Iran

Theocracy vs. Secularization

· Iran’s recent history has been a struggle between these two competing forces.

· Outcome of ‘79 revolution means Iran is primarily a theocratic democracy.

· These conflicts often make the govt. difficult to understand.

· Like Mexico, oil plays a large role in the success of the Iranian nation.

Iran’s Ancient History

· Emerged as an empire about the same time as ancient Greece.

· Known as the Persian Empire

· Iran is largest center of Shi’ism-branch of Islam that believes the leader should be chosen from the direct heirs of Mohammed.

· Sunnis-centered in Saudi Arabia believed the leader should be chosen from the ruling class that dominated at the time of Mohammed’s death.

The Hidden Imam

· The Iranians believe the descendants of Mohammed (Imams) are true leaders.

· The last descendent disappeared around the 9th century.  Known as the Hidden Imam.

· Basis for Iranian theocracy today is that religious leaders of the country today are ruling in the place of the “Hidden Imam” until he reveals himself.

Major Moments of Political Change

· The Safavids (1501-1722)

· The Qajars (1794-1925)

· The Pahlavis (1925-1979)

· Revolution of 1979

The Safavids

· Formed basis of Shi’ism that exists to this day.

· Persian-speaking

· Had to deal with the collapse of land-based trade routes to the East. (Silk Road, etc)

· Due to political and economic pressures, Safavids lost power by 1722.

The Qajars

· After more than 50 years of chaos, the Qajars, a Turkish people re-conquered Iran.

· Moved capital to Tehran

· Separation of church and state began, with Muslim clerics claiming to be interpreters of Islam and the Qajars claiming political power.

Revolution of 1905-1909

· These divisions encouraged a revolution.

· New constitution called for elections, separation of powers, an elected legislature, a Bill of Rights

· Created the Majiles- what to this day remains Iran’s legislature.

· Created a Guardian Council of clerics to supervise Shi’ism as the state religion.

· Post WW 1 Iran was divided up into three parts: Iranian, British and Russian. 

The Pahlavis 

· A man named Reza Kahn, a colonel in Iran’s Cossack brigade, launched a coup against the Qajars.  Named himself Shah.

· Named his dynasty the Pahlavi dynasty after an ancient Persian dialect.

· The Majiles lost its power.  Authoritarian rule instituted.

Challenges to the Pahlavis

· Second Shah, Muhammed Reza Shah, faced challenges from the Communists and the National Front, a Nationalist party.

· Head of the National Front, Mohammed Mossadeq favored seizing the national oil company from the British. His power grew and the Shah was forced to flee in 1953.

· British and US joined forces to overthrow Mossadeq and re-install the Shah.

Iran’s Rentier State Status

· Began renting out oil fields and selling off oil.

· Brought in so much money, that taxes were no longer needed.

· The govt. no longer needed the people.

· Import substitution was tried but not encouraged.

· Iran’s future rested on the health of the oil markets.

The White Revolution

· Shah’s efforts to counteract Communist influences.

· Govt. bought land and sold it to small farmers.

· Secularized Iran (Women gained the vote, polygamy is outlawed, women could work outside the home)

· Created Resurgence Party-making Iran a single-party state with the Shah at its head.

Islamic Revolution and the Republic

· Unique in that it was entirely based on religious change.

· Arose as a direct result of the feelings many Iranians had:

· Shah was totalitarian

· Secularized Iran to too much and too fast

· Ties to the West offended Iranian nationalists and the clergy.

Ayotollah Khomeni

· Leader of the 1979 Revolution.

· Emphasized the power of the clergy to be the true interpreters of Islam.

· Established “jurists guardianship” - the idea that the clergy should rule over and supervise the entire Shia community.

Revolution is Set Off

· Revolution of rising expectations -- oil prices fell 10%.  Iranians who had gotten a taste of prosperity resented the losses that followed the dip in oil prices.

· US pressure on the Shah to be more accommodating of dissent.

· Feb. 11, 1979 - New Islamic Republic is proclaimed.

The New Islamic Republic

· A constitution solidifying the power of Khomeni and the Assembly of Religious Experts is approved by 99% of the vote.

· World oil prices rebound, giving new govt. more wealth=prosperity.

· Iran-Iraq War starts.

· Charisma of Khomeini inspired obedience from the people.

Cracks in the System

· Khomeini dies in 1989.  Replaced by Ali Khamenei.  Not as charismatic.

· Oil prices fall in the 1990s

· People began to criticize strict rule by the clergy.

Political Culture

· Iranians have always favored authoritarianism over totalitarianism

· Shi’ism and Shari’a are central to Iranians’ concepts of how governments should behave.

· Iran escaped European colonization

· Deep-rooted pride in Persian traditions.

Important Cleavages

· Religion-although officially free to practice any religion, the mainly Shi’ia government has persecuted other groups and forced them to flee.

· Ethnicity-most of country is Persian.  However there are Azeris who do not speak Persian and are allied with Azerbeijan

More Cleavages

· Social class- the lower classes and poor support the regime.  The middle class and upper class resent the restrictive nature of the regime.

Iran’s Political Climate Today

· US and Iran engaged in a new “Cold War” as a result of the Axis of Evil speech and accusations of nuclear armament.

· Iran has benefited from War on Terror in one major way … the elimination of Taliban and Hussein as regional threats.

Challenges

· Reconciling theocratic tradition with desire for democracy

· Maintaining Persian dominance in the Gulf region.

· Khomeneini and now Ahmadenijead’s isolation from the world.

· High inflation/unemployment

· Low industrial development.

Implications for Comparative Politics

· Like Huntington warned, Iran poses the threat of a religious war: Islamic vs. Western world.

· However, this threat is not as sharp as it might seem.  Iran has had trouble agreeing on anything with its Muslim neighbors.

