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Islam in Iran


The country known as Iran today has been under Islamic influence since 642 A.D.  A distinguishing feature of Islam in Iran is the overwhelming Shi’a majority in the country.  Twelver Shi’ism has been the state religion in Iran since it was declared so in the sixteenth century; thus Islam has developed in Iran differently from the way it has in many other Muslim countries.  Iranians have a stronger sense of national pride than most countries in the Islamic world, their language, Persian, for example sets them apart.  Prior to the Iranian Revolution in 1979 Iran had been a monarchy for over 2500 years. In the revolution the Ayatollah Khomeini transformed his land into an Islamic Theocracy.  Do the Iranian people agree with Khomeini’s view of Islam and the state, or would they rather have a separation of Mosque and politics?  

To answer this question I feel it is necessary to look at the long tradition of Islam i`n Iran.  In the time directly preceding the conquering of Iran by Islamic Arabs, present day Iran was ruled by the Sasanian Empire.  “The old Persian Empire, for centuries a rival of the Greeks, Romans, and Byzantines, was Islamicized as early as the seventh century.”
  The second Caliph, O’mar, was at the head of this conquest.  Although the Sasanians were defeated by the Arabs much of their culture survived and was borrowed by the Arabs.  “A complete model of imperial rule was thus presented to the Arabs by the Persian realm, and the Arabs borrowed from Sasanian Iran more than from any other source.  One cannot enumerate the borrowings or influence [of the Sasanians on the Arabs].”
  Instead of Islam shaping Iran, Iran shaped Islam, at least to some extent.  The religion of pre-Islamic Iran was Zoroastrianism, but even after Islam was introduced certain traditions and customs were still practiced:
The social theories as well as the realities of Islam encountered in the east the class structure of Sasanian Iran, which was one of a traditional caste division into priests, warriors, scribes and artisans.  The result of the meeting of the two was not so much a collision as an accommodation, for in some ways Zoroastrian social beliefs paralleled the Islamic; in the former people were divided between followers of the ‘good religion’, as Zoroastrianism was called by its followers, and all others.  It should be noted that the Iranian social class divisions did not vanish but continued into Islamic times…That such conceptions could be accommodated to Islam indicates the power of tradition in Iran, even though the religion had changed.

Large portions of Iranian culture withstood the influx of the Arabians and their religion, which accounts for how Iran differs, even today, from other Muslim countries in close geographical proximity.  For example, “The entire Iranian cultural area survived intact, whereas the ancient Mesopotamian, Syrian, Egyptian and North African cultures succumbed to the Arabic language and to Arab Islam.”
  This retaining of Persian culture was not the sole difference between Iran and the rest of the Muslim world; Shi’ism would also set Iran apart.  

The Safavid dynasty arose around 1300, and was originally more Sufi than Shi’ite.  Between the years of 1500 and 1508 they conquered Iran under their leader Esmail.  Eventually the Safavids were lodged between two Sunni powers in the Ozbeks to the east and the Ottoman Turks to the west.   The Safavids were defeated by the Turks, who were better equipped (they had muskets and artillery) than the Safavids, in 1514.  After this loss the Safavids were contained to what are basically the borders of present day Iran.
  

In 1501 Shah Esmail had proclaimed that the religion of all of his subjects would be Twelver Shi’ism.  The Safavids encouraged the common belief that “the Imam Hosayn had married the daughter of the last shah of Iran, and that the later Imams- the Safavid family-descended from this line.”
  This belief gave legitimacy to the Safavids in Iran and ultimately helped in forcing Shi’ism on the population.

Shi’ism has set Iran apart from its neighbors in the Islamic community.  Today 89%
 of the population is Shi’a Muslim.  If compared to the Muslim world as a whole where the Sunnis are a majority, it is clear that Iran is different.  

“For the creation of the Shi’ite state of the Safavids in the sixteenth century also sharpened the antagonisms, some of them latent, between the Persians and their neighbors to the west…Certainly after this period relations and influences between the two declined.  Not only did their religious paths part, but the development of culture and thought went more and more along separate ways.”
  
Shi’ism has steered Iran on a different course than other Muslim countries, it has also raised a different set of problems for them.  

To understand the problems Iran may have regarding Shi’ism, it is important to know what sets it apart from Sunni Islam.  The split between Shi’ites and Sunnis arose over disagreements on who should lead the young religion shortly after the death of the Prophet.  The Sunnis believe that Caliphs (literally guardians) that were elected after the Prophet were legitimate.  However the Shi’ites think that Ali, Muhammad’s son in law, should have been the first Caliph instead of Abu Bakr, Umar, and Uthman who were chosen before him.  The Shi’ites viewed Ali as the first Imam and not the forth Caliph.  
Imams are the absolute rulers of the community, of both religious and temporal affairs.  According to the Shi’a, there were twelve Imams all of whom died except for the twelfth, Imam Mahdi.  He is said to have been taken into hiding, what the Shi’a call the Greater Occultation.  The twelfth Imam will come back, the Shi’a say, at history’s end to rule the Earth.  But now there is a serious question as to who should rule in the Mahdi’s absence.  While there are still many religious scholars who can lead in spiritual matters, the real question remains: who will lead the political world?  
The Twelfth Imam’s political authority had also lapsed with his final disappearance, and there was no obvious equivalent to the ulama [religious scholars] to step in and exercise temporal power in his place…the gradual rise of Shi’ite political influence gave the problem new urgency.

This problem has led to the creation of different factions within Shi’ism regarding the question of political authority.  Some say that only the Mahdi can rule over both spiritual and temporal things:

Many Shi’ite clerics believe fervently that they have neither the authority nor the right to involve themselves directly in politics, which by definition was corrupt and illegitimate ever since the greater Occultation.  Only the infallible Imams could properly unite political power and religious faith.

Musawi a religious leader in Iraq, falls within this group.  Others claim that one can act as a regent for the Mahdi in his absence.  The Ayatollah Khomeini would be an example of this school of thought.  Either way, “For the minority Shi’ites, the entire question of political and religious authority is wide open.”

The Revolution


This discussion of the rise of Islam in Iran and Shi’ite understandings of the nature of political and religious authority sets the stage for the Iranian Revolution of 1979.  I would like to look at both sides of the revolution, in terms of before and after.  While the revolution was meant to implement basic changes in Iran, in actuality it only changed the face of the rulers; the same oppression that existed under the shah was and is still present under the Islamic Republic.  While it became an Islamic state it was Khomeini’s brand of Islam and no one else’s.  “In practice Khomeini in power has been as intolerant as his predecessor.”
  There are many theories concerning the causes of the Iranian Revolution and all I hope to accomplish here is to lay out the circumstances prior to, during, and after the revolution.  


Shah Muhammad Reza Pahlavi inherited the throne of Iran from his father in 1941, and he ruled until he was forced to abdicate in 1979.  The Shah was certainly not a pious observer of the Islam faith.  Corruption ran rampant in the royal family and much of the government during his rule, there was also severe censorship and a general lack of freedom.  Under pressure from the United States (the Carter administration) he started to institute some liberal reforms.   But this was opposed by the religious leaders of Iran (i.e. Khomeini).  On the other hand he was known to speak out against the ills of democracy on many occasions.  These things brought him into conflict with the intellectuals of the country.  

In one sense the Shah was “damned if you do damned if you don’t” because in giving more freedoms to the people, free exercise of religion for instance, the mullahs would decry it as a hostile act against Islam.  But if he strictly enforced the Islamic law, the more liberal minded Iranians would be outraged.  He stayed the middling course and made no one happy.  

Even though the Shah did not lose power until 1979, he had his first taste of revolution in 1962 when the mullahs rebelled against some of his liberal policies.  “The land reform which he introduced threatened an important source of clergy income.  His reform of family law…was as much regarded as an offense against Islamic law as was the introduction of active and passive suffrage for women in 1962.”
  The mullahs set up revolts in several cities across Iran.  Khomeini had a prominent role in these demonstrations, and for it, in 1963 he was exiled, at first to Turkey and then to Najaf, Iraq a Shi’ite holy city.  The Shah had not changed his stance regarding the religious community even in 1978 when again there were uprisings against him 

“All these people [Khomeini and other Muslim scholars] are afraid of my policy of liberalization, just as they feared my policy of reforms in 1962.  It cuts the ground from under their feet.  They don’t frighten me.  I shall continue to go forward.  The people, the true people, are with me.”

The Shah should have been frightened, Khomeini and his followers were exactly the group that gave all of those fed up with the Shah (whether for religious reasons or otherwise) a way to express it.  


The Ayatollah Khomeini and his followers were not the only group ready to be rid of the Shah, as I will show later.  But the truly Islamic faction had something that the other dissenters did not: organization.  
“The Islamic faction was triumphant because it had more of the historical dynamics of the revolution than others.  At the start of the ultimately successful uprising in January 1978, the Islamic fundamentalist movement was almost the only group with a concrete target, recognized and determined leadership, deep seated indoctrination, large financial support, and an extensive communications network.  No other allied group enjoyed all of the requisite arsenal.”

So invariably other factions, such as those who did want more liberalization in Iran, used the mosques and religious protest marches as a way to voice their opinion.  “In a society where discontent finds no outlet in parliamentary institutions, the relative inviolability of the holy places makes them a natural focus of dissidence.”
  There were some things that all of the anti-Shah groups could agree to not like about the Shah.


Corruption ran rampant in the royal family as well as the government of Iran during the Shah’s rule.  People were tired of the corrupt and immoral behavior of the nation’s elite.  

“Every Iranian government for fifty years has written the struggle against corruption into its program, but corruption expanded beyond all acceptable bounds after the oil boom of 1974…Corruption ran wild at the heart of the royal family.  The Shah’s brothers and sister earned exorbitant commissions on contracts by acting as go-betweens, usually through companies in which they were the majority shareholders.”

In addition to corruption, rumors ran rampant about the royal family’s gambling, drinking, and other things obviously forbidden by the Qur’an.  For instance the Shah authorized the building of casinos and pleasure resorts in order to attract tourism.  Undoubtedly these projects were not embraced by the public at large who saw it as another sign of their government’s immorality.


The Shah fell into a trap that most absolute rulers succumb to, he became so controlling that his advisors became less and less willing to tell the whole truth when it involved things unflattering for the Shah: “Over the years his dictatorial cast of mind had discouraged criticism and contradiction.  For fear of annoying him, his collaborators-even the agents of SAVAK [the shah’s personal secret police] watered down their reports.”
  He also felt that he should make every decision: “The shah took most of the decisions on his own and did his utmost to discourage criticism, even among his closest advisors.  In the circumstances, rather than expose them to his wrath, his ministers preferred to submit even the most trivial problems to him in advance.”
  With his advisors and closest confidants afraid to give him negative information the shah could not have known to the fullest extent how bad the protests and riots were in his country.  

Though the shah talked tough about religious leaders of the day and purported to be a force for liberalism, his words regarding democracy and western culture are perhaps even more scathing.  “In his numerous interviews he never missed an opportunity to lay down the law to the great men of this world.  He inveighed against the ‘permissive society’ in the United States, the ‘idleness’ of workers in England, the political ‘turmoil’ in Italy and so on.”
  The shah had harsher words for democracy:
If democracy does exist, can it be different from what we are doing? ...What is the true meaning of democracy?  For some it means attacking people, and particularly women, in broad daylight in the middle of towns and capitals, robbing them and then stabbing them…And in countries where half the electorate abstains and where people are cut to pieces...there are those who criticize us on the subject of democracy and human rights.  It’s ludicrous…What about the rights of those innocent people who are murdered in their homes, in the street or in a hotel room for money?  Are they not human?  Have they no rights?  And if they have, who is going to protect them?  And what do we do [in Iran]?  We arrest people who are not only traitors but also terrorists.  We protect our people against them and we do not offer them the chance of handing our country over to the enemy on a plate.  Is that not protecting human rights?  Who can claim hat we do not protect human rights when we prevent the death of innocent people?

This coming from a man who, two years later, would order troops to open fire on a crowd of protestors.  

While the shah was speaking out against the “horrors” of a western style democracy his secret police, the SAVAK, were terrorizing his citizens.  “In practice [SAVAK] acted independently and took its orders from the Shah himself.  Its activities were carried on in the utmost secrecy…No one dared speak openly.”
  There were arbitrary arrests and torture on a mass scale.  The censorship under the shah was severe.  For example: “Performances of Hamlet or Macbeth were forbidden for the simple reason that a king or a prince was murdered in them.”
  The Shah was in favor of no idea of freedom, only his own rule.

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini was born in the small Iranian town of Khomein in 1902.  When he was only sixteen he moved from home to study his faith first in Arak and then in Qom.  By 1960 he was beginning to be known as an ayatollah, and in 1962 he took the title of Grand Ayatollah.  He leads the resistance to the Shah’s “White Revolution” in 1963 which would redistribute land, give women the vote, and open government posts to non-Muslims.  The Shah exiled Khomeini, first to Turkey but eventually to Najaf, Iraq where he began a seminary and taught his message of radical Islam.
  This is a basic sketch of Khomeini’s life leading up to his involvement in the Iranian Revolution.  

Khomeini was not always the radical that craved the founding of an Islamic Republic. 
Early in his career…Khomeini’s pronouncements were more or less in line with the apolitical and nonrevolutionary stance of the Shii clerical establishment.  Though at times critical of kings and their policies, the Iranian clergy never desired the total destruction of the state, nor did they wish to rule directly.  This fact was reiterated by Khomeini in Kashf-e Asrar, where he maintained that “the mojtahids [one who is capable of using independent judgment in interpreting the Qoran] never have and never will oppose kings and temporal powers even if they pursued un-Islamic policies.

It is very important for the future or Iran to realize that this idea of an Islamic Theocracy is very new, and even Khomeini did not start with it as his goal he changed his mind.  “The granting of such immense authority to the vali-ye faqih by Khomeini was unprecedented in the history of Shiism Iran.”
  Because this view of clergy with both temporal and religious power is not permanently engrained into Shi’ism, it may be dislodged.  Especially since there are clerics that believe the opposite should be true, that religious leaders should not have temporal authority.  

In 1963 Khomeini changed his mind.  He felt that the shah had gone too far in his reforms against Islamic law.  He began to think that the clergy should have political as well as religious power, because if Islamic laws were only suggestions then they were of no use, no one had to follow them.  

Khomeini’s central thesis is simple: all power has divine origin and such concepts as national sovereignty are, therefore, not only wrong but heretical.  Allah transmits his power to the prophets, charging them with the task of ruling over men in accordance with Divine Law which has been set once and for all.  Mohammed was the last of the prophets and exercised power on behalf of Allah.  Muhammed was not a mere rassoul (messenger) simply informing people of their duties towards Allah; he was also a nabi, a vicar of Allah on earth, who served as the head of state and a general in many wars…Khomeini refrains from advancing his own candidature for the position of Supreme Guide of all Muslims but makes it clear that he is talking about a single universal Islamic state.

If a government who did not enforce the Islamic law and not this all powerful Muslim leader were in charge it would only be “paving the way for atheism and eternal damnation.”
   The people needed an adequate role model to lead them, a leader who ruled in accordance with the Qoran and possessed knowledge of the sharia and justice.
  That leader would be Khomeini

By 1976 Khomeini was attracting a large following in Iran.  Even though in exile people were starting to agree that the Shah had to go.  Not that all or even a majority of the supporters of the revolution agreed with Khomeini on how the government should be run after the Shah left, but he gave a voice to the opposition of the Shah.  “Contraband recordings of Khomeini’s speeches in Najaf were heard by large congregations, which spread the word outside the mosques.”
  During protests many were heard to be shouting “Hail to Khomeini”.  The young people in Iran were attracted to Khomeini.  Obviously fed up with the corruption of the shah, “The young felt lost in a consumer society which could offer them no comfort or morality.”
  


Unlike the Shah, Khomeini had a definite end in mind: the creation of an Islamic state.  
The Islamic Revolution was to end liberties taken with divine law and to restore men to their bondage with Allah.  The Islamic Revolution also rejected the notion that men of all creeds could be equals and brothers.  Women can never be treated as equal under Islam and non-believers can never enjoy the same rights as believers.  The very concept of human rights was ‘a Judeo-Christian invention’ and inadmissible in Islam.  No, this was not a liberal ‘bourgeois revolution’...The Islamic Revolution was no a violent expression of class struggle; it united under its banner both rich and poor.  It did not aim to create a golden future but promise a return to a golden past.

Khomeini knew exactly what he wanted while other factions only knew what they did not want: the Shah.  


Some time should be given to these rival factions within Iranian Revolution.  If one begins left and moves right in the political spectrum the first group was the People’s Freedom Fighting Guerrillas.  This was a Marxist group that was against involvement by the United States in Iranian affairs.  They would have had a socialist republic as the form of government.  Next, the People’s Crusaders was a Marxist-leaning faction with a slightly more religious spin.  They wanted to set up a regime in line with “Islamic equity, solidarity, and freedom, but free from theocratic dogma.”
  They too were against foreign oppression, especially by America.  Then there was the moderates who wished to establish a western style, secular democracy.  They also held that the separation of mosque and state was important.  They thought that the shah could reign but not rule.  This faction had a large base of support of, “most modernists and reformist intellectuals, professional cadres, the haute-bureaucracy, university students, modern industrialists, middle-class non-bazaari businessmen, and other progressive elements in society.”
  Slightly to the right was the Liberation Movement.  This faction wanted some kind of mixture of politics and religion, but certainly not a full fledged theocracy or the harsh laws of the Qur’an put into practice in everyday affairs.  And finally to the far right were Ayatollah Khomeini and his followers.


The shah and his family finally fled Iran on January 16, 1979; his leaving was met by much rejoicing by the people: “The shah’s departure triggered an absolute carnival of rejoicing in the streets of Tehran…People embraced one another.  Cars honked their horns…demonstrators pulled down the statues of the sovereign and his father.”


It is easy to see that even though all of these groups wanted to change things, they would not agree on much beyond the downfall of the shah.  
It is also agreed that the revolutionary coalition that overthrew the shah would not have been successful had it been known that Khomeini would actually be its permanent supreme leader, or that the ayatollah’s concept of an Islamic republic would be so ‘comprehensive and pervasive’ as to preclude competitive political participation.

It is no surprise that as soon as Khomeini gained power he eradicated the opposition to his Theocracy.  It mattered not to him how many people died, what he did he did for the sake of Islam.  In the few years following Khomeini’s rise to power, between 5,000-10,000 people were executed and some 40,000 more political prisoners arrested.
  For as much as Khomeini hated the shah, they were not that different, “They are both stubborn and vindictive.  They both advance simplistic ideas about the problems of their country and the world…Each considers himself guided by the Almighty.  They want to be the undisputed leaders of the people.  Their dictatorial spirit knows no bounds.”
  That is their means were similar, but their ends were completely different.  The question must be asked, are the people of Iran better off under Khomeini?  
Iran Today

It is now 26 years since the shah left Iran and Khomeini’s Islamic Republic was founded.  Khomeini is now dead and his predecessor the Ayatollah Khamenei has picked up right where Khomeini left off.  But there are movements within Iran that want to get away from the hard line fundamentalist Islam of the ruling clerics.  Ali Mohammed Khatami-Ardakani, the current president of Iran, wanted to institute some liberal reforms, but the real political power lies with the Supreme Leader Khamenei and his fellow clerics.  They can stop anyone or anything they feel is un-Islamic.  A real division about which path Iran should take exists.  Should it strive to modernize Islam for today’s world, or should it remain strictly fundamental?

Khatami, elected in 1997, has attempted to make liberal reforms, “

Like Islamic reformers throughout history, he argued that the needs of Muslims in modern times could be met if reason and rationality were introduced into the practice of the faith…Khatami encouraged a free press, advocated political and religious tolerance, and called for increased public participation among women and minorities”

He is among the growing number of people who are disappointed in the results of the revolution.   They feel that more could have been done with the opportunity the revolution provided.  The problem is that Khatami, while president, has no real power.  He can say he wants this reform, or that freedom, but in the end talk is all it is.  The clerical establishment calls all the shots.  Khatami himself said on national television that he did not have the power required to do his job.


Only the ruling clerics’ brand of Shi’ism is allowed in Iran, dissenting clerics are jailed or put under house arrest.  Any modernist leaning religious figures are barred from elections.  “Iran’s clerics have begun turning on one another and on the young generation.”
  Is this setup better than under the Shah?  No.  The shah wanted religious freedom, now they have fewer freedoms than ever before.  There are definitely groups within Iran that want more freedoms and religious toleration, but the question of religious and political authority must be answered before this can happen.  

It is hard to imagine that this top down theocracy can last.  That a reformer such as Khatami can garner 77%
 of the popular vote seems evidence enough that the Iranian people want some kind of change.  An established religion such as in Iran will only in the end dissuade people from being pious Muslims.  This turns Islam into a tool, and not a religion.  People are not going to be Muslim for its own sake, although some still may, they will choose it because it will help them get ahead in politics.  The State version of Shi’ism will no longer need to try to convince people of their rightness, only the dissidents will have this charge.  

On top of this the young, as in most developing countries, make up the large majority of the population, people from the ages of 0-14 make up 28% percent of the population.  Only 5% percent are older than 65, and the median age is 23.5 years old.
  It is obvious that the older generation who were the drivers of the revolution and who now hold power will not live forever.  While for now the ultra conservatives may be holding back any liberal reforms, they will come in time.  The people of Iran will not be oppressed forever.  Islam may be a religion of submission, but it is not one of suppression.  
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