than 2,000 years ago.

To be sure, Iran has made many mistakes in its long diplomatic history. In the post-

revolutionary period, and particularly in the early years of the Islamic revolution, Iran’s 

foreign policy was o�en characterized by provocation, agitation, subversion, taking 

of hostages, and terrorism. Most recently, Iran’s international image was tarnished by 

President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s imprudent rhetoric about Israel and the Holocaust 

in disregard of the importance of international legitimacy and the Iranian-Islamic dic-

tum of �I�F�L�N�Bt (wisdom). 

Yet it is also important to acknowledge instances where post-revolutionary Iranian foreign policy has been moderate 

and constructive. Ahmadinejad’s predecessor, President Mohammad Khatami, vehemently denounced violence and 

terrorism, promoted détente, pressed for “dialogue among civilizations,” improved Iran’s relations with its Persian Gulf 

neighbors, reversed Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s fatwa against author Salman Rushdie, bettered relations with Eu-

rope, so�ened Iran’s adversarial attitude toward Israel, and, above all, o�ered an “olive branch” to the United States. His 

foreign policy restored the tradition of �I�F�L�N�B�U (wisdom) to Iran’s statecra�.   

Less�0ns��t�0���#e��Learned

 

�ere are valuable lessons to be learned by countries that deal with Iran, especially those powers that are quarreling with 

Iran over the crucial nuclear issue. 

First, Iran’s statecra� is inextricably linked to the expectation of �S�F�T�Q�F�D�U�� In attempting to negotiate with Iran, pressures 

and threats, direct or indirect, military, economic or diplomatic, can prove highly counterproductive. When the United 

States says “all the options are on the table” in the nuclear dispute, for example, Iran views this as a threat of military 

force that must be resisted. Or when the six powers issued their joint proposal to Iran for discussion, as they did in Ge-

neva on July 19, 2008, with an August 2 deadline for an Iranian response, Iran understood it as an ultimatum that could 

In attempting to 
negotiate with 
Iran, pressures and 
threats, direct or 
indirect, military, 
economic or dip-
lomatic, can prove 
highly counterpro-
ductive.
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be followed by the imposition of greater sanctions.

While Iran’s reaction to the Geneva meeting, which included the United States for the �rst time, was generally positive, 

Iranian leaders said enough to demonstrate that they expect respect and reject threats. In addressing the Iranian people 

on the critical nuclear issue on July 17, 2008, the Iranian Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamene’i, rejected threats 

from the United States, saying that “[t]he Iranian people do not like threats. We will not respond to threats in any way.” 

Yet he speci�cally praised the European powers because “they respect the Iranian people. �ey stress that they respect 

the rights of the Iranian people.”

Following Khamene’i, on July 28, 2008 President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad told the an-

chor of NBC Nightly News, “You know full well that nobody can threaten the Iranian 

people and pose [a] deadline they expect us to meet.” He rejected the August 2 deadline 

on the same day and said on August 3, “Iran has always been willing to solve the long-

standing crisis over its disputed nuclear program through negotiations.” Reportedly, 

Iran would make its own proposal in its own time, perhaps on August 5. 

Second, Iran’s interlocutors would bene�t signi�cantly if they also understood Iran’s 

�O�F�H�P�U�J�B�U�J�O�H���T�U�Z�M�F����Created, molded, and honed by long diplomatic experience, Iranian 

diplomats combine a range of tactics in dealing with their counterparts: testing, prob-

ing, procrastinating, exaggerating, blu�ng, �B�E���I�P�D�J�O�H, and counter-threatening when 

threatened. 

�ird, foreign powers such as the United States should recognize the �erce sense of independence and resistance of 

the Iranian people, regardless of political and ideological di�erences, to direct or indirect pressure, dictation, and the 

explicit or implied threat of force. With these points in mind, American leaders can still draw creatively on the historic 

reservoir of Iranian goodwill toward the United States to cra� initiatives that will be well received in Iran.

�5he���8a�:���'�0rward��f�0r��the���6nited���4tates

�e United States should recognize the legitimacy of the Iranian Revolution unequivocally. �e United States should 

also assess realistically Iran’s projection of power in the Middle East, particularly in the Persian Gulf, where Iran seeks 

acknowledgment of its role as a major player. �irdly, the US administration should reconsider its reliance on more 

than three decades of containment and sanctions, which have not weakened the regime, but have grievously harmed the 

Iranian people, whom America claims to support. Finally, the United States should also talk to Iran unconditionally. On 

the nuclear issue in particular, the United States should take up Iran on its explicit commitment to uranium enrichment 

solely for peaceful purposes, and President Ahmadinejad’s statement that “Iran has always been willing to resolve the 

nuclear dispute through negotiations.”

Created, molded, 
and honed by long 
diplomatic experi-
ence, Iranian dip-
lomats combine 
a range of tactics 
in dealing with 
their counterparts: 
testing, probing, 
procrastinating, 
exaggerating, blu�-
ing, ad-hocing, and 
counter-threatening 
when threatened. 
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A�er the Tehran Spring

�,�J�B�O���5�B�K�C�B�L�I�T�I
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Ten years ago, in the summer of 1998, I arrived in Tehran a�er an absence of more 

than two decades. �ree vignettes describe some of what I experienced and why I de-

cided to stay.

�e Mayor. I am in a shared taxi with an architect friend who is pointing out some re-

cent developments in the city. We are squeezed in the front passenger seat, three men in 

the back. �e taxi’s radio is on, and all are listening intently to the live broadcast of the 

trial of Tehran’s high pro�le and dynamic mayor, Gholamhosein Karbaschi, the Robert 

Moses of Tehran, was on trial on thin charges of embezzlement, although most believed 

it was political retribution for contributing to Muhammad Khatami’s 1996 presidential 

election victory. Judge: “Is it not true that you controlled a number of personal accounts 

and moved money around them thereby violating �nancial laws?” Taxi Driver breaks 

in: “Agghhh! �at Karbaschi! He’s lining his pockets just like all the others. What has he 

done for this city all these years? Nothing! Absolutely nothing!” 

We break through some gnarled tra�c and enter a wide urban highway winding down 

around several hillocks, all bright green, full of �owerbeds, sprinklers busy, a big clock 

sculpted into the face in rocks and plants. My architect friend: “�is is a brand new road 

system opened only a few months ago. It has �nally connected two parts of the city 

and eased the �ow from the west to the north of the city. �e landscaping? Oh that’s 

standard for almost all urban redevelopment.” On hearing this, the Taxi Driver broke in 

again: “Are you kidding me? (so to speak). �at Karbaschi is a genius! I should know. I 

drive all day. Before him this city was a mess, it was unlivable. All these new roads are 

great and the city has turned a new leaf.”  Later when I had decided to write a book on 

urban policy and local government in Iran I always reminded myself that pinning down 

what ordinary people thought about their city would not be straightforward!

�e Park. An old friend calls at about 10 pm: “want to go for a spin? You’ll see some-

thing of the city too.” “Well, ye s… but isn’t it late?” Friend arrives at 11:30. By midnight 

we are at Park-e Mellat (the People’s Park) the largest in the city. With di�culty we �nd 

a parking space, the entire area is jammed with cars and people. “We’re going into the 

park now?” (Anyone who lived in New York in the 1980s would understand the incre-

dulity.) But of course we entered — like the hundreds, yes hundreds of large extended 

families with small children carrying blankets, gas cookers, huge pots of food, canisters 

of tea. �e weather is superb. Families are laying around, children playing ball or bad-



17���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

�5�B�K�C�B�L�I�T�I������

minton, boys and girls easily straying from their parents, each feeling safe enough with all the “eyes on the street.” �e 

night is warm. Young couples are holding hands on benches slightly out of sight, in the row boats on the little arti�cial 

lake. And me? My mouth wide open in disbelief at this idyllic urban scene: a public space supplied by a conscientious 

municipality and dedicated designers, used civilly and politely by huge numbers of people from many classes. Many, 

judging by their chadors and rougher clothes, were from the poorer parts of the city — this was a family outing, perhaps 

the next day was a holiday. “But when — in fact how — would they go to work?” I ask. �e city is dotted with smaller 

parks, just as much used.

People have nothing else to do! We decide to see the movie everyone is talking about, 

Tahmineh Milani’s �5�X�P���8�P�N�F�O. But every theater we try is sold out. We have to wait 

two weeks to get a ticket. “�is is amazing,” I say, “such a vibrant cultural life.” “Oh,” M 

replies, “because of the government restrictions people don’t have anything else to do, 

so they all pour into the cinemas.” (�N�B�S�E�P�N �U�B�G�S�J�I���F���E�J�H�F�I���O�B�E�B�S�B�O�E��) (I do �nally see 

the �lm — it is powerful and important.) It is suggested instead that we go to the tradi-

tional local restaurants in the foothills of Darband. �e description seems too good to 

be true: Persian carpets spread among trees and running streams in a mountain village 

20 minutes north of the city, serving Persian food and tea amidst the cool mountain 

air; elegant women reclining on large cushions and so on. �e orientalist in me thor-

oughly (and unashamedly) awakened, we head o� … to a tra�c jam about a mile long. 

�e road entering the village is backed up with cars, some ordinary, some expensive. 

We hear that restaurants have waits of over an hour. (�e New Yorker in me groans “not here too?”) Defeated we turn 

back. “I would never have imagined anything like this,” I say. “Oh,” M replies, “it’s because people don’t have any other 

opportunities for recreation.” Next: the theater. Only a friend who has connections can swing, with great di�culty, some 

tickets for the �rst of Mirbagheri’s play cycle. �e stately City �eater is full of people who have come to see the plays, 

some also to see and be seen, a perfectly acceptable objective. I want a ticket for the next play, but we have to join a long 

waiting list and may not make it. (We don’t in fact succeed.) “�at’s the way it is, unfortunately,” M observes, “people just 

don’t have any other distractions, so they have to come to the theater.”

At this point I fall in love with the city. I decide to �nd a way to come back and, if possible, stay. So I did move to Tehran, 

�rst and foremost for personal reasons. I studied Persian classical music, met my current wife — we now have a little 

baby girl. I made many deep and meaningful friendships, which means, when we converse I feel that it is �B�C�P�V�U���T�P�N�F��

�U�I�J�O�H. At the same time, the conversation is always embedded in very human relations, about the interaction in ways I 

never learned in New York. I soon became involved in intellectual debates raging during the reform period, and once or 

twice got into trouble with the authorities. 

Professionally, for the last ten years I have been working, teaching, and researching the newly emerging world of Ira-

nian cities and local governments. Unlikely though it sounds, elected city councils several years ago emerged as a key 
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battleground for new visions for society and governance. I quickly became involved in the work of newly established 

councils, worked on the laws, was asked for advice (occasionally, I was able to give some), engaged in international pub-

lic diplomacy, organizing several exchanges between European and Iranian mayors. Most ful�lling was learning about 

Iran’s cities and towns and peoples through traveling to dozens of cities across the country. Only now, ten years on, do 

I feel I have something to say about the hopes for local democracy that were part of the reform agenda — arguably the 

most important institutional legacy of the reform period. 

Ten years later, the “Long Tehran Spring” is over. What I initially thought was the begin-

ning of the “Spring” when I arrived to stay in 2001, was, in retrospect, the downturn 

towards its end. What I didn’t realize at the time was that the Tehran that I experienced 

represented for another group of Iranians a negative and unwelcome image of social 

life. By 1990, with the grueling war with Iraq over, reconstruction was underway. Every 

Tehrani will tell you that Karbaschi transformed the capital from a morbid monument 

to the war dead — in the somber idiom of Shi‘a martyrdom — into a city in which life 

was a�rmed through parks full of �owers and entertainment, where young couples 

could, discretely, entwine �ngers and feel the pleasures of being alive, bookshops were accessible where one could 

browse the books, music cassettes, and CDs unavailable in the previous decade; a city which tried to be a more e�cient 

and user friendly place for getting to work, for producing goods and services of everyday and banal use; in which brand 

new street lights would be e�cient as well as a boost to the morale of residents, who could feel that that they were no 

longer living in a war-a�ected place. All this was desperately needed, especially by young middle class Tehranis who 

had lived through a decade of war and were now young university students and wanted to stretch their legs in a city 

connected to global currents and excitements. 

But then millions of others had been involved directly in �ghting the war, and tens of thousands of poor, mostly rural, 

families had counted their children among the war dead. �ey also came to Tehran, because a�er all, it was also their 

city. �ey brought with them a more burdened conscience; conservative, small town beliefs and values; sometimes Pu-

ritan morality as a means of honoring the memory of those who had died as well as their own experience; most of those 

who had volunteered, o�en without pay, to �ght to defend their families, friends and country — and survived — they 

had su�ered a decade of lost education, material progress, and savings.

�ese two groups — the young urban middle class and the lower-class war veterans — clashed on the streets of Tehran 

in the 1990s. �e former wanted to put the war behind them; the latter surely could not so soon. Besides the memories, 

there was the sense on one side that the veterans deserved help in return for protecting the country and thus providing 

the tranquility that it appeared some younger Tehranis now took for granted. On the other side, there emerged a sense 

of resentment against the a�rmative action for the families of veterans, who some viewed as cynically exploiting their 

status to cash in on free refrigerators and guaranteed college admission. �is con�ict was daringly portrayed in the �lm 

�(�M�B�T�T���"�H�F�O�D�Z. Complicating matters, hostility and resentment latched easily onto the matter of sexuality, especially in 

�ese two groups 
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public, and particularly around women. By the end of the post-war decade, the second group had obtained their de-

grees, gained professional experience in the bureaucracy, and was �nally able to demand a seat at the table. Of course, 

some want the table itself, and are even making a bid for all the other chairs!

So the capital city is one, perhaps the arena in which an important set of challenges for 

the future of Iran is being played out. �e Tehran municipality has been a disappoint-

ment, as have all elected local governments, who with the waning of national reform 

energies, have settled into being another sub-o�ce of the governmental bureaucracy. 

With signi�cant and ostensibly non-governmental resources, it has missed a chance to 

be the forum for Tehran’s residents. �is challenge is at bottom a cultural and a national 

one — what will be the values that de�ne the nation, who will we be? As yet, the city 

contains multitudes only numerically. �e challenge is to transform the city from the 

battleground it o�en feels like, to a canvass on which a moral vision that can accept the 

con�icting values can form themselves into some kind of pattern that all, or at least 

most, can recognize and understand. We still occasionally go to the movies, the theater, 

and the hills. But more and more time is spent inside our homes. What the city needs 

most is the élan I felt that summer ten years ago.
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�e Iranian Revolution of February 1979

�)�P�N�B���,�B�U�P�V�[�J�B�O

The revolution of February 1979 was a revolt of the society against the state. In some 

of its basic characteristics, the revolution did not conform to the usual norms of West-

ern revolutions, because the state did not represent just an ordinary dictatorship but an 

absolute and arbitrary system that lacked political legitimacy and a social base virtually 

across the whole of the society. 

�is became a puzzle to some in the West, resulting in their disappointment and disil-

lusionment within the �rst few years of the revolution’s triumph. For them, as much 

as for a growing number of modern Iranians who themselves had swelled the street 

crowds shouting pro-Khomeini slogans, the revolution became “enigmatic,” “bizarre,” 

and “unthinkable.” 

In the words of one Western scholar, the revolution was “deviant” because it established 

an Islamic republic and also since “according to social-scienti�c explanations for revo-

lution, it should not have happened at all, or when it did.” �at is why large numbers of 

disillusioned Iranians began to add their voice to the Shah and the small remnants of 

his regime in putting forward conspiracy theories — chie�y and plainly that America 

(and / or Britain) had been behind the revolution in order to stop the shah pushing for 

higher oil prices. It was even said that the West had been afraid that economic develop-

ment under the Shah would soon rob it of its markets.   

Before the fall of the Shah’s regime, this “puzzle” of the Iranian Revolution was some-

what closed to the eyes of Western observers. All the signs had been there, but they were 

largely eclipsed by the massive peaceful processions, the solidarity and virtual unanim-

ity of the society to overthrow the state, and the blood sacri�ce. �ey were eclipsed also 

by the phenomenon of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, every one of whose words was 

received as divine inspiration by the great majority of Iranians — modern as well as 

traditional. 

It is certainly possible to make sense of Iranian revolutions by utilizing the tools and 

methods of the same social sciences that have been used in explaining Western revolu-

tions. However, explanations of Iranian revolutions that are based on the application of 

such tools and methods to Western �I�J�T�U�P�S�Z inevitably result in confusion, contradiction, 

and bewilderment. As Karl Popper once noted, there is no such thing as History; there 

�)�P�N�B�� �,�B�U�P�V�[�J�B�O�
�� �4�U�� �"�O�U��
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are histories. �e most obvious point of contrast is that in Western revolutions, the societies in question were divided, 

and it was the underprivileged classes that revolted against the privileged classes, who were most represented by the 

state. In both the traditional and the modern Iranian revolutions, however, the whole society — rich and poor — re-

volted against the state. 

From the Western perspective, it would certainly make no sense for some of the richest classes of the society to �nance 

and organize the movement, while a few of the others either sit on the fence or believe that it was America’s doing and 

could not be helped.  Similarly, it would make no sense by Western criteria for the entire state apparatus (except the 

military, which quit in the end) to go on an inde�nite general strike, providing the most potent weapon for the success 

of the revolution. Nor would it make sense for almost the entire intellectual community and modern educated groups 

to rally behind Khomeini and his call for Islamic government. 

�e 1979 revolution was a characteristically Iranian revolution — a revolution by the 

whole society against the state in which various ideologies were represented, the most 

dominant being those with Islamic tendencies (Islamist, Marxist-Islamic and demo-

cratic-Islamic) and Marxist-Leninist tendencies (Fada’i, Tudeh, Maoist, Trotskyist, and 

others). �e con�ict within the groups with Islamic and Marxist-Leninist tendencies 

was probably no less intense than that between the two tendencies taken together. Yet 

they were all united in the overriding objective of bringing down the shah and over-

throwing the state. More e�ectively, the mass of the population who were not strictly 

ideological according to any of these tendencies — and of whom the modern middle 

classes were qualitatively the most important — were solidly behind the single objec-

tive of removing the Shah. Any suggestion of a compromise was tantamount to treason. 

Moreover, if any settlement had been reached short of the overthrow of the monarchy, 

legends would have grown as to how the liberal bourgeoisie had stabbed the revolution 

in the back on the order of their “foreign [i.e. American and British] masters.”

�e most widespread and commonly held slogan that united the various revolutionary parties and their supporters 

regardless of party and program was “Let him [the Shah] go and let there be �ood a�erwards” (In beravad va har cheh 

�N�J�L�I�B�I�B�E���C�F�T�I�B�W�B�E). Many changed their minds in the following years, but nothing was likely to make them see things 

di�erently at the time. �irty years later, Ebrahim Yazdi, a leading assistant of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in Paris 

and later Foreign Minister in the post-revolutionary provisional government, was reported in Washington as speaking 

“candidly of how his revolutionary generation had failed to see past the short-term goal of removing the Shah...”

�ose who lost their lives in various towns and cities throughout the revolution certainly played a major part in the 

process. But the outcome would have been signi�cantly di�erent if the commercial and �nancial classes, which had 

reaped such great bene�ts from the oil bonanza, had not �nanced the revolution; or especially if the National Iranian 
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Oil Company employees, high and low civil servants, judges, lawyers, university professors, intellectuals, journalists, 

school teachers, students, etc., had not joined in a general strike; or if the masses of young and old, modern and tradi-

tional, men and women, had not manned the huge street columns; or if the military had united and resolved to crush 

the movement. 

�e revolutions of 1906-1909 and 1977-1979 look poles apart in many respects. Yet they 

were quite similar with regard to some of their basic characteristics, which may also 

help explain many of the divergences between them. Both were revolts of the society 

against the state. Merchants, traders, intellectuals, and urban masses played a vital role 

in the Constitutional Revolution of 1906-1909, but so did leading ‘�V�M�B�N�B�� and powerful 

landlords, such that without their active support the triumph of 1909 would have been 

di�cult to envisage — making it look as if “the church” and “the feudal-aristocratic 

class” were leading a “bourgeois democratic revolution”! In that revolution, too, various 

political movements and agendas were represented, but they were all united in the aim 

of overthrowing the arbitrary state (and ultimately Muhammad ‘Ali Shah), which stood 

for traditionalism, so that most of the religious forces also rallied behind the modernist 

cause, albeit haphazardly. 

Many of the traditional forces backing the Constitutional Revolution regretted it �B���F�S���U�I�F�� �F�W�F�O�U, as did many of the 

modernists who participated in the revolution of February 1979, when the outcome ran contrary to their own best 

hopes and wishes. But no argument would have made them withdraw their support before the collapse of the respective 

regimes. �ere were those in both revolutions who saw that total revolutionary triumph would make some, perhaps 

many, of the revolutionaries regret the results a�erwards, but very few of them dared to step forward. Sheikh Fazlollah 

in the earlier case and Shahpur Bakhtiar in the later are noteworthy examples. But they were both doomed because they 

had no social base, or in other words, they were seen as having joined the side of the state, however hard they denied it. 

In a revolt against an arbitrary state, whoever wants anything short of its removal is branded a traitor. �at is the logic 

of the slogan “Let �I�J�N go and let there be �ood a�erwards!”
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In assessing the progress of the revolution in Iran, it might be useful to recall how other 

revolutions of the 20th century fared at the 30-year interval. Using their commence-

ment rather than the actual seizure of power as the baseline, the 30th anniversaries of 

major 20th century revolutions were 1940 for Mexico, 1947 for the Soviet Union, 1964 

for China (using the “Long March” as the year), 1975 for Vietnam, 1983 for Cuba (dat-

ing its beginning with the attack on the Moncada Barracks), 1984 for Algeria, and 2008 

for Nicaragua. 

It was only with Lazaro Cardenas’s tenure (1934-1940) that the early land reforms de-

manded by the Zapatistas were �nally pushed through. Meanwhile, many of the revo-

lution’s leaders had been assassinated. In the Soviet case, Josef Stalin’s grip on power 

became so su�ocating that many argue that by 1947 the promises of the Russian Revo-

lution not only had not been ful�lled, but the country had even retrogressed. For China, 

1964 came shortly a�er the disastrous “Great Leap Forward” of 1958 and the concomi-

tant radical People’s Communes policies, which were harbingers of the coming excesses 

of the Cultural Revolution launched in 1966. In Vietnam, 1975 marked the pullout of 

the American military and the uni�cation of the country under the post-Ho Chi Minh 

(d. 1969) leadership. �is marked a major political victory, but economically the coun-

try was in a shambles. In 1983, Cuba, despite very impressive achievements in areas 

such as health care and education, faced a precarious economic situation, thanks in 

large measure to the American embargo but also internal mismanagement. In Algeria, 

as 1984 dawned, the state’s reputation was mainly as a leader of the non-aligned move-

ment and of the Group of 77 in the United Nations. But serious economic troubles ac-

companying the regime’s version of socialism undermined these diplomatic successes. 

Nicaragua was a seeming exception to these cases, as contested elections took place 

in 1990, with the Sandinista regime voluntarily relinquishing power to a coalition of 

bourgeois political parties. In 2006 Daniel Ortega was elected President, marking the 

return of the Sandinista leader to power. �e Citizen Power Councils introduced under 

his leadership proved controversial, but on the whole the society seemed to be moving 

away from the politics of violence.

What about the Islamic Republic of Iran? Regionally, it has become a leading power, but 

this is not due to the e�orts of the leadership. It has instead resulted from the American-

led invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq, which removed the Iranian government’s two 

major regional enemies: the Ba‘th and the Taliban. So far, Iran’s nuclear program has 
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rattled the West and Israel, and the Arab states also are unhappy about it. So far, threats from the United States and Is-

rael have not resulted in armed con�ict, but internal sabotage through the in�ltration of “black ops” detachments and 

unmanned aircra� strikes are frequently rumored to have occurred or to be in store.

However, it is in internal developments that the Iranian Revolution faces its major shortcomings and failures on its 30th 

anniversary. �e ever-widening gap between state and society is no secret to observers. �is gap was a serious problem 

in the late Pahlavi period. Although it was temporarily narrowed in the early post-revolutionary period (due in signi�-

cant measure to Iraq’s invasion of Iran, which caused regime opponents to “rally to the �ag”), it grew dramatically when 

the Khomeinists launched a �L�V�M�U�V�S�L�S�J�F�H against the intellectuals and the universities a�er June 1981, a struggle that 

continues today. �is has led to serious defections not only on the part of the secular-but-religious-minded intellectu-

als — such as ‘Abd al-Karim Surush, Akbar Ganji, and Sa‘id Hajjarian — but also by leading thinkers of the traditional 

seminaries, such as Muhsin Kadivar and ‘Abdallah Nuri among lower ranking seminarians, and Mahdi Ha‘iri (d. 1999), 

Sadiq Ruhani, and Husayn ‘Ali Muntaziri among senior clerics. As for secular-oriented intellectuals, they too have faced 

intimidation, though some, such as �lm directors, have been given a surprising degree of latitude. 

�e several governments since 1979 have failed in their promises to diversify the econ-

omy and thus end the country’s over-dependence on oil. Over time, the economy has 

performed poorly. �e current regime had staked its reputation on improving the lives 

of the masses, but, if anything, it has proven itself more incompetent than its predeces-

sors. �e Khomeinists have reacted by clinging even more tightly to power. �e leader, 

‘Ali Khamane‘i, in advance of the next presidential elections (now scheduled for June 

2009), has tried to pre-empt the outcome by telling the current incumbent, Mahmud 

Ahmadinejad, to prepare for another term in o�ce. �e June 2009 voting will mark the 

tenth presidential election since 1980, suggesting a degree of institutionalization. But in 

fact it seems that the pre-determining of the outcome of such elections remains an abiding issue. �is is not to suggest 

that sometimes presidential outcomes do appear to be the result of an open electoral process, but this is the exception 

(for example, the presidential elections of 1997 and 2001).

However, dramatic improvements have been shown in literacy; advances in health care are evident, and in principle, 

women are not barred from high o�ce. In the early 1980’s Khomeini issued a fatwa against factory owners who were 

trying to deny female employees maternity leave and thus sided with women’s economic rights. Recently, it has been 

noted in the press that the judicial authorities have ruled that, at least for now, the capital sentence of stoning be sus-

pended until exemplary justice becomes not just the norm but the reality, so that its violation would be inexcusable.

Nevertheless, the balance sheet in regard to human rights is strongly negative. An estimated 150 newspapers have been 

shut down since the revolution, leading public �gures are routinely harassed and imprisoned, the authorities arbitrarily 

reject candidates for o�ce (even those whom they permitted to run in earlier campaigns), and they send armed thugs 
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into people’s homes, places of work, classrooms, and open assembly venues to wreak havoc in defense of the absolute 

mandate of the jurist (�7�F�M�B�Z�F�U���F���'�B�R�J�I). Perhaps, despite certain achievements, it is the fate of all revolutions to su�er 

�ermidorean reactions, as Crane Brinton once noted.1 �is could be said to varying 

degrees of the Mexican, Russian, Chinese, Vietnamese, Cuban, Algerian, and Nicara-

guan revolutions. Although a hallmark of �ermidor is the end of the extreme brutality 

of the reign of terror and virtue, another characteristic is the return to the authoritarian 

excesses of the past. For its part, the Iranian Revolution is 30 years old, but it still su�ers 

a plethora of “infantile disorders.” �ermidor is “alive and well” in the Islamic Republic 

of Iran. It is its society that is the loser.

1. �e term “�ermidor” refers to the revolt against the excesses of the French Revolution. See Crane Brinton’s classic study 
���F���"�O�B�U�P�N�Z���P�G���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O, revised edition (New York: Vintage, 1965).

�e Iranian 
Revolution is 30 
years old, but it still 
su�ers a plethora 
of “infantile disor-
ders.”



26 ���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

�e �ree Paradoxes of the Islamic Revolution in Iran

�"�C�C�B�T���.�J�M�B�O�J

�"�C�C�B�T�� �.�J�M�B�O�J�� �J�T�� �U�I�F�� �)�B�N�J�E��
�B�O�E�� �$�I�S�J�T�U�J�O�B�� �.�P�H�I�B�E�B�N��
�%�J�S�F�D�U�P�S�� �P�G�� �*�S�B�O�J�B�O�� �4�U�V�E�J�F�T��
�B�U���4�U�B�O�G�P�S�E���6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z���X�I�F�S�F��
�I�F�� �J�T�� �B�M�T�P�� �B�� �3�F�T�F�B�S�D�I�� �'�F�M�M�P�X��
�B�U�� �U�I�F�� �)�P�P�W�F�S�� �*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�J�P�O����
�)�J�T�� �N�P�T�U�� �S�F�D�F�O�U�� �C�P�P�L�
��Emi-
nent Persians: �e Men and 
Women who Made Modern 
Iran, 1941-1979�� �	�U�X�P�� �W�P�M��
�V�N�F�T�
�� �X�B�T�� �K�V�T�U�� �Q�V�C�M�J�T�I�F�E�� �C�Z��
�4�Z�S�B�D�V�T�F���6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z���1�S�F�T�T��

The Islamic Revolution of 1979 is an event de�ned as much by its ironies and para-

doxes as by its novelties and cruelties. 

It was, by scholarly near-consensus, the most “popular revolution” in modern times — 

almost 11% of the population participated in it, compared to the approximate 7% and 

9% of the citizens who took part in the French and Russian revolutions. As a concept, 

revolution is itself a child of modernity, in that it revolves around the idea that legiti-

mate power can emanate only from a social contract consecrated by the general will of 

a sovereign people. Before the rise of modernity and the idea of the natural rights of 

human beings, “revolution” as a word had no political connotation and simply referred 

to the movement of celestial bodies. �e word took on its new political meaning — the 

sudden, o�en violent, structural change in the nature and distribution of power and 

privilege — when the idea of a citizenry (imbued with natural rights, including the right 

to decide who rules over them) replaced the medieval idea of “subjects” (a passive popu-

lace, bere� of rights, deemed needful of the guardianship of an aristocracy or royalty).

In Iran, despite the requisite popular agency of a revolution, events in 1979 paradoxi-

cally gave rise to a regime wherein popular sovereignty was denigrated by the regime’s 

founding father, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, as a colonial construct, created to under-

mine the Islamic concept of �V�N�N�B (or spiritual community). In Ayatollah Khomeini’s 

treatise on Islamic government, the will of the people is subservient to the dictates of 

the divine, as articulated by the Supreme Leader. In this sense, his concept of an Islamic 

Revolution is an oxymoron and its concomitant idea of Islamic government — �W�F�M�B�Z�B�U��

�F�� �G�B�R�J�I, or rule of the Jurist — is irreconcilable with the modern democratic ideal of 

popular sovereignty. On the contrary, �W�F�M�B�Z�B�U���F���G�B�R�J�I posits a population in need of a 

guardian, much as minors need guardians. �e people are, in other words, “subjects,” not 

citizens. On the other hand, he called the same populace to a revolution —historically, 

the de�ant act of a citizenry cognizant of its ability and right to demand a new social 

contract. �e most popular of all “modern revolutions” then led to the creation of a state 

whose constitution places absolute power in the hand of an unelected, unimpeachable 

man, and whose basic political philosophy posits people as subjects and pliable tools of 

the �'�B�R�J�I����If this constitutes the philosophical paradox of the Islamic Revolution, there 

is also a stark historic paradox evident in its evolution.  

�e Islamic Revolution was in a sense a replay of Iran’s �rst assay at a democratic con-
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stitutional government, one that took place in the course of the 1905-07 “Constitutional Revolution.” At that time, a co-

alition of secular intellectuals, enlightened Shi‘ite clergy, bazaar merchants, the rudiments of a working class, and even 

some members of the landed gentry came together to topple the Oriental Despotism of the Qajar kings and replace it 

with a monarchy whose power was limited by a constitution (Mashruteh). Indeed, the new constitution emulated one 

of the European models of a liberal democratic polity, one that allowed for elections and separation of powers, yet had 

a monarch as the head of the state. In those years, the most ideologically cohesive and powerful opposition to this new 

democratic paradigm was spearheaded by Ayatollah Nouri — a Shi‘ite zealot who dismissed modern, democratically 

formulated constitutions as the faulty and feeble concoctions of “syphilitic men.” Instead, he suggested relying on what 

he considered the divine in�nite wisdom of God, manifest in �4�I�B�S�J���B (Mashrua’). So powerful were the advocates of the 

constitutional form of democracy that Nouri became the only ayatollah in Iran’s modern history to be executed on the 

order (fatwa) of fellow ayatollahs. For decades, in Iran’s modern political discourse, Nouri’s name was synonymous with 

the reactionary political creed of despots who sought their legitimacy in Shi‘ite �4�I�B�S�J���B.

In a profoundly paradoxical twist of politics, almost 70 years later, the same coalition 

of forces that created the constitutional movement, coalesced once again, this time to 

topple the Shah’s authoritarian rule. Each of the social classes constituting that coali-

tion had, by the 1970s, become stronger, and more politically experienced. Neverthe-

less, they chose as their leader Ayatollah Khomeini, a man who espoused an even more 

radical version of �4�I�B�S�J���B-based politics than the one proposed by Nouri. While Nouri 

had simply talked of a government based on �4�I�B�S�J���B (Mashrua’), Khomeini now advo-

cated the absolute rule of a man whose essential claim to power rested in his mastery 

of �4�I�B�S�J���B, and for whom Sharia was not the end but a means of power. In the decade 

before the revolution, some secular Iranian intellectuals like al-Ahmad, imbued with 

the false certitudes of a peculiar brand of radical anti-colonial politics paved the way 

for this kind of clerical regime by “rehabilitating” Nouri and o�ering a revisionist view 

of Iranian history wherein the clergy emerged as leaders of the all-important, over-de-

termined anti-colonial struggle. It mattered little to these intellectuals that some forms 

of anti-colonialism — like that of Nouri and his later cohorts — were rooted in pious 

xenophobia and not progressive nationalism. 

Finally, the “Islamic Revolution” and the ultimate creation of clerical absolutism instead 

of a democratic policy was paradoxical in light of the fact that it took place in the 1970s, 

when the �ird and Fourth Waves of Democracy had begun. �e late 19th Century 

witnessed the �rst democratic wave, and the years a�er the Second World War and the 

collapse of the British Empire ushered in the Second Wave. �e gradual decline of authoritarian regimes like those of 

Spain and Portugal, and the lost luster of Soviet totalitarianism embodied the �ird and Fourth Waves. Some promised 

the “End of History,” or at least the End of Ideology, while others celebrated the claim that the age of liberal democ-
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racy was inevitably and irrevocably upon us. But Ayatollah Khomeini fought against this tide of history and erected a 

pseudo-totalitarian state founded on the divine edicts of God and the absolute wisdom of the �'�B�R�J�I. �is last, and still 

lasting paradox of the “Islamic revolution,” will also bring about its end. �e century-old coalition for democracy still 

awaits the realization of its dream.
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�e Revolutionary Legacy: A Contested and Insecure Polity
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Islamic Iran will enter its 30th year with almost as much political noise as it generated at 

its inception. On the one hand, Iran’s nuclear program and the confrontation it has en-

gendered are daily reminders of the regional and global dimensions of Iran’s revolution. 

On the other hand, the incessant squabbling among various branches of the government 

as well as among di�erent political factions point to the fact that, more than anything 

else, the revolution was about an end to a one-man dominated political system.  

�e noise persists because of domestic quarrels over the nature of Iran’s relationship to 

the world, particularly to its sole remaining superpower, as well as to itself. �e revo -

lution of 1979 was for most Iranians a double-edged a�air, involving aspirations for 

freedom (�B�[�B�E�J) and national sovereignty or independence (�F�T�U�F�R�M�B�M). �ese aspirations 

continue to shape and haunt the Islamic Republic. No matter how one looks at Iran 

today, there can be no denying that they remain at best partially ful�lled. More impor-

tantly, they continue to be played against each other. In the name of external threats, 

national security, and sovereignty, critical expressions are silenced while unhindered 

and, at times, unhinged political competition has turned democratic institutions such as 

elections into instruments of intra-elite rivalry rather than expressions of national will.  

 

�e shaping of post-revolutionary Iran through its search for independence is mani-

festly re�ected in its almost pathological insistence on national sovereignty and being 

treated with respect in the face of international pressures. �e haunting comes in the 

form of “strategic loneliness.” Tehran is indeed betrothed to “neither West nor East,” as 

its founder Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini insisted nearly 30 years ago, but does not rest 

easily in that position. 

�is does not mean that it is denied a seat at the table. In fact, as recently as July 2008 

Tehran was host to the 15th annual ministerial meeting of the Non-Aligned Movement. 

But its desire to receive support for its noncompliant posture received half-hearted sup-

port from other non-aligned countries worried about their names being too closely 

identi�ed with a country in direct confrontation with a rather unforgiving superpower. 

Tehran’s right to peaceful nuclear energy is repeatedly rea�rmed as “the basic and in-

alienable right of all states, to develop [and] research, [the] production and use of atom-

ic energy for peaceful purposes,”1 but only a few countries such as Cuba, Venezuela, 

and Syria are willing to condemn the three standing UN Security Council resolutions 

1. Final Document of the XV Ministerial Conference of Non-Aligned Movement held in 
Tehran, July 27-30. 
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against Iran.

Regional developments — including the removal of Saddam Husayn and the Taliban, challenges facing the United 

States in Iraq and Afghanistan, and the increased clout of Hizbullah in its domestic environment — have improved the 

chances of �nding natural allies in the region and, as such, have led to enhanced Iranian con�dence. Yet Iran continues 

to wear its independence or non-alignment uneasily. Rather, Iran’s leaders insist on telling their domestic audience and 

proclaiming to the world repeatedly that Iran is indeed a sovereign nation and a poke in the eye of the powerful. Almost 

30 years a�er the proclaimed “victory” of the Islamic Revolution, the need to reiterate that, “the only path to �W�J�D�U�P�S�Z is 

through resistance and steadfastness” persists.2

Why this is so certainly has much to do with the external pressures that continue to 

be exerted on Iran in order to contain its regional in�uence. It is true that the United 

States has never been able to come to terms with the loss of one of its most important 

pillars of support in the region, and US policies since the revolution have aimlessly 

and not very e�ectively vacillated between containment and regime change, with oc-

casional minor and unsuccessful forays into engagement. But the reality is that Iran 

also remains con�icted internally over the direction of the country because, along with 

its anti-Americanism, the revolution also brought into existence a polity based on con-

testation and pluralism, regulated through a system of controlled and yet competitive 

elections. 

To be sure, Iran continues to demonstrate amply that the presence of meaningful intra-elite struggles for power is not 

su�cient to make democracy sustainable, even if transfers of power occur through elections. �e absence of rule of law 

and corruption among the elite have in fact turned political contestation into instruments that undermine democratic 

institutions such as elections, which are transformed into mechanisms of intra-elite competition rather than an expres-

sion or projection of popular will. Nevertheless it is signi�cant that this political competition continues to keep the 

aspirations of the revolution alive and part of Iran’s contemporary political discourse.

�irty years a�er the revolution, Iran is not a consolidated democratic state as the revolution promised. Neither is it a 

consolidated authoritarian one. And in this unconsolidated authoritarian environment, the search for national sover-

eignty and independence is a revolutionary legacy that cannot be simply wished away. �is is so not merely because the 

idea still occupies the minds of a good segment of the Iranian elite. It is more so because it is a frame that can be utilized 

as a driving force for a more assertive security-oriented and nationalistic disposition that is then used as a means to 

silence or sideline domestic rivals by accusing them of being members of a ��h column or so� on enemies. 

It should be noted, however, that in Iran’s contested political environment, this security orientation is merely a policy al-

2. Ayatollah ‘Ali Khamene’i, speech given to Iranian o�cials on July 30, 2008. 
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ternative framed by the historical aspiration for complete independence. As witnessed 

during the presidencies of both ‘Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani and Mohammad Khata-

mi, this policy alternative can be tempered or even partially abandoned in the direction 

of a more conciliatory approach, emphasizing dialogue and détente, but only if the 

Islamic Republic does not feel directly threatened. As such, in its rightward or security-

oriented reaction to the external threats of the past few years, the Islamic Republic is 

not acting any di�erently than other countries with contested political environments. 

On revolutionary Iran’s 30th anniversary, it must then be considered truly unfortunate 

that Washington’s aggressive interest in isolating Iran came a�er several years of at-

tempted conciliatory foreign policy on the part of Khatami’s government. In Iran’s con-

tested political environment, the failure to show results e�ectively paved the way for the 

ascendance of the belief that the more conciliatory foreign policy practiced during the 

reformist era was perceived as weakness by “enemies” and led to calls for more, not few-

er Iranian concessions. Hence, the common refrain among current decision-makers in 

Iran these days that enemies only understand the language of power and strength. �e 

reality, though, is that despite the contemporary currency or pretense of a muscular foreign policy, Iran’s politics remain 

underwritten by both contestation and insecurity. 

�'�B�S�I�J������
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�e Iranian Revolution at 30: Still Unpredictable
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How is it possible that the Islamic Republic of Iran has lasted 30 years? Some of the 

revolutionaries themselves are probably surprised by this longevity. In 1979, they wrote 

a constitution that enshrined Imam Ruhollah Khomeini as the leader of the Islamic Re-

public. Surely they didn’t expect him to live another 30 years, past age 100, but their in-

sistence on Khomeini’s unique characteristics made it unlikely that anybody else would 

be quali�ed to succeed him. 

Sure enough, a�er Khomeini’s death, the constitution had to be rewritten to allow Hojjat 

al-Islam ‘Ali Khamene’i to serve as head of state. He did not have the scholarly creden-

tials to serve as a top-ranking cleric (�N�B�S�K�B�A���F���U�B�R�M�J�E), much less to overrule other top-

ranking clerics, as Khomeini had been constitutionally permitted to do, yet the Islamic 

Republic survived.

Most international observers didn’t expect the Islamic Republic to last this long. �ey 

have been talking about the regime being in crisis since the �rst year of the revolution, 

and with good reason. �e regime has weathered innumerable crises, from the assas-

sination of much of the top leadership in 1981 to Khamene’i’s recent stare-down with 

President Mahmud Ahmadinejad over interim cabinet ministers.1

�e most ardent supporters of the Islamic Republic have encouraged this discourse of 

permanent crisis. Every month, hard-line propagandists denounce some new, unpleas-

ant economic or political development as an indication of a global conspiracy against 

Islam that must be prevented at all costs from undermining the Iranian people’s fervent 

support of their Islamic Republic. All opposition �gures, even the mildest liberals, are 

said to pose an imminent threat to the survival of the regime. If the regime is so easily 

threatened, it seems hard to imagine how it could have survived so long.

Of course, paranoids are sometimes correct. �e Islamic Republic of Iran has faced 

and survived a concerted campaign for “regime change” by the world’s greatest super-

power, the United States. In late 1995, Newt Gingrich, then the Speaker of the US House 

of Representatives, insisted on $18 million for “covert” operations against the Islamic 

1. According to political scientist Farideh Farhi, Ahmadinejad tried to keep several interim 
appointees past the constitutional limit of three months, in order to avoid having them 
rejected by parliament — Khamene’i told him to obey the constitution.
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Republic.22 If journalist Seymour Hersh is to be believed, the Bush Administration increased this funding to $400 mil-

lion in late 2007. �us far the American campaign has stopped short of invasion, but it would not be surprising to 

discover when relevant US government documents are declassi�ed that some funding found its way to the secessionist 

groups responsible for recent terrorist attacks in Iran’s farthest provinces. �e Islamic Republic has survived this too.

In addition, the Islamic Republic has survived the failure of some of its most cherished 

goals to come to fruition. For example, it failed to export its revolution to other Mus-

lim societies, despite the wave of international Islamic support that Khomeini enjoyed 

for having overthrown the Shah. Muslim activists visited Iran from around the world, 

eager to replicate the miracle of the Islamic Revolution back home. Within a decade, 

these activists viewed their trips with embarrassment. It is di�cult now to imagine that 

many Sunni Muslims once looked on the Iranian experience as a model to reproduce. I 

recall walking past the Iranian community center in Sarajevo some years ago and see-

ing posters of an aged Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, Chairman of the Guardian Council — 

showcasing a distinctly un-hip spokesperson for the Islamic Republic. “Have you even 

been in there?” I asked a devout young Bosnian Muslim. He scrunched up his face at 

the absurdity of the suggestion. Iran had provided crucial weapons to keep Sarajevans 

from being slaughtered in the civil war a few years earlier, but even that did not win 

the Islamic Republic many fans.

�e Islamic Republic also failed to overthrow Saddam Husayn, a goal to which it devoted several years and tens of thou-

sands of martyrs in the late 1980s. Numerous regimes have fallen as a result of lesser military misadventures, but the 

Islamic Republic survived. Even more galling than their failure to depose Saddam, Iranians watched the United States 

make quick work of the Iraqi military in the wars of 1991 and 2003. 

�e Islamic Republic even was forced to acknowledge the failure of Islamic governance, one of its primary reasons for 

existence, with the formation of the Council for the Discernment of the Expediency of the System, more commonly 

known as the Expediency Council. �e purpose of the Council, as stipulated in a constitutional amendment in 1989, 

is to overrule the Guardian Council when necessary for the interests of the state. Since the Guardian Council’s consti-

tutional role is to assess the Islamic propriety of parliamentary legislation, the Expediency Council’s oversight of the 

Guardian Council means that judgments about Islam no longer have the �nal word. Expediency —�N�B�T�M�B�I�B�U, in Persian, 

meaning public welfare — has the �nal word. In Asghar Schirazi’s account of the constitution of the Islamic Republic, 

this amendment was not the �rst time that the principle of public interest was permitted to trump acknowledged Islam-

ic principles, but it was the �rst time that this move had been announced and permanently institutionalized. Khomeini 

prepared Iranians for the change in a famous open letter of 1988 that identi�ed the interests of the Iranian state as the 

primary obligation of Islamic faith, above such secondary obligations as prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage. �e Islamic 

2. �e funding was publicized before it was signed into law.
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Republic has survived this o�cial downgrading of its commitment to Islamic principles.

It also has survived the failure of its promotion of popular piety. A 1975 survey found that 56% of Iranians attended 

communal prayers at least once a week; by 2000, the rate had declined to 40% (among young adults born a�er the revo-

lution, the rate was 31%). �e same poll in 2000 found that less than half of the sample felt that the religious establish-

ment gives answers to social problems — one of the lowest ratios in any of the 14 Muslim societies polled by the World 

Values Survey over the past decade. �is survey and others show that Iranians are generally devout, but their devotion 

seems to be more personal than political, contrary to the e�orts of the Islamic Republic.

In sum, Iran has become just another partly-industrialized, partly-democratic, partly-

corrupt �ird World country that has unusually tense relations with the United States 

and Europe. Its Islamic Republic has survived in part because regimes o�en survive for 

decades a�er their initial mandate and ideals have disappeared. When o�ered an alter-

native, such as the reform movement that held such promise in the late 1990s, a large 

majority of Iranians displayed an eagerness for political change. Even then, Iranians 

were hardly revolutionary — in 2000, the Iranian sample for the World Values Survey 

rated their own political system relatively positively, averaging 5.84 on a scale of 1 to 10. 

Among young adults, the average for the survey was virtually the same (5.76). 

I published a book several years ago arguing that the Iranian Revolution had been in-

herently unpredictable. �ere are no prerequisites for revolution that would allow us to anticipate its occurrence — it 

can happen at any time, whenever dissatis�ed people come to believe that their compatriots will join them in protest. 

Soon a�er the book was published, a colleague asked me whether I would help make a new revolution in Iran. You never 

know when an entrenched dictator might be overthrown, he told me excitedly, citing my book as evidence. Khamene’i 

could go the way of Romania’s Ceausescu, who was abandoned and executed in a matter of weeks a�er a relatively mi-

nor event triggered a massive uprising. Apart from the ethical problems of the proposition — who am I to get involved 

in Iranian politics? — I drew a di�erent conclusion. Revolutions may occur at any moment, but they are very rare. Bet-

ting on a regime’s survival is almost always a safer wager than betting on it being overthrown. And if my bet is wrong, 

and the regime is overthrown, then that only con�rms my analysis that revolutions are unpredictable.
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�e Islamic Revolution Derailed
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The execution of the original project of the Islamic Revolution in Iran has been re-

peatedly deferred for various reasons. More recently it is the increasing secularization 

of society under theocratic rule that is hindering the implementation of the original 

project despite a monopolization of political power by core elite factions. No doubt the 

clerical and non-clerical fundamentalist groups and cliques have more or less domi-

nated the political scene since the revolution, but the ideological aim of the revolution 

was not just to usurp political power at any price but to try to build an “Islamic” state 

and society. It is something to use religion as a political tool for capturing power, but 

quite another to seek to implement the principles of that religion. More o�en however, 

in real life, the weapon of religion proves to be very useful for gaining power, although 

its principles create trouble for “religious” politicians.

�e original project of the Islamic Revolution as laid out in Ayatollah Khomeini’s works 

and speeches aimed at a thorough Islamicization of politics, state, society, culture, law, 

and economy. However, the revolution was derailed from this projected course for a 

number of reasons including power struggles, internal con�icts, inability of core Islamic 

elites to establish their hegemony, the war with Iraq, attempts at postwar reconstruction, 

and the ascendancy of reformist or moderate factions.

�e period of the Provisional Government led by Mehdi Bazargan (1979 to early 1981) 

was marked by an uneasy alliance between extremist-Islamic and moderate-liberal fac-

tions. �e former favored a fusion of religion and politics and a theocratic state ruled by 

the clergy, while the latter advocated liberal democracy and separation of religion from 

government. �e dual and somewhat contradictory nature of the constitution adopted 

in 1979 re�ected that uneasy alliance. �e speci�c conditions under this situation led to 

a transition to theocracy rather than to democracy. 

Between 1981 and 1988, the ruling elite was much more uni�ed, but the government 

was preoccupied with the war e�ort requiring ad hoc policies and decision-making. Al-

though the project of Islami�cation continued, there were other more urgent issues for 

the government to attend to. As before, the clerical ruling elite di�ered over a number 

of important issues ranging from cultural and economic policies to how to interpret the 

laws of Islam. �e clerical-fundamentalist rightist faction, which predominated in the 

Council of Guardians, supported capitalist economic policies along with strict cultural 
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and social control. �e clerical Le�, which had the majority in the �ird Majlis, supported state control of the economy 

and limited cultural and social freedom. Given the war conditions, Ayatollah Khomeini had to shi� his support from 

the right to the le� and back again.

�e postwar reconstruction period (1989-97) witnessed yet another derailment from the original course of the Revolu-

tion and the virtual marginalization of the core fundamentalist elite. As a result, the �rst signs of fundamentalist op-

position to the regime appeared in this period. While the traditionalist rightist factions were dominant in the Council 

of Guardians and the Majlis, a new modernist rightist faction emerged and dominated the executive. �e Kargozaran 

(Reconstructionists) supported and implemented neo-liberal policies of privatization and during the Fi�h Majlis elec-

tions competed with the Traditional Rightists. Neo-liberal policies paved the way for a degree of social secularization 

and liberalization, which was obviously disliked by the fundamentalist and extremist factions. 

At the same time, the end of war mobilization and neo-liberal policies led to a decrease 

in state subsidies, greater unemployment, working class unrest, higher in�ation, a de-

cline in ideology, the political activation of various social forces, such as intellectu-

als, journalists and students, and the outbreak of a number of popular mass rebellions 

(especially in Mashad, Islamabad, and Qazvin). All this paved the way for the victory 

of the reformist factions (the older le�ist factions and a number of newly rising new 

middle class political parties) who supported Mohammad Khatami in the 1997 presi-

dential elections. 

From the perspective of the core fundamentalist elite, the period of the reformist government (1997-2005) was the 

sharpest deviation from the supposedly original project of the Revolution. During this period, the reformist parties 

succeeded in gaining control of the executive and the Parliament in three consecutive elections (1997 presidential, 1999 

parliamentary and 2001 presidential elections). On the other hand the core elite retained control of the O�ce of Leader-

ship, the Council of Guardian, the Council of Expediency, the Judiciary, and the Revolutionary Guards. In the con�ict 

that ensued between the two blocs, the Council of Guardians vetoed 111 out of 297 bills passed by the reformist Sixth 

Majles in support of civil liberties, political participation, women’s rights, ban on torture, press freedom, labor rights, 

public welfare policies, and so on. 

However, no structural change in the political system occurred during this period for a number of reasons. First, there 

was not much real elite ideological disunity; the hegemonic elite faction continued to control the system. Second, the 

reformist factions failed to develop strong social organizations despite widespread popular support. �e nascent civil 

society, rising a�er a long period of social atomization, was itself under constant pressure from the hegemonic factions. 

�ird, the armed forces were united and loyal to the hegemonic faction in power. 

�e inability of the reformist Khatami government to bring about change led to increasing disillusionment and dis-
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satisfaction among its mainly urban educated middle class popular support base, especially intellectuals, students and 

government employees. Meanwhile, the right-wing, hard-line factions associated with the core elite were seeking to mo-

bilize the lower classes in town and country, promising them better living conditions than the reformists had been able 

to provide. Already in 2003, they had managed to win in the city council elections and replace the fractious reformists. 

�e core elite dominant in the O�ce of Leadership and the Council of Guardians had already made its mind not to let 

the main reformist parties enter the Majlis again. 

�5�0wards��the���*mp�-ementati�0n ���0f ��the��Origina�-���1r�0ject� 

�e presidential elections of 2005 ensured the complete ascendancy of the core elite 

factions and the ousting of the reformists from the political system. �is marked the 

�rst time that a high degree of structural and ideological unity within the ruling elites 

had emerged since the revolution. All three branches of government as well as the ma-

jor clerical institutions were now occupied by a coalition of conservative, hard-line 

factions. �e degree of harmony between the executive and the legislative branches of 

government was unprecedented. A new con�guration of revolutionary extremist fac-

tions came into existence, forming a “�ird Force,” i.e. the Abadgaran coalition, clearly 

distinct from the older conservative factions. �e political presence of the Revolution-

ary Guards (IRGC) and the Basij militia as part of the social base of the new political 

elite has been quite noticeable since. Deputies with backgrounds in the IRGC won a 

third of the parliamentary seats. Extremist and ultra-conservative groups such as the 

Hojjatiyeh and Haqqani Seminary School factions as well as the Ansare Hezbollah and 

Society for the Defense of Revolutionary Values supported the new elite con�guration. 

To a considerable degree, a militarization of theocracy has since taken place with the 

increasing political involvement of the Revolutionary Guards and Basij. 

�e positions and policies adopted by the new ruling group since 2005 can be described as attempts to implement the 

will and testament of Ayatollah Khomeini, which clearly embodies the original project of the Islamic Revolution. �e 

new policy positions such as attempts at the disruption of neo-liberal economic policies and the banking system, in-

creasing cultural control, restrictions imposed on civil society, and greater militancy in foreign policy can be interpreted 

as attempts to implement the original project of the revolution. 

But power consolidation, elite uni�cation, and the attempt at reconsolidation of the revolution and implementation of its 

project are taking place under socio-cultural conditions and circumstances very much di�erent from those existing in 

the early years of the revolution. �e major di�erence lies in the demise of the politically mobile and active mass society 

of the 1980’s and the rise of an immobile and passive mass society resulting from growing anomie and a widening gap 

between public opinion and the o�cial ideology. Various factors have been responsible for the erosion of ideology and 
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the development of a passive and anomic mass society, including the increasing secularization of society, the conclusion 

of the war with Iraq, the new turns in economic policy, and the disappointing results of the Reform Movement. 

Some �eld research and surveys recently carried out by a number of public and private research organizations clearly 

demonstrate the widening gap between o�cial-religious ideology and public opinion and practices. In particular, the 

National Survey of Values and Attitudes conducted by the Ministry of Islamic Guidance, on the basis of a sample of 

16,824 people, found: 

a decline in religious beliefs and practices especially among the new generation;�t��

growing secularization of private life;�t��

increasing use of cultural products prohibited by the ruling clergy;�t��

growing political distrust and cynicism;�t��

decline in the feelings of social solidarity; and�t��

widespread feelings of political ine�cacy; �t��

 

�us the most important characteristic of the present time can be described as an increasing secularization of society 

under a theocratic regime, the most unfavorable grounds for the implementation of the revolutionary project. It seems 

that the social secularization trend is expanding as a result of increasing development in terms of education, communi-

cation, and modernization. �us, like all ideological revolutionary projects, the Islamic ideological project has found it 

very di�cult to reconstruct culture and identity in a society undergoing a fast process of change and secularization.

�#�B�T�I�J�S�J�Z�F�I������
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The Revolution’s Mixed Balance Sheet

�'�F�S�F�T�I�U�F�I�T�B�E�B�U���&�U�F�G�B�H�I�G�B�S

�%�S���� �'�F�S�F�T�I�U�F�I�T�B�E�B�U�� �&�U�F�G��
�B�H�I�G�B�S�
��L�F�D�U�V�S�F�S�
�� �*�T�M�B�N�J�D��
�"�[�B�E�� �6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z�
�� �4�I�B�S���F�� �3�F�Z��
Branch

Each year during the anniversary of the revolution, which in Iran is called �%�B�I�F���Z�F��

�.�P�C�B�S�B�L�F�I���'�B�K�S (�e Sacred Ten Days), the Islamic regime leaves no doubt in Iranians’ 

minds about the causes of the Islamic Revolution. �e ten-day celebration starts on 

January 31, the day that the late Imam Khomeini �ew from Paris to Tehran and ends on 

February 10 when the powerful Pahlavi regime was destroyed by a huge popular upris-

ing. Among many national and international events, including the arrival of hundreds 

of foreign visitors to Iran to observe the general mood of happiness and excitement, the 

Islamic leaders are full of praise for the Iranian people because they have successfully 

strived towards achieving the revolution’s objectives. But many Iranians, particularly 

the younger generations, do not necessarily agree that the revolution’s objectives have 

been attained. 

�e principal motto of the revolution was �&�T�U�F�H�I�M�B�M�
���"�[�B�E�J �F���+�V�N�I�V�S�Z���*�T�M�B�N�J (indepen-

dence, freedom, and the establishment of an Islamic republic). Based on that, Iranian 

leaders regard the main objectives of the Revolution as ful�lled. A�er all, Iranians were 

opposed to the ex-Shah’s close ties with the West and in particular with the United 

States and Israel. �ey wanted a regime which was much more independent of the 

United States. �ey also demanded freedom and opposed the ex-Shah’s autocratic and 

repressive style of government. Finally, they believed that Islam was capable of deliver-

ing a more humane, egalitarian, and democratic political system; hence they supported 

the idea of an Islamic Republic as opposed to the Shah’s dictatorship. 

But is present Iranian society more open and more democratic than during the Pahlavi 

period? Opponents of the Islamic Republic, particularly the royalists, perceive the cur-

rent regime to be undemocratic, authoritarian, and brutal. �ey condemn its human 

rights record as one of the worst in the world. In contrast, the leaders of the Islamic 

Republic and their supporters boast about Islamic Iran’s democratic achievements as 

well as its human rights record. Apart from the Islamic Revolution’s “achievements” or 

“failures” there are other areas where the same dispute arises. Among the most intensely 

disputed issues are female participation and women rights. Again, opinions are deeply 

divided between the opponents and supporters of the regime. Some women’s rights 

campaigners maintain that Iran has actually moved backward.

One mistake which both the supporters and the opponents of the Islamic Revolution 

make is that they do not consider the changes in the context of Iranian society. Instead, 



40 ���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

�&�U�F�G�B�H�I�G�B�S������

they maintain a purely political orientation. Any changes, including democratic changes or changes in the status of wom-

en, must be considered within the social background of Iranian society itself. One of the most impressive achievements 

of the revolution has been the spread of the education. On the eve of the revolution in 1979, there were some 100,000 

students attending the country’s universities, out of which 17.5% were females.1 �irty years later, the number has reached 

2 million. What is even more impressive is the rise in the number of female students. In some subjects, such as Arts and 

Social Sciences, there are more female students than males. In total, female students have exceeded the number of male 

students by 54% to 46%.2 However, the country su�ers from chronic unemployment, particularly among university grad-

uates; and admittedly, female graduates �nd it more di�cult than their male counterparts to �nd employment. 

Nevertheless, given that more than half the country’s graduates are female, there must be a large number of women who man-

age to �nd employment in the tight Iranian job market despite the various social, traditional, and legal barriers and forms of 

discrimination. In other words, as a leading female Iranian sociologist has argued, “the younger generation Iranian female 

university graduates have managed to break a number of traditional as well as institutional barriers against the women.”3

A similar analysis can be o�ered on the more sensitive issue of Iran’s human rights record and democratic development. 

Islamic Iran’s record on human rights and civil society standards are far from ideal. In 

both areas, Iran lags behind neighbors such as Turkey and Pakistan, let alone countries 

such as India, Japan, and those in the West. But at the same time, Iran compares very 

favorably with many of the countries in the region, such as Saudi Arabia, the Persian 

Gulf states, Iraq, Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and others. 

More relevant still is the comparison with pre-revolutionary Iran. It is true that the Islamic authorities close newspapers 

at their will, without much respect for legal procedures. But the degree of press freedom which Iran enjoys today is 

unprecedented. �ere are a few daily newspapers that can broadly be described as independent from the government. 

�ey criticize the hardline Ahmadinejad policies on almost every important domestic as well as international issue. 

�is is indeed an unprecedented development in Iran and must be regarded as one of the most important achievements 

of the Islamic Revolution. By the same token, while it is true that elections in Iran in comparison to those held in de-

veloped countries cannot be described as free and fair, they represent substantial progress over those held during the 

Pahlavi era. �e same is true for many other aspects of modern political development, such as freedom of expression, 

rule of law, and checks and balances on the state. 

In short, while there are serious shortcomings on a number of fundamental sociopolitical issues, there can be little 

doubt that there have been impressive achievements as well. However, it remains to be stated that the Islamic Revolution 

should have achieved far more during the past three decades.

1. �.�J�O�J�T�U�S�Z���P�G���4�D�J�F�O�D�F���B�O�E���)�J�H�I�F�S���&�E�V�D�B�U�J�P�O���4�U�B�U�J�T�U�J�D�B�M��Y�F�B�S���#�P�P�L�
������������������
2. �.�J�O�J�T�U�S�Z���P�G���4�D�J�F�O�D�F���B�O�E���)�J�H�I�F�S���&�E�V�D�B�U�J�P�O���4�U�B�U�J�T�U�J�D�B�M��Y�F�B�S���#�P�P�L�
����������������.
3. Jaleh Kazemi, “On the Achievements of the Iranian Female Graduates,�w���(�P���F�H�P, Vol. 47 (July 2007).   
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Between Pride and Disappointment

�.�J�D�I�B�F�M���"�Y�X�P�S�U�I�Z

�.�J�D�I�B�F�M�� �"�Y�X�P�S�U�I�Z�� �J�T�� �B�� �M�F�D��
turer and Director of the 
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�O�J�B�O�� �4�U�V�E�J�F�T�� �B�U�� �U�I�F�� �6�O�J�W�F�S��
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���B�O�E���J�T���U�I�F���B�V��
thor of Iran: Empire of the 
Mind �	�1�F�O�H�V�J�O�
��

The term revolution has become a cliché — it is in such common usage that we have 

forgotten it started its linguistic life as a metaphor. �e metaphor was that of a wheel 

turning upon its axis. �e idea, derived from that, is of sweeping change, reminding per-

haps of the older, medieval idea of the wheel of fortune (to be found on the tarot card 

with that name, for example); bringing the mighty low and raising the lowly up on high. 

Like earlier revolutions, this is precisely what the Iranian Revolution did — it raised 

some up, some dramatically, who had been socially lowly before; and it brought many 

down, some catastrophically, who previously had enjoyed privileged positions. �is is 

what Dickens meant when he wrote of the French Revolution that it was the best of 

times, and the worst of times. In consequence, the Iranian Revolution prompts extreme 

opinions from its critics and defenders. Is it possible to strike a balance between such 

widely varying experiences?

When Ayatollah Khomeini returned from Paris to Tehran on February 1, 1979, he was 

greeted by enormous crowds, and a few months later, a referendum gave overwhelming 

support for his project of an Islamic republic. For those short few months of euphoria 

a�er the Shah’s departure, the revolution was genuinely a popular revolution, and ap-

peared to be an authentic expression of the people’s will. But within a short time, as the 

reality of what Khomeini intended under the heading of the Islamic Revolution began 

to emerge, many became disillusioned. Within the country, many middle class support-

ers fell away, as newspapers were closed down, women’s rights were curtailed, and liber-

al politicians were marginalized and exiled. Outside the country, initial support for the 

removal of the Shah’s regime fell away, as the execution of the former Shah’s courtiers 

and o�cers continued week a�er week.

Since then, for critics of the revolution, the record has grown only blacker. In the Iran-

Iraq War (1980-88), Iranian casualties were enormous, partly because young conscripts 

were sent in waves in attacks on entrenched Iraqi forces that were normally better 

equipped. At the end of the war, thousands of political prisoners were murdered in 

prison. In more recent years, a�er an experiment with reform (1997-2005), the hardline 

elements of the regime have re-imposed the rigidities of the revolution’s youth, limit-

ing and eroding ever more skillfully the democratic elements in the constitution. �e 

economy is weak, unemployment is high, and hundreds of thousands of young Iranians 

leave the country each year (including some of the most intelligent and well educated), 

to join the millions that have le� since 1979. Accusations of corruption are common, 
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and feature in politics. �e regime continues to abuse human rights and to bully and intimidate those who bravely still 

try to defend them, including dissidents like Akbar Ganji and the Nobel Peace Prize winner Shirin Ebadi. �e regime 

has such a bad image in the West that almost anything can be laid at its door. For some, it is the prime supporter of ter-

rorism in the world, an agent for destabilizing the Middle East as a whole, the hidden hand behind the insurgency in 

Iraq and Afghanistan, and on track to acquire nuclear weapons. Not all these accusations are fair or well-judged, but the 

extremism of some of Iran’s politicians seems to legitimate them.

For some Iranians at least, there is another side to the story. �e revolution gave many 

people opportunities that would probably never otherwise have come their way. It re-

moved one elite and replaced it with another. It placed many clergy in powerful posi-

tions, and recon�rmed their authority as a class — an authority that had been steadily 

eroded over the previous hundred years as their responsibilities as teachers, arbitrators, 

and judges had been removed by Westernizing reforms. �e in�uential bazaar traders 

and artisans, o�en very pious and closely linked as an urban elite with the clergy, also 

bene�ted greatly from the revolution; in fact, some have suggested that the country has 

been largely run for their bene�t. But others bene�ted too. Pious families from poor backgrounds, if they were lucky, 

might �nd that the regime trusted their fathers and sons and put them in good jobs. �is was particularly the case for 

some veterans from the Iran-Iraq War. �is phenomenon was also facilitated by the success of the regime in spreading 

education, �nally, to all — even to the remotest villages and to women.

For women the outcome of the revolution has been particularly paradoxical. Khomeini’s imposition of the veil meant 

that Iranian fathers felt able to let their daughters go to school. �ose girls fed through the system and took to their 

educational opportunities to such an extent that over 65% of university entrants are now female, and many Iranian uni-

versities humanities classes are 80% or more female. Many of these educated women go on to take important jobs in the 

Iranian economy. Indeed, Iranian women are more active and visible in o�ces and businesses than their counterparts 

almost anywhere else in the Middle East (though many women graduates struggle, like other young Iranians, to �nd 

jobs). So women su�er restrictions in the dress code and at law (particularly over divorce and child custody), and are 

still kept out of many more important jobs, especially in government and in politics; but overall their position has im-

proved in important ways since the revolution. Despite the many necessary caveats, the development in the social and 

economic role of women and their progress in education, in a country with a strong and deep-seated cultural respect 

for learning and intellectual attainment, is one of the positive aspects of contemporary Iran.

Despite the many failures, disappointments, and disillusionments since the revolution — especially with respect to eco-

nomic development, given that large numbers of Iranians still languish in poverty — many Iranians, and even some ex-

iles that bitterly oppose the Islamic regime, acknowledge that Iran, �nally, has achieved real independence. To appreciate 

the importance of this achievement to Iranians, one has to have some sense of the past humiliations heaped on Iran in 

the 19th century by Britain and Russia, and in the 20th century by Britain and the United States (most notably, the British 
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and American-inspired coup that removed the nationalist and constitutionalist Prime Minister Muhammad Mossadeq 

in 1953). An important part of the revolution was the feeling that the country needed once and for all to rid itself of 

foreign in�uence and manipulation. In the Iran-Iraq War (the signi�cance of which in the contemporary Iranian psyche 

can hardly be overstated), imposed on Iranians by the Iraqi invasion of September 1980, that determination was tested 

almost to destruction. But (despite feeling with some justi�cation that it was not �ghting just Iraq, but almost the whole 

world) Iran emerged from that war undefeated, with her borders upheld. �ere was, 

and is, a pride in this accomplishment, irrespective of support for the regime, or an 

objective judgement about whether the regime ran the war sensibly. 

�e revolution and the Iran-Iraq War put Iran in a di�erent place, and that is something 

separate and more important than the foolish confrontational populism of Mahmud 

Ahmadinejad or the cynical manipulation of politics by the ruling clique. If the West is 

to resolve its problems with Iran, whatever the di�culties of dealing with the regime, its 

representatives will have to recognize that Iran has grown up, and accord it the respect 

that they would give other serious interlocutors. If applied seriously and consistently, 

in public utterances as well as in private, that respect alone could help enormously to 

improve the situation for the better.
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II. Inside Iran
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Women
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Women and 30 Years of the Islamic Republic
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To write brie�y about women in Iran since 1979 (and say something di�erent from 

what is in my recent books Modern Iran and �8�P�N�F�O���J�O���U�I�F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U and my article 

on women in the December 2008 issue of �$�V�S�S�F�O�U���)�J�T�U�P�S�Z) is a challenge. Here I will 

stress the importance of the “two cultures” of 20th century urban Iran, the popular-ba-

zaar culture and the educated elite culture, regarding women, and also the reasons for 

the unfortunate, but not unique, association of governmental reforms regarding women 

with autocratic rulers seen as tools of the United States.  

As in most countries, early and even later proponents of women’s rights in Iran came 

overwhelmingly from among the elite and educated, and saw popular class women more 

as students for their practical and academic classes than as colleagues. Unveiling, like 

other women’s rights, was primarily advocated by a few elite women until it was decreed 

by Reza Shah in 1936, and was traumatic for many.

�e modernization of women’s rights and government activities about women began 

under the Pahlavi shahs (r. 1925-1979). �is comprised the opening of education at all 

levels and of some professions to women, and, most dramatically, under Muhammad 

Reza Shah with pressure from women’s groups, votes for women and major legal re-

forms in the 1967/75 Family Protection Law (FPL). 

�e association of such measures with autocratic shahs and elites and with unquestion-

ing imitation of the West provided fertile ground for a counter-movement based in part 

(like much of US conservatism) on literalist religion, which claimed that an unequal 

status and rights for women was based both in nature and in religious texts. In order to 

express solidarity with the popular class and religious opponents of the Shah, secular-

ists and le�ists joined the opposition in large numbers, and many donned chadors. �ey 

thought Khomeini would not exercise real power and that more secular leaders would 

win out. However, once Khomeini took power in 1979 many of the recently achieved 

rights for women were reversed. �e legal situation was more complex than the simple 

pronouncement that the FPL was abrogated and the �4�I�B�S�J�A�B restored would suggest, but 

still was destructive of women’s recently won rights.

Many popular class women had not bene�ted from the Pahlavi reforms and some re-

sented the forced changes in behavior that they involved. Before and right a�er the 
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1979 revolution, Western feminists were prominent in attempts to protest Khomeini’s attempts at reveiling and limiting 

women’s legal rights, but these women did not know enough about Iran to accommodate the views of those women 

who did not advocate wholesale Westernization. Regarding women’s status as on other matters, the deep class division 

in religio-political outlook remained strong. To some degree it still does, though more women have become urbanized 

and educated and want more freedoms.

�e very e�orts of the government to involve women in defense during the Iran-Iraq war, to educate girls at all levels, 

and, a�er 1989, to promote family planning and reduce births helped awaken many girls and women to new ideas. 

Women also increasingly resisted reversals in women’s rights. What were formerly only elite ideas about gender and 

women’s rights spread to the popular classes, sometimes in the form of what has been called “Islamic feminism.” Several 

women began to give gender egalitarian interpretations of the Qur’an and Islamic traditions in place of the dominant 

conservative interpretations.

In broad terms, the decade before Khomeini’s death in 1989 was a period of strengthen-

ing Khomeinism, while 1990-2000 was a period of pragmatism and some reform under 

presidents Rafsanjani and Khatami, with partial agreement and partial resistance from 

Supreme Leader ‘Ali Khamene’i. Restrictions on girls’ and women’s public behavior and 

dress and on the press, including a renewed women’s press, were gradually loosened, es-

pecially in the better-o� neighborhoods of big cities. A recrudescence of conservatism, especially enforced in the streets 

by popular class men and their organizations, has come since about 2001, and increased a�er the election of President 

Ahmadinejad in 2005, who represents a new generation of Neo-conservatives with deep ties to the veterans of the Iran-

Iraq War and the Revolutionary Guards. Many young elite women turned to personal and sexual means of de�ance. 

However, there also was a spread of ideas of women’s rights beyond the elite, especially in the innovative campaign for 

a million signatures for women’s legal equality which brought educated women into the homes of popular class women 

to discuss their problems. �e government has recently arrested several of the women prominent in this campaign, and 

has, notoriously, invaded the o�ces of Shirin Ebadi, the Nobel Prize winning activist for women’s, children’s, and human 

rights.

Scholars of Iranian women’s history found that even before any Western impact was important, many women were far 

more politically active behind the scenes than outsiders realized. �is is noted in several books, including the compre-

hensive books by Parvin Paidar, �8�P�N�F�O���B�O�E���U�I�F���1�P�M�J�U�J�D�B�M���1�S�P�D�F�T�T���J�O���5�X�F�O�U�J�F�U�I���$�F�O�U�V�S�Z���*�S�B�O, Janet Afary’s �4�F�Y�V�B�M���1�P�M�J�U�J�D�T��

in Modern Iran (2009), and in the three books on Middle Eastern women I wrote or co-edited. Some elite women made 

the mistake of not taking advantage of Iranian traditions and thinking the West had to be imitated in everything from 

dress to drinking. Currently many young women think they are imitating the West (which they know only from the 

media) and defying Iran’s rulers by being, in private, sexually promiscuous, partaking in drugs and drinks popular in the 

West, and provoking the conservatives. Politically active women doubt that these behaviors can bring positive changes 

for women, particularly as they provoke not only the government and right-wing enforcers, but also many women who 
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disapprove of such behaviors.

�e current economic crisis in Iran, which is based both in governmental mismanage-

ment and the fall in oil prices, exacerbated by international sanctions, has increased 

popular resistance. If change is to come to Iran, economic discontent, which under-

mines popular support for Ahmadinejad, will be a major reason. It seems important 

not to encourage extreme behaviors that, as Parddi Mahdavi’s �1�B�T�T�J�P�O�B�U�F�� �6�Q�S�J�T�J�O�H�T 

shows, do not even bring happiness to those who indulge in them and alienate many 

others. Instead, women and men of all classes who want change should unite around 

a candidate for the presidential elections who promises to reverse the crackdowns on 

women, young people, strikers, and reform publications that have characterized recent years; and both women and men 

need to promote programs that meet the needs of ordinary people. 

If change is to come 
to Iran, economic 
discontent, which 
undermines popu-
lar support for 
Ahmadinejad, will 
be a major reason.



49���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

Women and the Islamic Republic: Emancipation or Suppression?

�'�B�U�F�N�F�I���&�U�F�N�B�E���.�P�H�I�B�E�B�N

�%�S�����'�B�U�F�N�F�I���&�U�F�N�B�E���.�P�H�I�B��
�E�B�N�
���1�S�P�G�F�T�T�P�S���P�G���&�D�P�O�P�N�J�D�T�
��
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This essay focuses on the di�erences between the pre- and post-revolutionary pe-

riods in legal interpretations regarding the treatment of female sexuality in marriage 

and its implications for the freedom of labor and the autonomy of women. I argue that 

under the monarchy, the theoretical commoditization of female sexuality in marriage 

was treated as negotiable and modi�able. By contrast, the Islamic Republic has treated 

the issue as non-negotiable and has reinforced it through the enhancement of women’s 

entitlements in marriage. �is reinforcement, combined with a growing emancipation 

in economic, political, and social aspects, has thus given rise to contradictions and in-

creased female activism unparalleled in the region. 

�e source of this contradiction can be found in the ambiguity in early Muslim tradi-

tion in�uenced by nomadic tribal customs (allowing women power and control) versus 

urban merchants (secluding and treating women as property). In essence a Muslim 

marriage (�B�R�E) is a sale contract. �e man makes the o�er (�J�K�B�C) and the woman ac-

cepts (�R�B�C�V�M). �e object of sale is female sexuality and reproductive labor. In exchange 

the woman receives a dower (�N�B�I�S�Z�Z�F�I) and �nancial support (�O�B�G�B�R�F�I). If capable of 

meeting the �nancial obligations, a man may practice polygamy.  �e marriage contract 

also may include additional provisions that should be agreed upon by the two sides. 

�is commoditizing contractual aspect can be attributed to the merchant tradition. 

By contrast, early traditions encompassed autonomous aspects that may be attributed 

to nomadic in�uence. According to these traditions, woman has the right to own and 

inherit property independently and no prohibitions exist for participation in the labor 

market. Moreover, the Qur’an explicitly states that working women are entitled to fair 

wages. Indeed, the Prophet’s �rst and highly revered wife, Khadija, was a merchant; and 

his granddaughter, Zaynab, publicly challenged Caliph Yazid. It can be argued that Islam 

allows for the involvement of women in public life as well as the market. 

A woman and her sexuality, however, are not separate. �erefore, the theoretical sale 

of sexuality, the provision of autonomous rights, and the exemplary lives of revered 

women create ambiguity in the rights and autonomy of women and allow for interpre-

tations ranging from near complete ownership and control (a common practice in pre-

modern urban areas), versus a purely symbolic treatment of ownership of sexuality and 

an emphasis on autonomy and public participation. An important development of the 
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modern era has been a growing tendency to perceive women as agents who possess potential or actual labor that can 

positively contribute to public life and society at large.  

�is perception of women as productive labor became pronounced in the 1960s and 

1970s. Iran’s o�cial government documents explicitly referred to women as “a rela-

tively untapped supply of labor” that should be utilized for development. Government 

policies aimed at removing or revising the traditional barriers to education and labor 

market participation. �e reforms modi�ed the legal commoditization of female sexu-

ality.  Prohibition of child marriage, as well as equal parental rights in child custody 

undermined a father’s ownership of his children and by extension that of his wife’s 

reproductive labor.  Limitations on polygamy, the modi�cation of a man’s unilateral 

right to divorce, and improvements in women’s rights to divorce altered the commod-

itization of sexuality in marriage.  Furthermore, the enfranchisement of women, along 

with their growing participation in the public space, labor market, and education con-

stituted a trend toward the emancipation of women.  

By contrast, the post-revolutionary changes have reinforced legal commoditization.  �e return of child custody to the 

father, the legalization of child marriage, the shi� from an obligatory to the voluntary and contractual limitation on po-

lygamy, the con�rmation of men’s unilateral right to divorce, and the increased di�culties for women to obtain divorce 

have reinforced the male ownership of female sexuality. As compensation, however, new provisions such as in�ation 

adjustments for the �N�B�I�S�Z�Z�F�I��and an emphasis on the legal rights of married women to �O�B�G�B�R�F�I��are aimed at guarding 

the sale and upkeep values of female sexuality.  

�ere also has been an explicit recognition of the productivity of female labor at home and the introduction of entitle-

ments for household labor. Arguing that a marriage contract does not require women to perform household labor, that 

�N�B�I�S�Z�Z�F�I��and �O�B�G�B�R�F�I��are compensations for female sexuality and reproductive labor only, and that child-raising and 

household labor are the primary responsibilities of a married woman, new entitlements have been introduced. Post-

Revolutionary marriage contracts include a stipulation of a divorcing to share up to 50% of the wealth accumulated by 

the husband during the marriage. �e acceptance of this condition by the husband is voluntary: If the condition was 

not included, at divorce the woman is entitled to the wage-equivalent (�P�K�S�B�U���P�M���N�F�T�M) of the household labor performed 

during the marriage. �ese entitlements, however, apply only if a man initiates the divorce and, in practice, are far less 

than the 50% limit or the forgone wages. 

As justi�cation, the ruling clergy argue that the traditional marriage contract does not provide �nancial rewards for 

household activities, and therefore they are a part of the new reforms. It is worth noting that �O�B�G�B�R�F�I and the new en-

titlements are used as justi�cations for maintaining the law that requires the husband’s permission for a married woman 

to work outside the home.  While this law predates the Revolution, since then its enforcement has been strengthened. It 

An important de-
velopment of the 
modern era has 
been a growing ten-
dency to perceive 
women as agents 
who possess poten-
tial or actual labor 
that can positively 
contribute to public 
life and society at 
large.  



51���F���.�J�E�E�M�F���&�B�T�U���*�O�T�U�J�U�V�U�F���7�J�F�X�Q�P�J�O�U�T�������F���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���3�F�W�P�M�V�U�J�P�O���B�U���������t���X�X�X���N�J�E�F�B�T�U�J���P�S�H

�.�P�H�I�B�E�B�N������

is argued that men pay �O�B�G�B�R�F�I and �P�K�S�B�U���P�M���N�F�T�M; therefore, they are entitled to control over women’s time. �us, a mar-

ried woman is not a full owner of her labor and has legal constraints on her participation in the labor market. 

�e Revolution brought masses of women to the streets and encouraged them to be po-

litically active. Initial attempts to force women out of the labor market proved imprac-

tical and were faced with resistance. While secular women view forced veiling as an 

infringement of their freedom, veiling undermined family opposition to female partic-

ipation in public space for many women from religious families. Today the gender-gap 

in education has been substantially reduced, and in recent years 60% of all university 

graduates have been females. Compared to the pre-revolutionary period, the o�cial 

data do not show a signi�cant increase in women’s share in the labor force.  But they 

indicate that the participants have much higher education and skills and are involved 

in wide-ranging professional, managerial, and entrepreneurial activities. �ere are also 

indications that the o�cial data underestimate women’s participation rates, and that 

there is a large and unaccounted female informal economy that includes educated and 

professional women 

In summary, in comparison to the pre-revolutionary period, Iranian women have substantially increased their levels of 

education, economic power, political awareness and participation, and overall presence in public space. Legally, how-

ever, their subservience to male dominance within the family has increased. It is worth noting that the legal reforms un-

der the Shah were based on new interpretations of Islamic law and were sanctioned by a group of the �A�V�M�B�N�B��, although 

opposed by Ayatollah Khomeini and some other members of the clergy. Today a segment of the �A�V�M�B�N�B�� believe that 

even far-reaching and sweeping egalitarian gender legal reforms are not contrary to Islam (www.we-change.org). So 

far, however, despite concessions and compromises on some other aspects, the ruling clergy has treated the legal com-

moditization of female sexuality as non-negotiable. �us, the original Islamic ambiguity in women’s status evolved into 

a contradictory and inherently unstable development of emancipation and legal subordination.
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Where Are Iran’s Working Women?
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The Iranian Revolution and its a�ermath have generated many debates, one of which 

pertains to the e�ects on women’s labor force participation and employment patterns. 

For over 20 years, Iran-born scholars have debated the extent of women’s post-revolu-

tionary marginalization, emphasizing the impact of ideology or economic policy. For 

some, Islamization led to women’s labor marginalization, while others have argued that 

Islamization — and its attendant sex segregation — actually bene�ted women, in that 

conservative families allowed their daughters to be educated and to seek work. �e fact 

is that 30 years a�er the revolution, women constitute only 15% of the formal sector paid 

labor force (that is, those entitled to paid holidays, maternity leave, pension, and other 

provisions of labor law). According to the results of the 1385/2006 Iranian census, only 

3.5 million Iranian women are salaried workers, compared with 23.5 million men.

However much as Iranians as a whole are doing well in terms of health, education, and 

social protection, the presumed bene�ts of Islamization for women’s advancement look 

meager when compared to the social and gender indicators of other advanced develop-

ing countries.

�8�0men�
���8�0rk�
��and��the���(�-�0ba�-���&c�0n �0m�:

�e case of Iranian women’s labor force participation is usually made on its own terms 

but is best understood in a comparative or international perspective, framed by theo-

ry. �e globalization literature and studies done within the Gender and Development 

(GAD) framework show, on the basis of much evidence across the globe, that the em-

ployment e�ects of globalization have di�erential e�ects on women and men in labor 

markets depending on occupation and sector, and depending also on the nature of the 

country’s integration in the global economy (measured by, for example, trade and for-

eign direct investment). “�e feminization of labor” refers to both the growing propor-

tion of women in the labor force and the deterioration of work conditions, as “�exible 

labor markets” become the order of the day. At the same time, there has been a growing 

trend, for more educated women, of increasing involvement in a variety of professional 

services, including �nance, insurance, and real estate jobs (the FIRE sector). 

�e GAD literature also emphasizes the expansion of informal and unregistered work, 

which can be both high-end and low-end. �is includes desktop publishing, catering, 
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making fancy jams, designing jewelry, private language or music lessons, beauty services, sewing and alteration; as well 

as food preparation, hawking, and producing garments for a sub-contractor. 

In this context, key questions are: How does Iran compare to other countries with similar income levels and at simi-

lar stages of economic development, such as Venezuela, Malaysia, China, South Korea, Tunisia, or Brazil? How is Iran 

integrated in the global economy and with what e�ects on labor-capital �ows in general and women’s labor force par-

ticipation in particular? Is Iran part of the global economy and globalizing processes? If so, what have been the e�ects 

on women’s labor force participation, occupational distribution, and income? If not, perhaps that says something about 

why Iranian women remain marginalized from the paid labor force. Are women’s low rates of labor force participation 

a result of systematic discrimination (driven by both cultural norms and legal restrictions) or a function of the nature 

of the Iranian economy? Or, conversely, is this a matter of women’s own choice and preference?

A number of authors have emphasized Iranian women’s educational attainment, arguing that women’s increasing uni-

versity enrollments is a major achievement of the revolution. And yet, the expansion of female education — including 

the smaller proportion of adolescents in the work force and the larger share of women’s university enrollments — is a 

global phenomenon and cannot be attributed to Islamization. �e same is true with women’s employment in services; 

in most medium- to high- middle income developing countries, female labor has shi�ed from agriculture and manu-

facturing to the services sector. 

�8�0men ��and���&mp�-�0�:ment��������Years��after��the���3ev�0�-uti�0n

�e most recent Iranian census (1385/2006) shows that the female share of the labor 

force is less than 20%, considerably below the world average of 45%. (�e census gives 

the �gure of 18.5%, which is at odds with the 24.6% �gure sometimes seen in interna-

tional data sets. It is also at odds with the higher �gure in the Socio-Economic Charac-

teristics of Households panel data, produced by the Statistical Center of Iran and used 

by Djavad Salehi-Isfahani.) Some 33% of Iran’s female labor force is in professional 

jobs, concentrated in education, healthcare, and social services — hardly a seismic shi� 

from the pre-revolutionary period in terms of gender roles. Slightly over half of all 

teachers in Iran are women, but the proportion of female university teaching sta� is, at 

20%, less than that of Algeria (41%), Tunisia (40%), Turkey (38%), and Bahrain (36%). 

Iranian census data reveal no evidence of a shi� to the FIRE sector, and less than 4% of employed women are found in 

senior or executive or managerial positions.

For the urban areas, the rather small female labor force is about equally divided between private and public sector em-

ployment. Just 20% of the urban female work force is in industrial employment (compared to 45% of rural women). 

Some 50% of the female work force is in professional and technical employment (54.5% with executive positions in-
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cluded); 11% in administrative and clerical, and 10% in services and sales. Extrapolating to discern patterns by social 

class, it appears that the vast majority of urban working class women are either unemployed/seeking work; economi-

cally inactive/housewives; or engaged in informal, home-based, or voluntary activities. �is would mean dependence 

on male kin for social insurance and retirement bene�ts.

Given high unemployment and in�ation in Iran, it is likely that the vast majority of 

non-employed women engage in an array of high-end and low-end home-based eco-

nomic activities described above. �irty years a�er the Iranian revolution, we have yet 

to see a systematic study of the informal sector in Iran, or a survey of the services per-

formed by women from their homes. We know from anecdotal evidence that the prac-

tice of �N�B�I�S���N�F�I�S�J�F�I, whereby the groom promises an amount of money to his bride, 

has been growing rather than declining in Iran. Can this be explained at least partly by 

the fact that women’s employment opportunities are limited and women cannot rely 

on a steady income?
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The implementation of Shari’a reinforced the patriarchal order and institutionalized 

gender inequality in post-revolutionary Iran. Nevertheless, the modernization of so-

ciety has led to profound changes in the lives of Iranian women and in their attitudes 

regarding men’s authority. �e modernization of women’s attitudes1 has in turn led to 

their mounting resistance or opposition against gendered social relations.

�e emerging Iranian civil society is marked by the vitality of debate on the social, civil, 

and political dimensions of women’s citizenship. �e arrest of dozens of women’s rights 

activists,2 the closure of several women’s magazines3 and women’s NGOs4  — the number 

of which has increased from 54 in 1995 to over 600 today — and many other attempts 

by the government to intimidate women’s rights activists attest to the increasing politi-

cal importance of women’s issues. Although state authorities qualify feminism as a sign 

of Western cultural invasion, it has become commonplace in the discourse of women’s 

rights activists, and self-identi�cation with feminism is no longer a taboo. Among wom-

en’s rights activists, some present a new and dynamic reading of Islam to demand citizen-

ship rights for women while others exclusively refer to universal human rights and other 

international charters. Despite limitations set by the current government freedom of ex-

pression and action, women’s rights advocates attempt to express their views in women’s 

press, internet sites and weblogs,5 books, novels, paintings, theater, cinema, and through 

ongoing campaigns (e.g., the One Million Signature Campaign to change the discrimina-

tory laws, the Campaign Against Stoning and All Forms of Violence against Women, and 

the White Scarves Campaign against sex segregation in stadiums). 

�e number of women writers, novelists, journalists, publishers, and movie directors has 

grown sharply. Women use the camera to unveil the mechanisms of patriarchal control and 

to demonstrate women’s struggles against gender disparities. �ey highlight women’s legal 

1. For a discussion based on statistical data see, Azadeh Kian-�iébaut, “ From Motherhood 
to Equal Rights Advocates: �e Weakening of Patriarchal Order,” in Homa Katouzian and 
Hossein Shahidi, eds., �*�S�B�O���J�O���U�I�F�������T�U���$�F�O�U�V�S�Z�����1�P�M�J�U�J�D�T�
���&�D�P�O�P�N�J�D�T���B�O�E���$�P�O�n�J�D�U. (London, 
UK: Routledge, 2008), pp.  86-106.
2. Including the recent trial of Parvin Ardalan, Mansoureh Shoja’i, Khadidjeh Moghaddam, Jelveh 
Javaheri, Nahid Keshavarz, Maryam Hosseinkhah, and  Zhila Bani-Yaghoub, to name but a few.  
3. Including the closure of the in�uential �;�B�O�B�O in January 2008, which has been edited 
since 1992 by Shahla Sherkat.
4. Including the Training Center for Women NGOs led by Mahboubeh Abbasqolizadeh and 
the Raahi Center led by Shadi Sadr, in 2007.
5. According to o�cial statistics, the number of internet users had increased from 250 in 1994 
to 4 million in 2006 and the number of weblogs from just one in 2001 to over 65,000 today),
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and social problems and portray women as active and courageous people with strong personalities. �e important success of 

these movies shows that the urban population is interested in modern interpretations of gender questions. Rakhshan Bani-

Etemad, Tahmineh Milani, Pouran Derakhshandeh, Manijeh Hekmat, Marziyeh Meshkini, Samira Makhmalbaf, and Nikki 

Karimi are among the most well known of these movie directors. But women’s active presence is undoubtedly the strong-

est in the realm of literature. Some of these writers, such as Simin Daneshvar, Goli Taraqi, and Shahrnoush Parsipour, had 

started publishing prior to the revolution. Yet others, such as Qazaleh Alizadeh (who died in 1996), Monirou Ravanipour, 

Fariba Va�, Zoya Pirzad, Lili Farhadpour, Sepideh Shamlou, and Mahsa Moheb-Ali are among the many women novelists 

who started writing from the 1990s onward. �e aim of these novelists is to occupy the public space through written expres-

sion and to give greater visibility to women, their problems, and their struggles. In their literary works women also deal with 

the issues of sexuality and the body that are usually considered to be taboo subjects and are prohibited in the movies. 

Women also became very active in journalism. Some women’s magazines published 

in the 1990s by Islamic advocates of women’s rights (especially �;�B�O�É�O, �'�B�S�[�É�O�F�I, and 

�;�B�O) served as a forum for discussion between female activists who criticized civil 

and penal codes, work legislation and the Constitutional Law, and the state authorities. 

Women’s press also played a crucial role in establishing a dialogue between Islamic and 

secular advocates of women’s rights. Despite their political and ideological di�erences, 

gender and class solidarity emerged among these women, who overwhelmingly belong 

to urban middle classes. Following President Muhammad Khatami’s election, secular 

feminists �nally obtained the authorization to publish a magazine in 1998 called �4�F�D��

�P�O�E���4�F�Y�F [�+�F�O�T���J���%�P�W�W�P�N], edited by Nouchine Ahmadi-Khorasani. 

Women’s increasing access to education, revenue earning activities, and social partici-

pation, and their disa�ection with o�cial Islam combined with their inferior positions 

within the social and economic hierarchy to have had an important impact on the 

structuring of their political behavior.

Under president Khatami, some advocates of women’s rights tried to ameliorate women’s legal status through interac-

tions and negotiations with the political or religious elites. Some who attempted to modify laws through �*�K�U�J�I�B�E��pro-

moted discussions with reformist clergy. Although some reformist female members of the sixth Majlis (2000-2004) at-

tempted to change the discriminatory laws, the Guardian Council overruled them, declaring that the proposed changes 

to the law were incompatible with Islam. �e lack of change in the legal status of women during Khatami’s presidency 

(1997-2005) led to the disillusionment and political demobilization of educated middle class women. �eir lack of par-

ticipation in legislative and presidential elections, especially from 2004 onward has contributed to the failure of more 

moderate candidates in large towns, where the bulk of these women live.  

Since the election of the radical populist President Mahmud Ahmadinejad in 2005 and the intensi�cation of repressive 

�,�J�B�O������
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measures against women’s rights and human rights activists, the gap has widened between the political elite and wom-

en’s rights advocates, leading to their further autonomization and radicalization. In 2006, some secular feminists (e.g., 

Nouchine Ahmadi-Khorâsâni, Parvin Ardalân, and Mansoureh Shoja’i of the Women’s Cultural Center) declared that 

they did not identify with the political and religious elite, refused to recognize the latter’s legitimacy, and challenged the 

police and the judiciary by opting for street demonstrations. �eir declared aim was to reach out to ordinary women, 

whose mobilization, they argued, would force the elite in power to change laws. More moderate activists (including 

Shahla Sherkat, the editor of the in�uential �;�B�O�É�O, and a number of Islamic and secular activists) disapproved of street 

demonstrations, arguing that the costs of such acts would be too high for the women’s movement and that they would 

alienate ordinary women instead of bringing them into the movement.6 �eir moderate stand provoked the anger of 

radical secular feminists, who have tremendous support in the Iranian Diaspora and who accused “reformist women” of 

having close ties with the ruling elites and of being content with implementing change in laws through lobbying. 

Despite these controversies, some “reformist” and “radical” women activists launched 

the One Million Signature Campaign together; however, their persistent di�erences 

contributed to further divisions, leading to the predominance of the secular feminists 

in the campaign. While the activists were preoccupied with their internal debates,  the 

government prepared a new Family Protection Bill in 2007 that marks further regres-

sion of women’s rights.7 �e government also increased its repressive policies against 

all women’s movement activists.

Faced with this adverse development, some advocates of women’s rights opted for gender 

solidarity. In September 2008, over 50 of these secular and Muslim women who had decided to prevent the bill’s rati�cation 

demanded to meet the concerned members of Parliament (MPs), presented proposals to change the controversial provi-

sions, and ultimately succeeded in convincing the Parliament to postpone rati�cation pending further investigation. �eir 

action also provoked debates among the more moderate MPs who do not support the government of President Ahmadine-

jad and who agreed to modify the bill on the one hand, and pro-government hardliners who support the bill, on the other.

Despite sporadic success, the Iranian women’s rights movement, still remains largely con�ned to the educated urban mid-

dle class women (many of whom are Persian) in large towns. It needs to strengthen ties with lower class, rural, and ethnic 

minority women and women in mid-sized and small towns (were the majority of the population live) who are barely 

represented within the movement, although their younger generation shares the egalitarian demands of women’s rights 

activists. Despite the lack of organic relations between these ordinary women and the activists, the women’s movement 

overwhelmingly re�ects the demands of an increasing number of women. �anks to their better education and their 

increasing social and economic participation, women have become aware that the current laws and institutions tend to 

strengthen the patriarchal order, and that the struggle for women’s citizenship rights and democracy are intertwined. 

6. �ese controversial discussions were published in �;�B�O�É�O, No. 133 (June 2006) and No. 134 (July 2006).
7. For some of the most controversial provisions of the proposed bill, see the Women’s Learning Partnership website at http://
learningpartnership.org/en.
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New Challenges for Iranian Women
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Women have played a crucial role in the Iranian struggle for democracy. �ey have 

played an important role not only in the victory of the Islamic Revolution,1 but also in 

the developments that have occurred since. �e reform period was one of progress in 

women’s rights, including in the public sphere.2 However, in the post-reform period, 

there has been a strong challenge not just to further progress in women’s rights but to 

preserve the gains that previously had been achieved.   

�5he���3ef�0rmist���1eri�0d

�e mass participation of women in di�erent aspects of politics laid the groundwork 

for the reformist movement, the impressive electoral victory of President Muhammad 

Khatami, and a new empowerment of civil society. �ey challenged the stereotype of 

Iranian women as subservient, passive creatures. Reformists in the government and the 

Parliament tried to respond to women’s demands. Reformist parliamentarians were ar-

ticulate, committed advocates for reform. Female MPs formed a special faction and 

tried hard to remove some of the obstacles to women’s progress.3 Assisted by reform-

minded men, they succeeded in amending some articles of civil law that were against 

women rights.

�e reformist parliament tried to change women’s legal status by focusing on laws re-

lated to issues such as inheritance, divorce, child custody, and insurance. �e reformist 

government rati�ed and the parliament approved the Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW). However, the Guardian Coun-

cil rejected CEDAW, interpreting it as in contradiction with Islamic values. �e women’s 

faction presented a plan to reform some parts of the civil code in a package later in that 

period.4 

1. Mohammad Hossein Hafezian, “Political Participation of Women and the Islamic 
Revolution of Iran,” Discourse, Vol. 3, No. 3 (2002), p. 52.
2. Elaheh  Koolaee, “Women in Public Sphere, a Case Study of Islamic Republic of Iran,” 
�+�P�V�S�O�B�M���P�G���'�B�D�V�M�U�Z���P�G��L�B�X�������1�P�M�J�U�J�D�B�M���4�D�J�F�O�D�F, Tehran University, No. 61 (Fall 2001), pp. 228-
232.
3. Elaheh  Koolaee, “A Glance at Women’s Faction Performance in 6th Parliament,” �4�I�B�S�H�I, 
Nos. 215, 223 (2002), p. 3.
4. Ashraf Gramizadegan, “6th Parliament and Women Rights,” �3�F�Z�I�B�O�F�I, (�+�P�V�S�O�B�M�� �P�G�� �U�I�F��
�$�F�O�U�F�S���G�P�S���*�S�B�O�J�B�O���1�B�S�U�J�D�J�Q�B�U�J�P�O���"�
�B�J�S�T), No. 6 (2004), pp. 219-255.
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One of the most important achievements of Iranian women a�er the victory of the Islamic Revolution was their large 

presence in the public sphere. According to the traditional thinking to which the conservatives adhere, women must 

stay at home and essentially perform household duties and raise children while men work to earn money and manage 

the family. But the late leader of Islamic Revolution, Ayatollah Khomeini, stressed the necessity of women’s participation 

in all social activities, and encouraged them to take part in socio-political developments. He focused on the domestic 

roles of women and their family duties, but did not ignore their role in social tasks. 

One of the �rst initiatives of the new government was changing the name of “�e 

Center for Women’s Participation A�airs” in the President’s O�ce to “�e Center of 

Women’s and Family A�airs.” For the new president of this o�ce, Nasrin Soltankhah, 

women’s NGOs had lost their importance. Her counterparts in the Seventh Parliament 

(2004-2008) had been accusatory towards the previous president of the Center for 

helping women improve their capacities and activities.5 �e government decreased the 

budget for women’s a�airs, and put its appropriations and allocation under the auspices 

of the Center.6 �is Center has focused exclusively on women who are managing their 

families without men, and has changed the course of its activities profoundly. 

      

�e Seventh Parliament omitted “gender justice” in the process of amending the “Fourth Development Plan,” which re-

formists had passed.7 Very soon it became clear that there would not be room for women in the board of the Parliament 

and the presidency of commissions and committees of the Parliament. President Ahmadinejad said that he does not 

accept a gender quota, and that he perceives it as a violation of justice and human rights. Some female representatives 

subsequently passed the plan of “house holders insurance” that remained from the Sixth Parliament (1996-2000). �e 

Cultural Commission of the Parliament has worked seriously on the plan for matters of dress, especially in relation to 

women.8 Large propaganda programs promoting the �I�J�K�B�C were put forth to persuade all women to put on the chador. 

Many conservatives claim Khatami’s cultural policies have ruined Islamic norms in Iran. However the Seventh Parlia-

ment has �nished some of remaining plans from the Sixth Parliament too. �ey a passed the bill on conditional abor-

tion that permitted the operation to save the life of mother in very speci�c cases.9 

One of the serious problems facing Iranian women relates to those who marry foreigners. According to Articles 964 

and 976 of Iran’s Civil Law, an Iranian woman who marries a foreigner may not transfer her citizenship to her husband 

and children, though an Iranian man who marries a foreigner may transfer his citizenship to his wife and children. 

5. “One Month with Women in the Parliament,” �;�B�O�B�O��(Monthly Women Magazine), (August 2006), pp. 20-23.
6. “One Month with Women in the Parliament,” �;�B�O�B�O (October 2003), p. 21.
7. “Omit the Gender, Justice and its Re�ections,” Reyhaneh, No. 8 (2005), pp. 177-188.
8. “One Month with Women in the Parliament,” �;�B�O�B�O (June 2003), p. 30.
9. “One Month with Women in the Parliament,” �;�B�O�B�O��(June 2004), pp. 27-32.
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Although the reformist parliament sought to change this,10 the Conservatives rea�rmed it.11  

�$�0nc�-usi�0n

 

One of the considerable achievements of Iranian women a�er the Islamic Revolution 

has been the large-scale presence of women in the public sphere. Nevertheless, be-

cause of many socio-cultural obstacles, many women have been unable to obtain jobs 

commensurate with their education. Conservatives have attempted to return women 

to their homes, and have focused on dividing the private sphere and public sphere 

between women and men again. �ey have implemented a new gender quota plan to 

limit the number of girls who are admitted to universities.12 �ey have put in place a 

region-based university application system whereby a girl must have the permission of her father or husband to attend 

university in another city!

�e “Family Bill” represents another major setback for women’s rights. �is proposed legislation would facilitate a man’s 

remarriage by no longer making it necessary for him to gain the permission of his �rst wife. Although as a result of a 

huge protest by many women activists — from right and le� and religious and non-religious quarters — the original bill 

was modi�ed, the issue is not yet settled. 

Nobody can stop the process of social change. Iranian women have used the educational opportunities a�orded by the 

Islamic Republic to gain the knowledge and skills with which to better their situation and that of their families. Many 

structures and institutions must be changed according to women’s needs and demands. As is the case in all countries 

where traditional norms are deeply ingrained, women in Iran face sti� resistance from the conservatives. Yet, recent ex-

perience has shown that Iranian women have learned how to challenge and have succeeded in removing some of these 

obstacles. �ey, like many of their counterparts throughout the world, continue their struggle.    

10. “One Month with Women in the Parliament,” �;�B�O�B�O (January 2003).
11. “One Month with Women in the Parliament,” �;�B�O�B�O (August 2006), pp. 27-33.
12. Elaheh Koolaee, “Gender Quota against Iranian Women,” �"�F�F�O, No. 10 (2007), pp. 54-57.     
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Education, Media, and Culture
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Educational Attainment in Iran
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Educational attainment has improved considerably in the Islamic Republic of Iran 

over the past three decades. During this period the improvement for women has been 

greater than for men. In recent years, women have gained access to education at di�er-

ent levels and in many �elds.

During the �rst decade a�er the revolution, Iran experienced a baby boom due to the 

suspension of family planning. Consequently, Iranian educational institutions were in-

undated by a wave of young people in need of training during the second decade a�er 

the revolution. In addition, because of parents’ support for their daughters’ education 

and the changing attitudes of women about themselves, more women sought an educa-

tion. �ese circumstances led to a dramatic increase in the number and share of females 

who entered schools and universities. 

As a result, statistical di�erences between the number of male and female students have 

declined in the third decade of the Revolution. Since 1979, achievements of women in 

higher educational levels are improving, and the number of female students and gradu-

ates in di�erent �elds has increased noticeably in recent years.

Literac�:��

Statistical analysis of literacy rates in the years 1966, 1976, 1986, 1991, and 2006 in-

dicates that educational attainment improved considerably in the Islamic Republic of 

Iran, especially for women. Over this period, the literacy gap between women and men 

has narrowed. Before the Islamic Revolution (speci�cally, in 1978), over 60% of the 

Iranian female population was illiterate. In the post-revolutionary years, women have 

shown an increasing willingness and e�ort to become literate and highly educated. Cur-

rently, more than 55% percent of �rst-year university students are women. 

According to national census data, in 1966, only 17.42% of the Iranian female population 

or 1,628,000 was literate (Table 1). In the same year, the male literacy rate was 39.19% 

(3,928,000). �ese �gures were 47.49% for men and 35.48% for women in 1976. 
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Table 1: Literacy Rate (Population over 6 Years Old)

Year 1966 1976 1986 1991 1996 2006

Total

Population (in thousands) 19,372 27,113 38,709 45,856 52,295 63,920

Literate Population (in thousands) 5,556 12,877 23,913 33,966 41,512 54,084

Literacy Rate 28.68% 47.49% 61.78% 74.07% 79.38% 84.61%

Male

Population (in thousands) 10,023 13,926 19,822 23,675 26,534 32,494

Literate Population (in thousands) 3,928 8,198 14,078 19,091 22,465 28,835

Total Percentage of Literate 70.70% 63.66% 58.87% 56.21% 54.12% 53.32%

Literacy Rate 39.19% 58.87% 71.02% 80.64% 84.66% 88.74%

Female

Population (in thousands) 9,348 13,187 18,887 22,181 25,761 31,426

Literate Population (in thousands) 1,628 4679 9,835 14,875 19,118 25,247

Total Percentage of Literate 29.30% 36.34% 41.13% 43.79% 46.05% 46.68%

Literacy Rate 17.42% 35.48% 52.07% 67.06% 74.21% 80.34%

���������������������4�P�V�S�D�F�����/�B�U�J�P�O�B�M���$�F�O�T�V�T�
���4�U�B�U�J�T�U�J�D���$�F�O�U�F�S���P�G���*�S�B�O

�e �rst post-revolutionary national census in 1986 indicated that the women’s literacy rate had climbed to the level of 

52.1% and that 9.8 million women had become literate by that year. Based on the second post-revolutionary national 

census in 1996, 74.2% of the Iranian female population over the age of six (25.7 million) were literate. �is �gure was 

74.7% for men (26.5 million). Finally, the 2006 census showed that 80.3% of the total female population over the age of 

six was literate. �e corresponding �gure for the male population was 88.7%. 

As illustrated in the charts below, Iran has had two educational gaps: between men and women (see Diagrams 1 and 2) 

and between rural and urban residents (see Chart 3). �e data show that the gap between men’s and women’s literacy 

rates has narrowed, as has the gap between rural and urban residents’ literacy rates.  �e narrowing of these gaps over 

time is depicted in Table 1.
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     Diagram 1: Female and Male Literacy Rates in Iran	

          Diagram 2: Literacy Rate in Iran by Gender
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�e number of students and gender enrollment ratio for pri-

mary, secondary and technical schools for the four academic 

years 1976/77, 1986/87, 1991/92, 1996/97, and 2006/07, are 

shown in Tables 2 through 5.

Table 2: Enrollment in Primary Schools by Gender
Academic year Total Male Female Ratio (% of total) 

        Male Female
1976/77 4,768,588 2,939,800 1,828,788 61.7 38.3
1986/87 7,232,820 4,058,853 3,173,967 56.1 43.9
1991/92 9,787,593 5,224,343 4,563,250 53.4 46.6
1996/97 9238393 4885665 4352728 52.9 47.1
2006/07 5699506 2946021 2753485 51.7 48.3

    

Table 3: Enrollment in Junior secondary schools by gender
Academic year Total Male Female Ratio (% of total) 

        Male Female
1976/77 1,368,910 875,516 493,394 64.0 36.0
1986/87 2,299,510 1,406,118 893,392 61.1 38.9
1991/92 3,541,578 2,050,707 1,490,871 57.9 42.1
1996/97 5188812 2845092 2343720 54.8 45.2
2006/07 3913928 2092895 1821023 53.5 46.5

      

�&�M�N�J������

 Diagram 3: Literacy Rate (Population over 6 Years Old)
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Table 4: Enrollment in Senior Secondary Schools by Gender
Academic year Total Male Female Ratio (% of total) 

        Male Female
1976/77 740,471 446,974 293,497 60.0 40.0
1986/87 1,076,762 614,026 462,736 57.0 43.0
1991/92 1,770,410 984,218 786,192 55.6 44.4
1996/97 3480635 1817811 1662824 52.2 47.8
2006/07 3695947 1890567 1805380 51.2 48.8

     

 Table 5: Enrollment in Technical Schools by Gender

Academic year
Total 

(thousand) 
Male (thousand) Female (thousand) Ratio (% of total) 

        Male Female
1976/77 201 162 39 81 19
1986/87 207 161 46 78 22
1991/92 292 235 57 80 20
1996/97 80 60 20 75 25
2006/07 357 120 237 34 66
2006/07* 509 200 309 39 61
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An analysis of the trend in education by gender from 1976 to 2006 points to an increase in gender equality at the pri-

mary and the secondary school levels. In addition, the downward trend in population growth during the recent decade 

has led to a decrease in the total number of students at various educational levels (Chart 4). In the academic year of 

1999/2000, the number of students was 19,187,000 persons and reached 14,931,000 persons in the year 2006/07. 

Diagram 4: Number of Student during Academic Years 1971/72 to 2006/07

Number of Student (thousand)
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Indicators of educational quality are shown in Dia-

gram 5. Educational indices of the quality of “stu-

dent to school,” “student to classroom,” and “student 

to teacher” have trended upward during the 1970s, 

1980s, and half of the 1990s, but improved overall 

during the 2000s, owing largely to a reduction in the 

number of students and an increase in the number 

of teachers.
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Diagram 5: Educational indicators: Quality of “student to school,” “student to classroom,” and 

“student to teacher” during the years 1971 to 2007 in Iran
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Over the years, the number of university student in public and private universities rose considerably. But, according to 

statistics presented in Tables 4 and 5, the number and proportion of girls who study in universities and higher educa-

tional institutions increased compared to boys. During the last decade, the number of girls in public universities and the 

private Islamic Azad University grew almost 4.3 times and 2.4 times respectively. For boys, these �gures were 2.6 and 

1.9 times respectively. During the academic year’s 1991/92 to 2006/07, the share of female students enrolled in public 

universities rose from 28% to 58%. �e share also increased in private universities.  

Table 6: Number of students in public universities and institutes of higher education (1)

Academic Years

Number of students Associate of arts Bachelor of arts/science

Total Female
Share   

(% of total)
Total Female

Share   
(% of total)

Total Female
Share   

(% of total)

1991-1992 344,045 96,969 28.18 43,141 6,471 15.00 242,835 75,486 31.09
1996-1997 579,070 209,163 36.12 85,165 26,956 31.65 418,692 161,365 38.54
2001-2002 759,870 378,365 49.79 146,389 56,087 38.31 532,525 294,016 55.21
2202-2003 809,567 412,848 51.00 172,965 61,353 35.47 552,907 321,568 58.16
2003-2004 923,913 493,420 53.41 195,369 71,214 36.45 641,718 389,201 60.65
2004-2005 1,018,980 549,570 53.93 210,845 73,799 35.00 713,461 438,937 61.52
2005-2006 1,191,048 656,847 55.15 293,422 119,819 40.84 793,955 494,610 62.30
2006-2007 1,538,874 888,799 57.76 283,284 122,484 43.24 1,131,538 710,740 62.81

�&�M�N�J������
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Table 6 continued

Academic Years

Master of arts/science Professional Doctorate Ph.D

Total Female
Share   

(% of total)
Total Female

Share   
(% of total)

Total Female
Share   

(% of total)

1991-1992 14,070 2,356 16.74 39,519 11,311 28.62 4,480 1,345 30.02
1996-1997 26,832 4,771 17.78 39,837 13,304 33.40 8,544 2,767 32.39
2001-2002 35,481 9,041 25.48 34,093 16,519 48.45 11,382 2,702 23.74
2002-2003 39,174 11,103 28.34 32,159 15,914 49.49 12,362 2,910 23.54
2003-2004 42,719 13,395 31.36 30,749 16,275 52.93 13,358 3,335 24.97
2004-2005 50,226 16,878 33.60 30,291 16,410 54.17 14,157 3,546 25.05
2005-2006 57,775 21,169 36.64 29,689 16,861 56.79 16,207 4,388 27.07
2006-2007 76,406 32,783 42.91 29,455 16,613 56.40 18,191 6,179 33.97

�������������4�P�V�S�D�F�����.�J�O�J�T�U�S�Z���P�G���4�D�J�F�O�D�F���B�O�E���)�J�H�I�F�S���&�E�V�D�B�U�J�P�O
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Table 7: Number of Students in Islamic Azad University

Academic Years

Number of students Associate of arts Bachelor of arts/science

Total Female
Share   

(% of total)
Total Female

Share   
(% of total)

Total Female
Share   

(% of total)

1996-1997 613,468 250,596 40.85 67,725 30,082 44.42 517,522 212,044 40.97
2001-2002 806,639 390,068 48.36 200,207 92,788 46.35 568,934 283,419 49.82
2202-2003 864,190 435,435 50.39 229,906 106,714 46.42 594,205 313,165 52.70
2003-2004 968,206 481,590 49.74 291,953 132,826 45.50 634,191 332,398 52.41
2004-2005 1,098,491 529,993 48.25 378,463 165,908 43.84 676,290 346,977 51.31
2005-2006 1,197,521 574,815 48.00 417,262 182,518 43.74 731,155 372,746 50.98
2006-2007 1,289,637 593,438 46.02 453,446 186,577 41.15 779,308 383,259 49.18

Table 7 continued

Academic Years

Master of arts/science PhD and Professional Doctorate

Total Female
Share   

(% of total)
Total Female

Share   
(% of total)

1996-1997 18,070 4,861 26.90 10,151 3,609 35.55
2001-2002 24,974 9,045 36.22 12,524 4,816 38.45
2202-2003 27,617 10,460 37.88 12,462 5,096 40.89
2003-2004 27,486 10,268 37.36 14,576 6,098 41.84
2004-2005 30,140 11,329 37.59 13,598 5,779 42.50
2005-2006 35,216 13,544 38.46 13,888 6,007 43.25
2006-2007 41,464 16,746 40.39 15,419 6,856 44.46

���������������������������������������������������������4�P�V�S�D�F�����*�T�M�B�N�J�D���"�[�B�E���6�O�J�W�F�S�T�J�U�Z��

Both tables show the number of enrollments and gender ratios at various higher educational levels. Over the years, the 

number and share of women at various higher educational levels rose considerably. Tables 8 and 9 present details on the 

student bodies of public universities and Islamic Azad University in the 2006/07 academic year.
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Table 8: Public Universities and Higher Education Institutes (1) and Islamic Azad University in the Academic 

Year 2006/07 by General Fields of Study
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Table 9: �e Female and Male Share of Total Enrollments by Fields of Study at Public and Private University in 

the Academic Year 2006/07 

Fields of Study

Female Students Male Students

Public 
Universities 
and Higher 
Education 

Institutes (1)

Islamic Azad 
University

Total 
University 

Female 
Students

Public 
Universities 
and Higher 
Education 

Institutes (1)

Islamic Azad 
University

Total 
University 

Male Students

Medical Sciences 7.30 6.54 6.99 5.08 0.75 2.84
Humanities 56.87 53.61 55.57 43.51 33.73 38.45

Basic Sciences 14.70 13.36 14.16 10.23 3.85 6.93

Technical and 
Engineering 

12.11 16.93 14.04 31.39 52.22 42.16

Agricultural 
and Veterinary 

Sciences
4.60 5.45 4.94 5.21 7.36 6.32

Arts 4.42 4.10 4.29 4.60 2.09 3.30

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00 100.00
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Total Female
Share (% of 

total)
Total Female

Share (% of 
total)

Total Female
Share (% of 

total)

Medical Sciences 97,846 64,845 66.27 44,019 38,832 88.22 141,865 103,677 73.08

Humanities 788,330 505,501 64.12 552,958 318,136 57.53 1,341,288 823,637 61.41

Basic Sciences 197,096 130,621 66.27 106,141 79,308 74.72 303,237 209,929 69.23

Technical and 
Engineering 

311,678 107,644 34.54 463,965 100,442 21.65 775,643 208,086 26.83

Agricultural and 
Veterinary Sciences 74,781 40,921 54.72 83,623 32,365 38.70 158,404 73,286 46.27

Arts 69,143 39,267 56.79 38,931 24,355 62.56 108,074 63,622 58.87

Total 153,8874 888,799 57.76 1,289,637 593,438 46.02 2,828,511 1,482,237 52.40

Fields of Study

Public universities and higher 
education institutes  (1)

Islamic Azad University Total university students


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































