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Abstract 

 

 The primary purpose of this project was to demonstrate the strong degree of 

support for reform in Iran from within the clergy.  Additionally, this study sought an 

understanding of why the reform movement had failed and whether there was reason to 

be optimistic about its future.  Further, it aimed to demonstrate that the popular 

perception of “the clergy” or “revolutionaries” as a group being responsible for current 

conditions in Iran is simply wrong.  A number of sympathetic figures from within the 

clergy have served leading roles in the pursuit of reform, including Abdolkarim Soroush 

and Mohsen Kadivar, as well as high-ranking clerics Yousef Sanei, Ya’subedin Rastegari 

and Hassan Tabatabai-Qomi.  None, however, has been more significant to the reform 

cause and no story is more compelling than that of Husayn Ali Montazeri.  Little about 

the Islamic Republic’s structure or policies was without heated debate amongst even the 

revolutions' most ardent supporters during its early days.  As government strayed further 

from what some revolutionaries believed to have been the true intent of the movement, 

splits occurred and then widened.  Ali Montazeri represents such a split, as he was and 

remains a devoted revolutionary, yet strongly condemns much of what Iran has become.  

Nothing defines where Iran has been, what it is today and what it could be tomorrow 

better than an understanding of the former Deputy Leader of the Islamic Republic and 

spiritual leader to today’s reform movement. Clerics in Shi’i Iran represent a powerful 

cultural force, exerting strength that often crosses into political waters.  As such, it is 

significant to note that Iran's clerics are far from a homogenous group.  The dissension 

within clerical ranks must be better understand in order to comprehend the behavior of 

and dynamics within Iran.  Ali Montazeri, and other clerics like him, might very well be 

the most significant source of influence for reform in Iran, whether it be by direct 

political intervention or through leading the popular legitimization of ideas from which 

the cornerstone to reform in Iran could be built.   
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INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING IRAN 

 

 The Islamic Republic of Iran is one of the most perplexing challenges to 

American policymakers today.  While the international community wrestles with to what 

extent it should embrace or shun Iran, headlines from across much of the developed 

world remain fixated on issues such as Iran’s worsening relations with the West, its 

nuclear ambitions, human rights conditions within the country, and Iran’s sponsorship of 

terror groups across the broader Middle East.  To a significant amount of the world, 

Iran’s behavior represents that of a pariah state.  Further, the West, as well as some of its 

regional neighbors increasingly views its actions as a threat.  In response, the United 

States continues to look for ways to influence Iran and searches for reasons to be 

optimistic that Iran is open to change.  In reacting to headlines about Iran today, it is easy 

to fall victim to flawed generalizations and Western-dominated interpretations of 

historical and current events.  To do so, though, would be to dismiss the nuances of the 

West’s current problems with Iran and, more so, would represent a failure to account for 

its complexities.  A long list of factors shapes the Iran of today.  Most consequential 

variables include ancient Persian history, the Arab invasion and subsequent introduction 

of Persia to Islam, centuries of foreign rule, the development of Shi'ism and its later 

adoption as Iran’s state religion, the evolution of Shi'i mujtahids – including the struggle 

between quietism and activism, the Pahlavi era and relations with the United States 

during the Cold War, the Islamic Revolution and Ruhollah Khomeini, and the long-

standing clash within Islam between forces of modernity and traditionalism.   
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 No contribution is more important to understanding Iran than the role of religion – 

a variable that, in many ways, deeply affects a number of the others.  It is impossible to 

appreciate events in Iran, particularly since the 16th century, without also examining the 

history of Shi'i Islam. Likewise, to understand the role of Shi'ism in Iran over the last five 

centuries requires a review of the very beginnings of Islam.  It is through this awareness 

that one can begin to appreciate the dynamics that led to events such as the Iranian 

Revolution in 1979 and pinpoint where opportunities for meaningful and lasting change 

in Iran today are likeliest to come from.  What becomes clear is that force or intimidation 

from outside Iran will not lead to its reform; rather, the learned 'ulama' or intellectuals 

well-informed about the intricacies of Shi'ism must champion for reform from within1.  

Further, as the young and increasingly urban Iranian population matures, it will demand 

solutions to both domestic and foreign policy problems that have so far evaded the 

revolutionary regime.  With answers lacking and the new generation of political figures 

predictably less faithful to the failed strategies of the past, staunchly religious Iranians 

will rely on reform-minded clerics to provide religious legitimacy to ideas for the future.   

 The impulse for reform is strong within the clergy.  Senior religious leaders such 

as Grand Ayatollah Sadiq Hussaini Shirazi, Grand Ayatollah Yusef Janati-Sanei, Grand 

Ayatollah Yasubedin Rastegari, and Grand Ayatollah Javad Gharavi Aliari actively 

disapprove of the current Iranian regime to varying degrees and are outspoken on a 

number of issues central to the the country’s current power structure.  None, however, 

has been more aggressive in challenging the ruling elite than former Deputy Leader 

Husayn 'Ali Montazeri.  These five clerics represent roughly a third of those 'ulama' in 

Iran to carry the title of marja' al-taqlid (source of emulation) and are each considered 
                                                 
1 Farsoun, Samih K., and Mashayekhi, Mehrdad, “Iran: Political Culture in the Islamic Republic,” 156. 
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supreme legal authorities believed to have hundreds of thousands of devoted followers.  

Each, as a marja', maintains a unique religious, cultural and even political authority, 

responsible for guiding and influencing the daily behavior and beliefs of those who 

practice under him, to include those from a wide range of society - from lower-ranking 

clergy to politicians, and from businessmen to lay persons.  The combined impact of 

these senior leaders is the pervasion of a unique reform effort rooted in spiritually-guided 

logic.   While these marja' rarely act in unison, the existence of these different 

communities of followers at least serves as proof that support for the Iranian government, 

much as was the case upon the founding of the Islamic republic in 1979, is far from stable 

within the seminary city of Qom.  Despite controlling most pillars of security and power 

within the country, the ruling elite have been unsuccessful in eliminating dissent from 

within the clergy.  At best, reform-minded clergy, including a number of younger figures 

such as Mohsen Kadivar, have waged a battle for the hearts of minds of Shi'i believers.  

Redefining the system of Islamic government from its current form into one that is more 

open, accountable, liberal and compassionate and legitimizing their ideas through the use 

of thoroughly researched and logically-stated religious scholarship, reformists within the 

clergy represent the foremost reason for optimism in regards to future change in Iran.  It 

is through this merging of change within Qom and demographic shifts across Iran which 

most make gradual and incremental reform likely over the decades to come.   

 Ayatollah 'Ali Montazeri serves as one of the most prominent voices for reform in 

Iran today.  More than merely an advocate for change, Montazeri was once an 

establishment “insider.”  The life of Montazeri, and most specifically his transition from 

serving as one of most powerful men within the Iranian regime to becoming one of the 
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most feared opponents of the ruling elite, tells the story of the Iranian republic.  It tells of 

the promises made by revolutionaries, it highlights the failures and inconsistencies of the 

period of post-revolution consolidation and it demonstrates the relentless grab for 

authority undertaken by those largely in control of Iran still today.  What’s more, the 

experiences of Montazeri, his teachings, his example, and his vision for a different 

Islamic republic serve as an example of what Iran could still become.  While 1979 

brought about the revolution that gave birth to the Islamic republic, it is likely that a new 

and revised Islamic republic will be born over the next several generations – one that may 

more closely resemble the system most revolutionaries like Montazeri had fought for to 

begin with.  Further, it is likely that the clergy will be central to this effort.  
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IRAN AND SHI'ISM 

 

SHI'I FUNDAMENTALS 

 

 Shi'ism is an inseparable component of the Iranian psyche and political culture2.  

Nearly 90% of Iran today belongs to the Twelver Shi'i (Imamiyya) branch of Islam.  The 

Shi'i identity is in large part a result of events following the death of the Prophet 

Muhammad in 632 CE. At that time, most Muslims followed the tribal tradition 

according to which a council of elders would choose the most senior and respected 

member to become the head of the Islamic community, the Khalifa (Caliph)3.  

Accordingly, after the death of the Prophet, an ad hoc assembly of Muslims chose Abu 

Bakr4(d. 634) to be their leader.  Conspicuously absent at this election meeting was 'Ali 

ibn Abi Talib (d. 661), the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, who the Shi'i believe was not 

only designated by the Prophet as his successor, but was more qualified for the position5.   

 The denial of what the Shi'i believed was rightfully 'Ali’s engendered a deep 

feeling of having been wronged amongst 'Ali’s followers, a development which, to this 

day, helps define Shi'i culture.  'Ali finally succeeded Uthman as caliph in 656 C.E. (24 

years after initially being denied leadership) and ruled the Islamic community for five 

turbulent years.  Upon his ascension to the caliphate, 'Ali set out immediately to correct 

all aspects of society which had strayed from the teachings of the Prophet, an undertaking 

                                                 
2 Farsoun, Samih K., and Mashayekhi, Mehrdad, “Iran: Political Culture in the Islamic Republic,” 156. 
3 Balyuzi, H.M., “Muhammad and the Course of Islam,” 166-168  
4 Abu Bakr was an early convert to Islam and a senior companion (sahaba) of the Prophet Muhammad.  
 Throughout his life, Abu Bakr remained a close friend and confidant of Muhammad. 
5 Momen, Moojan, “An Introduction to Shi’i Islam,” 10-11. 
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which left him unpopular with many who had previously benefited from the rule of Umar 

(d. 644) and Uthman.   Another source of problems was that 'Ali found himself at odds 

with a faction led by Mu'awiya (d. 680), a companion of the Prophet’s, and Muhammad’s 

wife, Aisha bint Abu Bakr (d. 678) over whether to pursue the matter of Uthman’s 

assassination.  'Ali’s refusal to punish the murderers resulted in Mu'awiya’s refusal to 

acknowledge 'Ali as caliph, leading to the First Fitna (civil war)6.  Mu'awiya’s open 

defiance of 'Ali from Syria grew more aggressive and unsettling over time.  In 657, 'Ali 

engaged Mu'awiya’s forces in the Battle of Siffin, a clash which was decided in 

arbitration rather than the field.  A number of 'Ali’s followers felt betrayed by the caliph’s 

decision to negotiate with Mu'awiya and, as a result, separated into a group known as the 

Kharijites.   In a cruel twist for the Shi'i, 'Ali was assassinated in 661 C.E. by Abd-al-

Rahman ibn Muljam, a Kharijite who had been a previous follower, and Mu'awiya 

became the new caliph - a development which represented the beginning to the Umayyad 

dynasty.   For his opposition to ‘Ali and his poor treatment and even murder of a number 

of the Prophet’s companions, Shi'i believers typically abhor Mu'awiya and consider him 

both a rebel and a tyrant.  Furthermore, Shi'i followers tend to categorize all who left 'Ali 

as infidels (kuffars)7.  Meanwhile, despite the instability of 'Ali’s rule and his inability to 

purge the Islamic community of subversive forces and, as pledged, return Islam to the 

teachings of the Prophet, the Shi'i hold him in reverence for his loyalty, knowledge, piety, 

and courage.  Shi'i generally believe that 'Ali was at a great disadvantage upon assuming 

control of the caliph – inheriting a community which had been plagued by corruption and 

deviancy and surrounded by those who were largely unwilling to submit to his guidance. 

                                                 
6 Lambton, Ann K. S., “State and Government in Medieval Islam,” 16. 
7 Ibid, 222, 233. 
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 Another central theme to Shi'ism is a perpetual sense of suffering.  Refusing to 

acknowledge the Umayyad caliphate8 as legitimate, 'Ali’s son, the third Imam, Husayn 

(d. 680) set out to consolidate support in Kufa, only to be intercepted by forces loyal to 

Yazid (d. 683), son of Mu'awiya and second caliph of the Umayyad dynasty.  Despite 

Husayn’s efforts to withdraw peacefully, Yazid’s forces massacred Husayn and 72 of his 

companions and family members on the fateful day of 10 Muharram AH 61 (10 October 

680 C.E.)9.  Suggesting that Husayn had received considerable warning prior to 

approaching Kufa, modern Shi'i historian S.H.M. Jafri opined that Husayn’s actions were 

deliberate.  Husayn had recognized that the Islamic community had strayed so far from 

the Prophet’s teachings that “mere force would not have saved Islamic action and 

consciousness.”  He continued, “… to (Husayn), it needed a shaking and jolting of hearts 

and feelings. This, he decided, could only be achieved through sacrifice and suffering10.”  

For much of the Muslim world at the time, the Battle of Karbala indeed shook Islam to its 

core.  Husayn’s sacrifice was the ultimate form of courage and dignity and Shi'i today 

honor those who died alongside him as the first shahids (martyrs)11.  The gruesome 

murder of Husayn and his followers ended the possibility of a challenge to the Umayyad 

caliphate, but soon after became a rallying point for moral and religious resistance to 

illegitimate authority12.  To this day, Husayn serves as an example to Shi'i followers as 

they cope with modern struggles against injustice and oppression.  Furthermore, 

Husayn’s heroic act of shahada provides the spiritual precedent for the justification of 

                                                 
8 The Umayyad caliph began following the assassination of the fourth caliph, ‘Ali. Muawiyah marched to 
 Kufa following ‘Ali’s death, where he persuaded a number of Ali's supporters to acclaim him as 
 caliph instead of Ali's son, Hasan. 
9 Nasr, Vali, “The Shia Revival: How Conflicts Within Islam Will Shape The Future,” 40. 
10 Momen, Moojan, “An Introduction to Shi’i Islam,” 31-32. 
11 Abedi, Mehdi, and Legenhausen, Gary, “Jihad and Shahadat: Struggle and Martyrdom  in Islam,” 29-30. 
12 Nasr, Vali, “The Shia Revival: How Conflicts Within Islam Will Shape The Future,” 42-43. 
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and encouragement for martyrdom in Islamic communities today.  'Ashura, a Shi'i day of 

mourning for the martyrdom of Husayn, occurs every tenth day of Muharram and is 

intended to connect believers with Husayn’s suffering and the sacrifices made in order to 

promote the teachings of the Prophet.  

 According to Imamiyya doctrine, the Prophet Muhammad was succeeded by 

twelve Imams (a line of succession referred to as the imamate), each the son of the 

previous Imam, with the exception of Husayn, who was the brother of the second Imam, 

Hasan (d. 670).  Significantly, each of the eleven Imams who came after 'Ali was a 

descendant of Fatimah (d. 632) - the Prophet’s daughter and 'Ali’s wife.  Fatimah and the 

twelve Imams, together known as the ahl al-bayt (or Muhammad’s family), are exalted 

and granted a unique level of respect in the Shi'i community.  Members of the ahl al-bayt 

are considered both faultless and immeasurably knowledgeable in matters pertaining to 

the Qur'an and Sunna (collection of hadith, representing the deeds and sayings of 

Muhammad and the twelve Imams)13.   In addition, Shi'ites believe that all members of 

the ahl al-bayt were divinely inspired and, as such, they are each revered, celebrated and 

maintain a central role in the community’s faith at large.  Followers of Shi'ism view the 

Imams who followed Muhammad in largely the same light as the Prophet Himself 

(entirely pure and perfect) – the main difference being that the Imams did not transmit 

divinely inspired scripture14. 

 Some figures clearly have had a more significant impact on the development of 

the Imamiyya than others.  One such case is that of the sixth Imam, Ja'far as-Sadiq (d. 

765), who metamorphosed Shi'ism from a religious-political extremist (ghuluww) faith 

                                                 
13 Lambton, Ann K. S., “State and Government in Medieval Islam,” 28, 222. 
14 Ibid, 229. 
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based on the active rejection of the caliph into a more quietist movement.  In recognition 

of the continued acrimony between the Shi'i faithful and the Umayyads, as-Sadiq 

promoted the concept of taqiyya (dissimulation of one’s faith) to ensure survival, making 

it permissible for the Shi'i to interact with the wider community and serve the 

government, despite its being deemed illegitimate15.  Taqiyya essentially allowed the 

Shi'i to go about their lives, operating within the confines of the authorities conside

improper, until the time came at which the true and correct Islamic polity was 

established

red 

                                                

16.  In addition to engendering a political approach that would govern the Shi'i 

community for most of the following twelve centuries, as-Sadiq greatly clarified the role 

of the Imam, teaching his followers that an Imam operated under divine guidance, 

practiced infallible judgment and represented the sole legitimate authority for the Islamic 

state17.  Furthermore, as-Sadiq revealed the role of nass (designation) in the recognition 

of Imams to come, providing a mechanism by which authority over the Islamic 

community would be transferred from one divinely-ordained individual to another – a 

direct attempt to avoid a repeat of what happened to 'Ali following the death of the 

Prophet.  As such, As-Sadiq taught that the practice of nass was necessary in order to 

establish each Imam’s legitimacy to the people18. 

 Core to Shi'i faith is the belief that it is incumbent upon God to ensure the 

continual existence of the imamate.  In other words, proof (hujja) of Allah on earth must 

always be present19.  Since the world cannot be devoid of an Imam, Twelver Shi'ite’s 

believe that the twelfth Imam, Hujjat al-Mahdi (d. unknown), has been placed into hiding 

 
15 Arjomand, Said Amir, “The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam,” 36. 
16 Sachedina, Abdulaziz Abdulhussein, “The Just Ruler,” 90. 
17 Arjomand, Said Amir, “The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam,” 35. 
18 Sachedina, Abdulaziz Abdulhussein, “The Just Ruler,” 59. 
19 Lambton, Ann K. S., “State and Government in Medieval Islam,” 229, 232. 
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by God (occultation) and will emerge later to fulfill his mission.   Further, they claim that 

the rightful ruler within Islam today is the absent twelfth Imam.  During al-Mahdi’s 

occultation, the question arises as to who has authority over the community.  According 

to believers, usurpers overtook the twelfth Imam’s place as leader, and much of actual 

power since is, as a result, illegitimate.  The Shi'i community, however, is in need of 

rightful guidance, and while the Imam is absent, it is provided by the fuqaha' (experts in 

Islamic jurisprudence), or the 'ulama' (legal scholars of Islam and the shari'a)20.   As a 

result, the role played by the most learned of clergy in Shi'ism is substantial, as the 

'ulama' or fuqaha' are charged with the responsibility of interpreting and upholding shari'a 

law in Islamic society.  Shari’a ensures the Muslim citizen is upright and virtuous, is a 

complete social system designed to meet all of mankind’s needs, and is intended to cover 

all human relations.  As such, the law is also the instrument of justice in Islamic 

society21.  

 The Shi'i clergy’s ability to practice ijtihad (a central method in Shi'i 

jurisprudence that allows even junior clerics to issue independent judgment on a matte

makes their role even more central to the overall community, as followers often seek

clerical support in interpreting the Qur'an or the Traditions (hadith) in order to find 

answers to contemporary issues.  The Shi'i believe that it is necessary for every followe

who has not made a special study of the shari'a to seek out the person he considers the 

most learned in religious law and to follow that person (a mujtahid), a practice referred

as taqlid (imitation)

r) 

 

r 

 to 

 of a 

mujtahid is a result of their duty to obey the Hidden Imam.  Given this immense 

                                                

22.  The obligation of the Twelver Shi'i to follow the direction

 
20 Martin, Vanessa, “Creating an Islamic State: Khomeini and the Making of a New Iran,” 115-116. 
21 Lambton, Ann K. S., “State and Government in Medieval Islam,” 241. 
22 Momen, Moojan, “An Introduction to Shi’i Islam,” 175. 
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responsibility, a mujtahid must be exemplary in conduct, and is the protector of the weak 

against the strong23.   

 The marja' al-taqlid, also known as ayatollah al-‘uzma (Grand Ayatollahs), serve 

a particularly significant function within the Shi'i community, as they are considered, 

next to the Prophet and Imams themselves, the most learned authorities on fiqh (Shi'i 

jurisprudence).  Revered for their piety, the marja' are in fact considered by the Shi'i to be 

deputies (na’ibs) of the Hidden Imam24.  As such, the marja' are treated as the conscience 

of the Shi'i community.  Historically, the Shi'i generally recognize Abu Ja'far Muhammad 

al-Kulayni (d. 940) as the first marja', active soon after the minor occultation25.  Less-

celebrated mujtahid and, consequently, all Shi'i follow under a marja' of their choice – a 

practice which takes place because of the belief that the marja' maintain a more direct 

relationship with God26.   

 For most of their history, the position of marja' was ill defined – something which 

only changed under the leadership of Muhammad Hasan al-Najafi (d. 1850) and Murtada 

al-Ansari (d. 1864)27.  It was not until the 18th and 19th centuries that mujtahids 

increasingly began to defer to the guidance of the most knowledgeable among them28.  

The foremost role of the marja' throughout its history was that of passing legal verdicts 

(fatwas) on issues of Islamic jurisprudence.  In addition, marja's were typically teachers 

and leaders of religious institutions (hawzas) and managed the collection and distribution 

of religious taxes (zakat and khums)29.  The role of the marja' al-taqlid was changed 

                                                 
23 Martin, Vanessa, “Creating an Islamic State: Khomeini and the Making of a New Iran,” 116. 
24 Momen, Moojan, “An Introduction to Shi’i Islam,” 234-235. 
25 Arjomand, Said Amir, “The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam,” 28. 
26 Momen, Moojan, “An Introduction to Shi’i Islam,” 235. 
27 Sachedina, Abdulaziz Abdulhussein, “The Just Ruler,” 22-23. 
28 Momen, Moojan, “An Introduction to Shi’i Islam,” 188. 
29 Ibid, 207. 
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forever in 1979 though, as developments leading to the Iranian Revolution infused the 

position with broad leadership responsibilities over society. 

 As might be expected, it is common for the community’s marja's to offer a range 

of opinions, though the extent of any disagreement is typically quite low.  Each 

individual determines for themselves which marja to follow (whether directly or via their 

local mulla), and consequently, abides by the guidance of that marja'.  Furthermore, the 

obligation to follow a marja' in one's religious practice is generally not believed to 

require acceptance of his opinions in other fields of religious knowledge, such as 

theology or mysticism, history or philosophy; nor does it imply that such a scholar is to 

be regarded as infallible (ma'sum) at any point30.  Nonetheless, since the Iranian 

Revolution, the opinion of the Supreme Leader carries more weight than that of other 

marja's and, as such, the government of Iran tends to expect wide adherence to its 

guidance in all forms.   Only recently has there been risk of life or property for supporting 

or rejecting the views of a marja' – a danger which has even extended to other marja's.  

Rational inquiry during one’s quest for truth has been a pillar of the Shi'i community 

since the 9th century – a result of al-Kulayni having relayed a tradition in which Imam  

as-Sadiq criticized the blind imitation exhibited by Christians and Jews31.  The capacity 

of Shi'i believers in Iran to practice this freedom decreased once Khomeini-loyalists 

within the 'ulama' assumed control of the government following the 1979 revolution.  

While the role of the marja' remains central to Iran, the concept and practice of velayat-e 

faqih (rule by the jurist) has seriously challenged the independence of the marja's and 

historical decentralization of religious authority inside the Shi'i community. 

                                                 
30 Sachedina, Abdulaziz Abdulhussein, http://people.virginia.edu/~aas/home.htm 
31 Ibid 
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PRE-SHI'I IRAN 

 

 While Shi'ism largely defines Iran today, this was not always the case.  In fact, for 

over a millennium of its earliest history, the territories known today as Iran (or Persia – 

until Reza Shah Pahlavi renamed it in 1935) existed without even an Islamic identity – 

instead, Zoroastrianism was at its spiritual center.  Prior to Muhammad’s proclamation in 

612AD, Persia experienced centuries of unrivaled power.  In fact, under the leadership of 

Cyrus the Great (d. 529 B.C.), Darius the Great (d. 486 B.C.) and Xerxes (d. 465 B.C.), 

Persia was home to the largest empire in the ancient world – something which is not lost 

on even contemporary Iranians, as they continue to cite this accomplishment as a source 

of great pride.  During the rule of the Achaemenids, the Persian Empire stretched from 

the Mediterranean Sea to Afghanistan, and extended as far south as Egypt32.  The dynasty 

ended when Alexander the Great (d. 323 B.C.) defeated Xerxes in the Greco-Persian 

Wars of the third century BC.  While subsequent iterations of the Persian Empire were, at 

the very least, major regional powers, none came close to claiming the absolute 

hegemony realized under the Achaemenids.   

 Meanwhile, the Arab invasion from 633 to 656 brought about fundamental change 

to Persia - a development that led to its annexation to the Umayyad Caliphate, centered 

out of Damascus.  The Sassanids (226-651AD) reestablished Persia following the death 

of Alexander, but war with the Romans led to the collapse of orderly rule and created an 

opening quickly exploited by the Arabs.  Some believe the Prophet Muhammad had 

earlier written a letter to Sassanid King Khosrau II, inviting him and his people to join the 

                                                 
32 Library of Congress, http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/irtoc.html 
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cause of Islam so to ensure their safety.  The king, however, allegedly rejected this 

invitation and reportedly destroyed the letter in a fit of anger.  While Persian culture was 

fiercely guarded during the conquest, locals were generally quick to accept Islam, 

realizing that acceptance of the new religion translated into superior treatment by 

representatives of the Umayyads.  By the middle of the 8th century, Persia had become an 

important component of the Caliphate – even serving as home to the caliph Abu Ja'far al-

Ma'mun (d. 833).  Persian culture, in fact, influenced the Islamic movement in many 

ways, to include contributions of art, literature, and philosophy, aiding in the dawn of the 

Islamic Golden Age33.    

 While Persian territory remained essentially under control of the Arabs from the 

defeat of the Sassanids until roughly the 11th century, representatives of the Umayyad 

caliphate were gradually expelled from certain areas and indigenous cultural norms began 

to surface once again.    Furthermore, Persians assisted in ending the Umayyad caliphate 

(7th-8th centuries) and entrance of the Abbasids (8th-13th centuries).  In return, the 

Abbasids granted the Persians considerable local autonomy.  The independence granted 

Persia afforded it the opportunity to reassert cultural dominance in its territories over that 

of the Arabs, to the point that Persia became a distinctly separate element within Islam.  

This trend continued under Buyid (or Buwayhid) rule during the 10th and 11th centuries, 

with the Buyids seizing control of the Abbasid Empire and stripping the Abbasids from 

power over the caliphate.  As a result, the Buyids ruled Persian territories and even 

expanded into additional areas of present-day Iran.  Of significance, the Buyids, who 

originated in the area that is now northern Iran, were Shi'i – the first point at which 

Shi'ism was in a position of power within Islam and inside modern day Iran, though the 
                                                 
33 Library of Congress, http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/irtoc.html 
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Buyids did not necessarily impose its religion on its subjects.  Foreign rule continued 

beyond the 11th century, as the Sunni-inspired Seljuqs wrestled control of Persia from the 

Buyids.  Originating in Turkey, the Seljuq Empire extended from the Mediterranean Sea 

to Central Asia.  Meanwhile, the Seljuqs adopted a number of Persian features as their 

own (language, art).  During this time, Persians designed and founded the first nizamiyya 

(Islamic institutions of higher learning) – a model later used in building and running 

madrassas.  Genghis Kahn (d. 1227) and the Mongols invaded Persia in 1219 and ruled 

until the end of the 15th century.  During this period, the Mongols destroyed half of 

Persia’s population, decimating much of the country in the process34.  Overall, the almost 

nine centuries between the Arab invasion of Persia and the end of Mongol rule brought 

with it a great deal of turbulence and uncertainty.  Perhaps surprisingly, despite the lack 

of any real sovereignty throughout this period, the people of Persia and their culture 

persisted. 

 

SHI'I WITHDRAWAL 

 

 Beginning with the time of the Prophet, there was an element of both politics and 

religion to the Islamic movement.  Even within early Shi'ism, there were separate and 

sometimes competing politically-motivated and religiously-minded elements.  The defeat 

and assassinations of 'Ali and Husayn, however, put an end to the Shi'i challenge for 

political leadership of the Muslim world.  Instead, Shi'ism became solely a religious 

movement.  Throughout the period to come, the Islamic community witnessed the 

emergence of a body of learned Muslims, separated and independent from the politics of 
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the caliphate, who gradually consolidated their position as private religious advisors and 

jurists and thus formed a religious elite (to be known as the 'ulama')35.  During the 

turbulent years following the death of Husayn, the fourth Imam, Zaynu’l-'Abidin (d. 712), 

remained almost entirely secluded and refused to involve himself in the politics and 

instability of the time.  The fifth Imam, Muhammad al-Baqir (d. 732), was also politically 

quiescent, as was the sixth Imam, Ja'far as-Sadiq.  In fact, as-Sadiq went so far as to 

decline an offer to lead the Caliphate made by the political head of the ‘Abbasid revolt 

against the Umayyads36.  The behavior of the Imams in the first half of the eighth century 

set the precedent for the remaining six, all of whom largely stayed absent from the 

political affairs of the community.  Throughout the rule of the ‘Abbasids (750-1258), the 

Shi'i 'ulama' were subject to considerable persecution, reinforcing many of the strong Shi'i 

emotions against injustice and tyranny formed earlier during the deaths of 'Ali and 

Husayn.  Shi'i believers during this time often survived only by hiding their true faith 

through dissimulation (taqqiya).37  While the Sunni form of Islam came to dominate the 

Muslim world politically, the Shi'i 'ulama' remained politically aloof and largely 

remained so until the early 16th century.  In fact, questions of political theory in Shi'i 

Islam had not even arisen up to that point given that the 'ulama' had existed in the 

shadows of such a strong Sunni state38.  The political quietism practiced by the Imams 

and the 'ulama' following Husayn reinforced the centrality of religion to the movement.  

It was not long before factors such as religious scholarship and jurisprudence, rather than 

political leadership, came to define the merits of the Shi'i clergy.  This pattern of behavior 
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helped establish basic expectations and standards for the role of clerics within the Shi'i 

community, to which many Shi'i followers remain committed today.  

 While early Shi'i 'ulama', such as al-Kulayni and Ibn Babuya (d. 991), believed 

that the most important duty of the clergy was to relay the Traditions of the Prophets, a 

very gradual shift towards greater independence and activism began near the beginning of 

the 11th century.  Substantial advances in imami learning out of Baghdad took place 

during this period of Buyid rule39.  The Shi'i 'ulama' during this time relied exclusively on 

the Traditions in providing guidance to the community and often criticized the Sunni 

clergy for its consideration of analytical reasoning (qiyas) and ijtihad.  As time passed, 

the Shi'i 'ulama' began incorporating deductive reasoning based on the Qur'an or 

Traditions into their teaching, as fiqh came to address parts of the shari'a for which there 

appeared to be no answers40. 

 During the 11th century, three figures in particular were instrumental in the 

development of Shi'i jurisprudence.  Borrowing from the Mu'tazili school of thought41, 

Shaykh al-Mufid (d. 1022) and 'Alamu'l-Huda (d. 1044) both promoted the argument that 

theology should be based on reason and revelation jointly and each rejected the belief that 

guidance should be derived exclusively from the Traditions.  It is Shaykhu't-Ta'ifa (d. 

1067), however, who is most credited with establishing the preliminary basis for modern 

Shi'i jurisprudence.  In particular, Ta'ifa continued the teachings of al-Mufid and Huda, 

but more fully developed the theoretical basis for the functioning of the fuqaha' (doctors 

of law).  It had become apparent to Ta'ifa that the suspension of various functions 
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assigned to the Hidden Imam was the cause of great difficulty, leaving the Shi'i 

community without proper leadership.  As a result, he reinterpreted Shi'i doctrine to 

assign, as a last resort, various roles of the Hidden Imam to those 'ulama' who were well 

versed in fiqh, particularly the position of Friday prayer leader42.  Despite the fact that 

Shi'ism did not spread much during the rule of Seljuqs, developments in Shi'i 

jurisprudence continued later in century as well.  In particular, Muhammad ibn Idris al-

Hilli (d. 1202) became the first Shi'i jurist to give reason (aql) the explicit status of the 

fourth source of normative validity in law43. 

 Several centuries later, following the Mongol invasion of Central Asia and during 

the period of the Timurid dynasty, the Shi'i 'ulama' succeeded in further expanding its role 

in the community.  First, during the thirteenth century, Muhaqqiq al-Hilli (d. 1277) 

extended the judicial role of the 'ulama' to that of collecting and distributing religious 

taxes and even the imposition of certain penalties44.  Additionally, though he had 

disagreed with Ta'ifa’s extension of authority to the 'ulama' in regards to Friday prayer, 

Allama al-Hilli (d. 1325), during the 14th century, contributed significant work to Shi'i 

jurisprudence by establishing a commonly accepted method of critical study of hadith 

literature.  The system established by al-Hilli details a process for the assessment of 

Traditions and the classification of the degree of their normative authority through the 

evaluation of the reliability of their transmitters45.  From al-Kulayni’s time onward, 
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which coincided with the end of the special deputyship of the last Imam, isnad (chains of 

transmission) in hadith took on great significance46.  Al-Hilli’s approach provided a  

long-awaited practical and standardized solution to questions of validity, integrity, and 

authority surrounding the words and deeds of the Prophet.  Furthermore, throughout his 

studies, al-Hilli demonstrated the unreliability and uncertainty of the Traditions in and of 

themselves and restructured substantial elements of Shi'i jurisprudence to ensure that aql 

would be its central feature47.  In addition, al-Hilli was the first Shi'i faqih to explicitly 

recognize the role of ijtihad, defining it as the “exertion of capacity on the part of the 

jurist for the acquisition of probable opinion as to the commandment of the divine law.”  

The recognition of ijtihad by such a major figure represented a monumental development 

in the authority of Shi'i jurists48.   

 

EVOLUTION OF IRAN AS A SHI'I STATE  

 

THE SAFAVIDS 

 

 The rise of the Safavids in 1501 and their subsequent 231 years of rule 

represented the first time since before the Arab invasion of the 7th century that indigenous 

Persians had full control of their land.  While the Safavids certainly did not escape their 

share of challenges (most notably, from the Ottomans), the territory they occupied was 

similar to what makes up modern-day Iran.  Of additional significance, in order to 

consolidate power and gain allegiance of the disparate tribes that existed at the time, the 

Safavids selected Twelver Shi'ism as the state religion and set about imposing it upon 
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their new subjects.  The lack of much Shi'i expertise from among the masses forced the 

Safavids to call on Arab neighbors from around the region to help form a state clergy49.  

Though the scale of Shi'ism took on new proportions with the Safavids, the 'ulama' 

remained relatively quietist and, with their new found favor, even agreeable regarding 

political affairs.  While the 'ulama' were granted far more freedoms than they were in 

many Sunni-dominated communities at the time, and even became part of the court 

system, they remained largely dependent on the state, particularly given that the Safavid 

kings believed they were descendants of the seventh Imam and, as such, were themselves 

endowed with religious qualifications50. 

 The early period of the Safavid dynasty featured significant contributions from 

several noteworthy Shi'i sources.  During this time, Muhaqqiq al-Karaki (d. 1533) was 

the first to have argued, using the Traditions, that the 'ulama' were the general 

representative of the Hidden Imam (Na'ib al-Amm).  While al-Karaki restricted his 

conclusion to the assumption of Friday prayer leadership by the 'ulama', his use of the 

words of the sixth Imam Ja'far as-Sadiq set a standard for clerical activism that others 

would later emulate51.  A generation later, Shahid ath-Thani (d. 1558) built on the work 

of al-Karaki, extending the concept of Na'ib al-Amn to its maximum ends, arguing that 

the 'ulama' should assume all religious functions and prerogatives of the Hidden Imam.  

For example, ath-Thani emphasized that it was necessary to pay religious taxes directly to 

the 'ulama' for distribution to those in need.  Under this guidance, payment of taxes 
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through any other means would not result in the believer having satisfied his religious 

obligation52. 

 The Safavids energized the Shi'i 'ulama', depending on them for guidance on a 

number of questions on matters of jurisprudence and, consequently, allowing for the 

practice of a great deal of ijtihad.  The increased use of independent judgment by the 

clergy may have provoked the theological controversy between believers during the 16th 

and 17th centuries known as the Usuli-Akhbari division.  A movement initiated by Mulla 

Muhammad Amin Astarabadi (d. 1623), the Akhbaris largely opposed the rising 

influence of the mujtahid and objected to the clergy’s use of ijtihad53.  Instead of using 

rationality and reasoning (usul), the Akhbaris believed that Shi'i jurisprudence should 

derive strictly from the Traditions of the Prophet, as the right for independent 

interpretations ended with the disappearance of the twelfth Imam54.  The Usulis, 

meanwhile, believed that individual circumstances needed to affect the guidance of the 

Imams and that Islamic rulings did not necessarily have general applicability.  As such, 

Usulis promoted the use of ijtihad, along with using text from the Qur'an or the 

Traditions, in the issuance of legal decisions (fatwas).  While the Akhbari position placed 

significant limits on the authority of the 'ulama', the Usuli stance allowed for great 

independence of the clergy, allowing the 'ulama' to issue positions on near any topic55.   

Isfahan-born cleric, Muhammad Baqir Vahid Behbehani (d. 1792), was at the center of 

the debate, vigorously backing the clergy’s right to ijtihad.  Behbehani, more than any 

other figure of the time, is credited with leading the defeat of the Akhbaris, labeling the 
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Akhbaris “unbelievers” and “infidels,” while even promoting attacks on the Akhbaris in 

the process.  Overall, Behbehani argued that, without clerical interpretation, believers 

would be lost56.  The Usuli victory over the Akhbaris paved the way for the rise to power 

of the mujtahids and essentially guaranteed their eventual independence from the state.  

The fact that this process coincided with a period of weak state authority allowed for the 

institutionalization of the clergy.  As such, it is perhaps the foremost reason behind the 

creation of the modern Shi'i clergy57.  The Usuli victory is quite significant in efforts to 

understand modern affairs in Iran, as the resulting institutionalization of the power of 

clerical interpretation paved the way for Ayatollah Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini’s (d. 

1989) radical reinterpretation of Shi'i history and the Qur'an58. 

 

THE QAJARS 

 

 The eighteenth century brought about a series of fundamental changes within Iran 

and Shi'ism.  Since the Zand and later the Qajar dynasties claimed no religious 

legitimacy, the clergy was able to expand its influence and administrative power 

throughout society59.  The state found it necessary during this time to seek an alliance 

with the 'ulama', which had reinforced its position by strengthening doctrine on the 

subject of ijtihad60.  To justify the Qajar rule, Mirza Abu'l-Qasim Qummi (d. 1816) and 

Seyyed Ja'far Kashfi (d. 1850) produced a fully developed political theory based on a 

division of the Hidden Imam’s responsibilities, whereby the 'ulama' and political leaders 

existed in a state of co-dependency.  Qummi and Ja'far argued that, while the 'ulama' 
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could not apply shari'a without the ruler first establishing order, the ruler needed the 

'ulama' in order to prevent injustice and tyranny61.  Additionally, the ruling Qajars 

allowed the 'ulama' to establish control over the courts, and each mujtahid had a 

following of mullas and other faithfuls in charge of collecting taxes without restrictions 

by the state.  At the same time, the position of the mujtahid as the guardian of the 

community grew through the advancement of the doctrine of taqlid.  The 'ulama'’s ability 

to reassert themselves within society during the Qajar dynasty is one of the main reasons 

why it could evolve into a political force later in the 20th century. 

 In the early nineteenth century, Mullah Ahmad Naraqi (d. 1829) broke new 

ground in the field of Shi'i jurisprudence, as the first mujtahid to put forward an essay on 

the government of the jurist.  Naraqi essentially argued that only a qualified jurist could 

be the legitimate ruler in the absence of the Imam, and that government by the jurist was 

the only legitimate form of rule in the absence of the Imam.  Building on the previous 

work of al-Karaki and ath-Thani, Naraqi used Traditions of the Prophet to confirm the 

'ulama'’s rights and duties in the matter of guardianship.  Naraqi justified his view based 

on self-evidency and rational reasoning, arguing, much as Khomeini would a century 

later, that someone had to take their place of the Imam during his absence, and that this 

could only be the 'ulama'62. 

 Following Naraqi, Shaykh Murtaza Ansari (d. 1864) assumed the position of 

leading authority on issues related to the role of the 'ulama' in the absence of the Hidden 

Imam.  Ansari’s most important contribution to Shi'i jurisprudence was his creation of a 

set of principles used in making decisions in cases where there was doubt.  Whereas 
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mujtahids had previously restricted themselves to instances where there was a high 

degree of probability of being in accordance with the Traditions, Ansari argued that the 

'ulama' should be afforded the right to provide guidance on even matters in which there 

was only a possibility of consistency with the teachings of the Imams63.  That said, 

Ansari believed that the fuqaha' possessed guardianship only in the sense that they could 

exercise certain kinds of power in the affairs of Muslims who were unable to administer 

their own affairs.  Continued debate among the 'ulama' existed during this time, with the 

dominant view being that jurists’ authority in general affairs related only to shari'a 

matters, with a small section of the clergy believing it could extend to cover government 

as well and a growing portion of the clergy at least open to the idea.  Particularly given 

the growing pressure of Britain and Russia on Iran at this time, some elements of the 

'ulama' were concerned with clarifying and possibly extending the limits of their 

authority64. 

 Syed Jamal-ud-Din Assadabadi (d. 1897), better known as “Afghani,” was the 

first Muslim revolutionary to develop an Islamic response to imperialism, done during 

the second half of the nineteenth century.  Afghani founded the school of thought in the 

Muslim world that promoted the concept of Islamic dynamism – the rethinking of Islamic 

principles in terms of modern realities.  Meanwhile, Afghani rejected both orthodox 

Islam on the one hand and the imitation of Western socio-political models on the other.  

Afghani believed that the reunification of politics and religion was essential to fighting 

the two evils of internal despotism and foreign colonialism.  Though he was eventually 

expelled to London out of concerns that he had become too much of a threat to regional 
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stability, Afghani made a lasting impression on the wider Islamic community through his 

call to redefine Islam in terms of modern realities and his life-long struggle against 

outsider influence and inflexibility within the clergy65.   

 Afghani’s influence on the events of 1890-1891, however, is perhaps his most 

significant contribution to the growth of clerical activism and reentry of the 'ulama' into 

politics.  Near the same time Afghani had arrived in Iran, the reigning Qajar King, Nasir-

ud-Din Shah, had allowed Iran to become a concession area for the Western powers and 

Russia.  The high point in the concessions granted by the Shah came in the form of a 

tobacco concession granted to the British in 1890.  In exchange for 15,000 pounds, the 

Shah forfeited total control of Iranian tobacco to the British66.  With tobacco such an 

important industry in Iran at the time, influencing the lives of a large number of people, 

the issue turned explosive.  Afghani capitalized on and sparked the growing resentment 

of the masses by organizing reformers and urging them to rise up against the Shah using 

“religiously motivated anti-foreign feelings”67.  Additionally, Afghani wrote a plea to 

Grand Ayatollah Mirza Shirazi (d. 1895) to, “save and defend the country” from "this 

criminal who has offered the provinces of the land of Iran to auction amongst the Great 

Powers"68.  In late 1891, Shirazi issued a fatwa against the usage of tobacco and, in a 

show of solidarity, Iranian merchants responded by shutting down the main bazaars 

throughout the country.   The decision by Shirazi went in complete contradiction to the 

ruling of the state – a theretofore-unprecedented action by anyone within the Shi'i 'ulama'. 

                                                 
65 Irfani, Soroush, “Iran’s Islamic Revolution: Popular Liberation or Religious Dictatorship,” 19-23. 
66 Pollack, Kenneth, “The Persian Puzzle,” 17-19. 
67 Irfani, Soroush, “Iran’s Islamic Revolution: Popular Liberation or Religious Dictatorship,” 19-23. 
68 Mottahedeh, Roy, “The Mantle of the Prophet.” 216-217. 

25 



 

 The Qajar rulers failed to appreciate the significance of the popular uprising 

experienced because of the tobacco concession.  Instead of moderating their behavior, 

they entered into several more curious deals with Russia and Great Britain, including the 

1901 concession to William K. D’Arcy for oil exploitation rights through Iran for the 

next sixty years.  By this point, it was widely accepted among the Iranian people that the 

Qajar regime must account for its squandering of the country’s resources on extravagant 

benefits for the elite and inadvisable foreign policy deals.  The Japanese defeat of the 

Russians in 1905 provided the Iranians the opportunity to act, as popular perception was 

that Russia was too weak and preoccupied to intervene in the instability to come in Iran.  

As a result, a popular movement developed against the regime that quickly became 

widespread69.  Mass protests and demonstrations resulted in Muzaffaru'd-Din Shah’s (d. 

1907) granting of a constitution in 1906, one week before his death.  The constitutional 

movement during the early twentieth century provided further momentum for the 

inclusion of the 'ulama' in state affairs.  In an effort to blend Islamic jurisprudence with 

modern forms of government, the new Iranian constitution recognized Twelver Shi'ism as 

the official state religion.  Though never initiated, it even called for a committee of 

mujtahids who would review all legislation to ensure its consistency with the shari'a (an 

idea that would later carry over into the Islamic republic in the form of its Guardian 

Council institution)70. 

 Opposition to foreign influence by segments of the 'ulama' continued throughout 

the early twentieth century, bolstered by momentum gained in its fight against the Shah’s 

tobacco concession.  The increase in political activism by the clergy stretched beyond 
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Iran’s borders and into Shi'i strongholds in Iraq, including Najaf and Karbala.  Shaykh 

Muhammad Husayn Nai'ini (d. 1936) in particular was active in Iraq, issuing a fatwa in 

1922 that forbid participation in national elections protesting against rising British 

influence in the country.  In addition, Nai'ini advanced Shi'i political theory engendered 

early in the Qajar dynasty and buoyed by Iran’s Constitutional Revolution in 1906, 

arguing for a system based on constitutional democracy.  Significant to developments in 

Iran through the second half of the twentieth century, Nai'ini served as a mentor and 

teacher to Kazem Shari'atmadari (d. 1986), Abu al-Qasim Khu'i (d. 1992), Muhammad 

Hadi Milani (d. 1975), and, most importantly, Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini – all who 

would be later be involved in the Iranian Revolution of 197971. 

 

THE PAHLAVIS AND RISE OF KHOMEINI 

 

 Given the gains made by a wide variety of sources – whether they were 

constitutionalists, activist 'ulama', nationalists, or those opposed to foreign influence – the 

developments following Muzaffaru'd-Din Shah’s death proved extraordinarily 

disappointing.  During the first decade following the constitutional revolt, not only did 

Muhammad 'Ali-Shah attempt to overturn the constitution (though this effort eventually 

was defeated), but Iran fell victim to the blatant expansionism through the occupation of 

Iran by British and Russian forces during World War I72.  The 1925 coup d’etat which 

led to Reza Khan Pahlavi (d. 1944) assuming power from Ahmad Shah (d. 1930), 

effectively ended the Qajar dynasty and proved to be an unfortunate event for the 'ulama

During his rule, Reza Khan promoted an authoritarian-style government that featured 

'.  
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secular and nationalist principles.  While Reza Khan initially sought the support of t

'ulama', complying with their demand that Iran not become a republic, the Shah also took

strong measures to limit their influence and the role of Islam within Iran.  Seeking to 

balance out the effects of British and Russian influence in Iran, Reza Khan Shah 

developed favorable relations with Germany – something that proved to be his undoi

with the onset of World War II.  The need for access to the Trans-Iranian Railway, 

coupled with the fear of Iran falling into an alliance with Germany, facilitated the 

decision for Russia and Great Britain to invade Iran again.  As a result, Reza Shah

the country and his son, Muhammad Reza Shah (d. 19

he 

 

ng 

 fled 

80) assumed power73.   

                                                

 The Shah soon picked up where his father had left off in regards to suppressing 

leftist religious and secular groups74.  In the process of consolidating authority and 

centralizing power, the Shah was able to appease elements of the 'ulama' by making 

concessions such as allowing the observance of Ramadan by government offices and 

granting permission for women to again wear veils75.  Despite these efforts, the Shah 

struggled to gain loyalty and faced stiff resistance from other segments of the 'ulama' and 

by nationalist political leaders such as Muhammad Mossadegh (d. 1967).  In opposition 

to the Shah, many from within the clergy supported Mossadegh’s efforts to nationalize 

the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) by issuing religious decrees in favor of the 

measure76.  The general sense around Iran was that AIOC was fleecing their country, a 

matter that was increasingly frustrating to Iranians77.  One of the most outspoken critics 

of Iran’s relationship with the AIOC was Ayatollah Abol-Qasim Kashani (d. 1962), who 
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was closely linked with the Fida'iyan, a newly formed activist religious group78.  It was 

largely due to the work of Kashani, linking the 'ulama', Fida'iyan and National Front at 

times, which brought Mossadegh to power, all sharing a common goal of ridding Iran of 

British influence79.  Mossadegh won the 1951 national election to become Prime Minister 

and, soon thereafter, the Shah begrudgingly appointed him Premier, positions that 

allowed Mossadegh to follow through on his promise to nationalize the AIOC.  In order 

to deal with the resulting drop in revenue and subsequent economic issues, Mossadegh 

was granted emergency powers which allowed him to single-handedly enact any law he 

deemed necessary for a period of six months – a move which did not sit well with the 

'ulama' and led to the dissolution of their alliance with Mossadegh80. 

 Fearful that Mossadegh’s growth in power would translate into Iran becoming a 

servant of the Soviet Union, British and American forces, under the leadership of Kermit 

Roosevelt (d. 2000), launched Operation Ajax with the express purpose of removing 

Mossadegh from power and reinstalling their ally, the far more reliable Muhammad Reza 

Shah.  Amidst mass violence, in large part organized, funded and equipped by Western 

forces, Mossadegh surrendered.  The West successfully forced the democratically-elected 

leader of Iran from office in favor of the Shah, who, it was estimated, would be more 

reliable in the struggle against communism and the perceived expansionist interests of the 

Soviet Union.  When the Shah returned to power, nearly the entire 'ulama' welcomed him.  

In return for their cooperation, the 'ulama' earned favor from the Shah in regards to 

certain requests, such as increasing Islamic instruction in the schools and undergoing an 

aggressive campaign against the Bahá'í Faith.  Despite this, the 'ulama'’s overall 
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involvement in politics initially decreased by substantial margins following the Shah’s 

return, partially in response to the Shah’s dictatorial efforts at consolidating power and 

also out of the belief that the Shah posed less of a threat to the interests than Mossadegh 

had.81. 

  To some of the 'ulama', a lesser political role was perfectly acceptable, given that 

it was arguably more consistent with the proper role of the clergy.  For example, Grand 

Ayatollah Seyyed Husayn Borujerdi, who was the leading Shi'i marja' from 1947 until his 

death in 1961, believed strongly in the separation between church and state.  Borujerdi 

restricted his followers from actively participating in politics, instead teaching his 

students traditional quietism with a focus exclusively on Islamic studies82.  Grand 

Ayatollah Seyyed Muhsin Tabataba'i al-Hakim (d. 1970), the Shi'i community’s sole 

marja' following Borujerdi’s death, also believed that politics should be avoided and 

considered activism in state affairs to be against the interests of Islam.  Instead, al-Hakim 

believed that politics and religion would be united once again only after the return of the 

Hidden Imam83.   

 Despite Borujerdi’s silence on most all significant political issues throughout his 

time as the community’s leading source of emulation, the Shah’s modernization plans for 

Iran, beginning in the late 1950’s, raised the ire of even the top quietist 'ulama'.  Around 

1960, Borujerdi and other traditional quietistists began openly criticizing the Shah’s 

reform legislation.  They also began to take active notice of the Shah’s behavior on other 

fronts, many proving contrary to their interests.  Following his return, the Shah entered 

into a number of new deals with the West, including the Baghdad Pact and several oil and 
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military contracts.  As revenue poured into the state as a result, unequal income 

distribution became more of an issue for ordinary Iranians.  The Shah’s relationship with 

the West (highlighted by a perception that Iran was being exploited both economically 

and in foreign policy and that Western culture had infiltrated the country), the regime’s 

friendly relationship with Israel (for which, the West was blamed), and an overall sense 

that the Shah’s post-return consolidation efforts had led to a more ruthless state, all 

became issues of which the 'ulama' grew more willing to speak openly about84.   

 Borujerdi’s death in 1961 was significant in a number of regards.  First, given that 

there was no clear successor to the lead marja' and recognizing there was a subsequent 

state of confusion amongst the Shi'i, the Shah pushed ahead aggressively with 

modernization plans.   The second effect of Borujerdi’s death was an increase in political 

activism by the 'ulama'.  The Shah grossly mistook the lack of a clear leading marja' in 

the Shi'i community as a signal there would be a level of impotence and disunity amongst 

the 'ulama'.  Instead, the lack of a clear successor to Borujerdi enabled local religious 

leaders to assume more authority and, as such, there was an overall increase in active 

opposition to the government by the clergy85.  In particular, Khomeini – the future leader 

of the Iranian Revolution – saw an opening in Borujerdi’s death.  No longer confined by 

his teacher’s constraint on political activism, Khomeini came to political prominence by 

leading the 'ulama'’s opposition to the Shah and his White Revolution.  In particular, 

Khomeini vehemently disagreed with the Shah’s efforts to redistribute property owned by 

some Shi'i clergy, laws allowing universal suffrage (voting rights for women), changes in 
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the election laws that allowed religious minorities to serve in government offices, and 

changes in the civil code that granted women legal equality in marital issues86. 

 Prior to this point, Khomeini had established himself as a superior scholar of 

Islamic jurisprudence and, with Borujerdi’s blessing, had published several political 

statements.  Following the abdication of power by Reza Khan Pahlavi in 1941, Khomeini 

issued the “Secrets Revealed” (Kashf al-Asrar), in which he called for the “government 

of God” to be implemented, with the clergy maintaining a supervisory role (nezarat), 

such as that afforded in the 1905-1906 constitution87.  Khomeini suggested that this 

government did not necessarily need to be “run by a faqih,” but that it did need to operate 

in “accordance with God’s law (shari'a)” and required the “supervision of religious 

leaders88.”   Khomeini first took up the matter of guardianship by a Supreme Jurist 

(velayat-e faqih) in a work entitled “The Treatises” (Al Rasa'il) in 1953.  In the context of 

ijtihad and taqlid, Khomeini argued that God, the Prophet and the Imams had wished the 

community to have leadership in political and social affairs.  As such, Khomeini 

indicated that it was not necessary to refer to oppressive governors and judges, for the 

jurist “also had guardianship (velayat) in such matters.”  In another work, “Methods 

without Harm” (Qa'ida la-zarar), Khomeini advised that the components of government 

were a part of the duties of the Islamic jurist (faqih).  In particular, he maintained that the 

Prophet had three main duties: spreading the divine message, issuing judgment and 

providing leadership.  While the Prophet alone could perform the first duty, such a 

restriction was not in place for the second two responsibilities.  Instead, Khomeini 
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suggested that the jurist at the time of the occultation had all the authority over these that 

the Prophet had89. 

 In 1963, Khomeini gave several angry sermons in Qom in which he railed against 

the Shah, branded him a puppet of the West, and labeled his regime tyrannical.  

Khomeini was arrested several days after this attack, and it was only his late promotion to 

marja' (or Grand Ayatollah) that saved him from death, resulting in his eventual release 

from prison90.  Khomeini’s decision to challenge the Shah during this time not only 

stemmed from the death of Borujerdi, but also from Khomeini’s growing conviction that 

the Shah had embarked on the destruction of Islam91.  Meanwhile, the drive to reform 

Shi'ism and oppose the Shah was also strong within Islamic liberal intellectual circles - 

including Mehdi Bazargan (d. 1995, served earlier under Mossadegh) and his Iran 

Freedom Movement (IMF).  The IMF formed in 1961 as a more radical and religious 

alternative to Mossadegh’s National Front and focused its efforts on pressuring the Shah 

to implement democratic rule.  As the clergy underwent a reassessment of its role in 

society, Islamic intellectuals energetically pursued a definition as to the appropriate 

balance between modernity and Islam, particularly in the face of what both clerical and 

intellectual circles viewed as an infiltration by the West.  The Shah’s brutality in 

combating opposition helped bring together the activist 'ulama' and the Islamic Left.  

Ayatollahs Morteza Mottahari (d. 1979), Muhammad Husayn Beheshti (d. 1981), and 

Muhammad-Javad Bahonar (d. 1981) played key roles in bringing Islamic Leftists and 

clerics together during this period.  The fact that the Shah jailed leading figures from each 
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side, including Bazargan, Shari'atmadari, and Ayatollahs Ahmad Azari-Qummi, Husayn 

'Ali Montazeri and Khomeini, only further strengthened this relationship92.  

 Following his release from prison, Khomeini delivered an address in front of his 

residence in Qom in which he called the government of Iran “… traitors, guilty of high 

treason93.”  As a result, the Shah exiled Khomeini from Iran, forcing him to work through 

Mottahari, Beheshti, Bahonar, Hojjatoleslams Seyyed 'Ali Khamenei, 'Ali Akbar 

Hashemi Rafsanjani, and Montazeri, in order to continue his opposition work94.  In early 

1970, Khomeini presented a series of twelve lectures, later compiled into a book entitled 

“Islamic Government,” that put forward further thinking on the notion of Islamic 

government.  To start, Khomeini argued that the Islamic jurist (faqih), who traditionally 

looked out for orphans and others who could not take care of themselves, should broaden 

his mandate and oversee society as a whole.  Khomeini stressed that the Prophet had 

passed down the articles of faith, ordinances, and institutions of Islam with the intent of 

there being a sustained Islamic government, providing man with all the laws, regulations, 

and guidance necessary to “attain happiness and the perfection of his state95.”  As such, 

Khomeini concluded that there was no need to insist, as did his critics among the 

traditionalist mujtahids, that only the Prophet’s rightful successors, the twelve infallible 

Imams, could lead the community of believers96.  Instead, the Prophet recognized that 

there must be government so to promote Islamic order and that such government 

demands an executor capable of implementing shari'a97.  The principal purpose of 
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Khomeini’s lectures was to demonstrate a legitimate basis in Islamic jurisprudence for 

the assumption of power by the 'ulama' (and correspondingly show the illegitimate nature 

of the incumbent regime).  In doing so, Khomeini issued a challenge to the most senior 

'ulama' (such as Grand Ayatollah Abu al-Qasim Khu'i), the majority of which had deep 

and well-founded theological objections to the concept of religious government98.  

Copies of Khomeini’s lectures, as had been the cases with near everything Khomeini had 

written or spoken about since his initial departure from Iran, were distributed througho

the count

ut 

ry. 

                                                

 At the same time, with reform from the Shah’s White Revolution failing to 

change economic conditions in Iran much, ordinary Iranians continued to struggle – a 

reality from which the Shah appeared entirely disconnected.  $200 million from Iran’s 

treasury went, in October 1967, to an extravagant celebration of Muhammad Reza 

Pahlavi’s 48th birthday99.  The affair thrown for him in 1967 paled in comparison to the 

event he provided himself in 1971 in celebration of his 50th birthday, at which he spared 

no expense, lavishly spoiling attending dignitaries from around the world100.  One reality 

the Shah did awaken to was that the nation’s inherent sense of religion would always give 

the 'ulama' a power base to draw from.  As a result, he set out to establish an alternate 

religious system that would better serve his interests101.  Beginning in 1970, the Shah 

created a Religious Corps (Sipah-i Dini) and a Corps of Religious Propagandists 

(Muravvijin-i Din) and housed each under what was termed the Din-i Dawlat 

(government’s religion).  As the Shah undertook his Din-i Dawlat project to rival the 
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'ulama', some of his statements appeared to suggest that he was acting on behalf of the 

Hidden Imam102.  In 1973, the Shah claimed that he, “believed in God and that (he) had 

been chosen by God to perform this task.  (His) visions are miracles that saved the 

country103.”  In an effort to establish the project’s credibility with the religious masses, 

the perception that the Shah believed he represented the Imams completely undermined 

his work and enraged the 'ulama'.  Demonstrations and violence grew at a feverish rate 

across Iran throughout the 1970’s, as the Shah’s obsession to become, at near any cost to 

the country, one of the most powerful nations on the earth and his inflated ego had 

become obvious to most all Iranians.  Of all the groups representing leadership options 

within Iran in the late 1970s, only the 'ulama' had a strong enough support base and a 

viable enough infrastructure to provide an alternative to the Shah.  As such, the ‘ulama’ 

would lead the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979104. 
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3 

 

BUILDING AN ISLAMIC REPUBLIC 

 

REVOLUTION 

 

 Having existed under such conditions for most of more than 1300 years following 

the Arab invasion, Iranians had grown tired of foreign rule or influence.  This fact, 

coupled with the surge of an activist clerical movement rooted in the evolution of the 

fuqaha, created the deep-rooted and long-developing conditions whereby the people of 

Iran would seek to seize sovereignty for themselves.  What had been missing before was 

proper leadership under which to do so – no longer an issue given the unique presence of 

Grand Ayatollah Khomeini.  Unrest across the country had reached explosive levels by 

late 1977.  Emboldened by the perception that the Shah was losing his grip on power, 

religious opposition groups such as the Mujahidin-e Khalq and the Fida'iyan-e Khalq, 

each founded in the mid-1960’s, increased their level of activity against the government.  

With the belief that the Shah’s secret intelligence service, SAVAK, had killed 

Khomeini’s son in October 1977, protests rocked the streets of Tehran105.  Meanwhile, a 

series of events between November 1977 and January 1978 occurred which essentially 

started the Iranian Revolution.  Perhaps more than anything to initiate revolution and to 

elevate Khomeini to the center of revolutionary efforts was the Shah’s decision to publish 

an attack on Khomeini in early January 1978 in a state-sponsored newspaper106.  In this 

article, the Shah called Khomeini a “closet homosexual,” a “drunkard,” and “an agent of 

the British.”  As a result, large anti-government protests erupted the next day in Qom at 
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which students demanded the return of Khomeini.  Police forces responded to the unrest 

typically – with violence.  The Shah’s forces were responsible for a large loss of life at 

the event, representing an escalation in the conflict and adding fuel to the fire of the 

opposition107.  In honor of the 70 people killed at the Qom protest due to the brutality of 

the Shah’s forces, Shari'atmadari called for Iranians to observe the arba'een (a memorial 

service held for the dead forty days following their death)108.  Khomeini and 

Shari'atmadari – each marja's – did not particularly agree on the role of the clergy in the 

affairs of the state, but by this point, they both believed that the Shah’s rule was no longer 

acceptable. 

 As a result of Shari'atmadari’s guidance, the country observed arba'een forty days 

after the Qom massacre.  In Tabriz, the observance of arba’een spiraled into large 

protests against the regime, resulting in yet another clash between opposition forces and 

the Shah’s police, leading to even more deaths109.  At the time events in Tabriz were 

taking place, Khomeini delivered a speech from Najaf in which he commemorated those 

killed in Qom in January.  Using the same approach in his speech as had become 

common by that point, masterfully invoking powerful images of 'Ali and Husayn and 

relating them to modern struggles against the Shah and the West, Khomeini railed against 

the deceit and abuse inflicted upon Iran by America and the Shah.  In addition, Khomeini 

used this opportunity to once again challenge the quietists within the 'ulama', hoping to 

either provoke them into action or move them out of the way110.  Mottahari, meanwhile, 

urged the struggle forward, promoting jihad and shahada to his followers and stressing 
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that “defending one’s principles (was) like the defense of one’s life or property and was 

the defense of one’s honor111.”  As such, this was a cause worth dying for.  Khomeini and 

his fellow mujtahids had, by this point, become enormously capable of mobilizing the 

masses.  In effort to keep the revolutionary momentum moving forward, they expressed 

sympathy for those suffering under the rule of the Shah and proved eloquent in their use 

of Qur'anic passages and references to the Shi'i historical experience.  Aware of the 

impact its observance was having on the revolutionary movement, they called for 

arba'een several more times throughout the year, each leading to additional clashes with 

authorities across the country.   

 Events took a turn for the worse following a fire at an Abadan cinema which 

some believed the Shah’s SAVAK had started, killing nearly 400 people.  Though little 

evidence indicates this in fact had been the case, rumors spread and the public became 

infuriated.  As a result, enormous protests broke out around the country and were 

particularly large in Tehran.  From the Abadan incident on 19 August into September, 

demonstrations grew larger and crowds more resilient by the day.  Khomeini issued a 

declaration on September 6, on 'Id al-Fitr (representing the end to Ramadan) in which he 

called for opponents of the regime to “organize meetings in mosques and public places on 

an even wider scale than before, and defend the Qur'an and Islamic justice” at “every 

available opportunity and on every occasion112.”  The Shah responded by declaring 

martial law, banning demonstrations and putting the Army in charge of quelling violence, 

setting the scene for one of the bloodiest days in the lead-up to the revolution113.  Even 

those from within the regime began turning on the Shah because of the massacre that 
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took place.  Iranians from nearly all lifestyles, representing a wide variety of professions 

and interests, collectively demanded the return of Khomeini and an end to the Shah’s 

rule. 

 Sensing that Khomeini had continued to exert too much influence and remained 

too much a threat from Najaf, the Shah was able to arrange for Iraq to exile Khomeini to 

Paris in October 1978.  Upon arriving, Khomeini spoke further about the designs of an 

Islamic political system.  In several interviews with foreign media, Khomeini 

contradicted earlier statements and abandoned his theory of velayat-e faqih, announcing 

that neither he nor any other clergy would be directly involved in the administrative 

matters of the next government of Iran.  Further, Khomeini specifically stated that he 

“would not have any role in the government.”  In addition, Khomeini referred to the next 

regime in Iran as an “Islamic republic” which would take “its inspiration from that of the 

Prophet and Imam 'Ali and (would) be based on public opinion114.”  While apparently 

inconsistent to some, Khomeini’s statements represented efforts to reach out to less 

radical elements of the clergy and secular liberals who might have theretofore resisted 

Khomeini’s leadership, particularly given that it appeared the Shah would soon be 

defeated. 

 If any doubt remained about the impending collapse of the Shah’s government, 

events in November and December eliminated them.  By the end of the November, mobs, 

riots, protests, and demonstrations overwhelmed the streets of most major cities around 

the country and the military and police forces began relenting, suffering an average of 

1,000 defections per day115.  One week before the start of Muharram, commemorating 

                                                 
114 Moslem, Mehdi, “Factional Politics in Post-Khomeini Iran,” 18-19. 
115 Pollack, Kenneth, “The Persian Puzzle,” 133-135. 

40 



 

the final march of Imam Husayn, Khomeini issued another declaration in which he us

many of the defining themes of the Shi'i experience to draw comparisons between the 

historic advance of Husayn and the advance of the Iranian people against the Shah.   

Highlighting the self-sacrifice, determination, loyalty of Husayn and long-suffering of the 

Shi'i, Khomeini urged the opposition to use “the month of Muharram … like a divine 

sword in the hands of the soldiers of Islam

ed 

                                                

116.”  Towards the end of the month,  

anti-government forces began taking over civil institutions and the military began 

operating without any clear unity of command or purpose117. 

 By this point, Khomeini was the only individual who possessed the capacity to 

restore order in Iran.  As the Shah prepared to flee to Egypt, Khomeini stood ready to 

exercise this influence, as he issued a declaration that set forth the framework for  

post-revolution political order in Iran.  In particular, Khomeini announced the 

appointment of a Revolutionary Council in order to establish a transitional government.  

Additionally, Khomeini warned against the probability of a military coup d’etat and 

encouraged his followers within the Army to suppress such initiatives118.  Khomeini 

made his triumphant return to Iran on February 1, announcing upon arrival the 

accomplishment of “the first step toward a complete victory by (having removed) 

Muhammad Reza, the chief traitor, from the scene119.”  Recognizing that he would have 

to promote his vision of an Islamic republic without alienating those who had helped the 

revolution, Khomeini’s first act was to appoint a provisional prime minister and, within 

several days of his arrival, members of the Revolutionary Council chose Bazargan, whose 
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democratic credentials were widely accepted.  As such, a provisional government formed, 

led by Bazargan and composed primarily of secularists – including National Front and 

Iran Freedom Movement personnel, as well as moderate Islamists and nationalists120.  

The Iranian Revolution had been achieved.  Khomeini’s next task was to consolidate his 

power and to turn his vision of an Islamic state into reality. 

 

CONSOLIDATING POWER 

 

 Khomeini and his followers, largely from the junior clerical ranks, were able to 

consolidate their authority following the revolution as a combined result of eight major 

factors: Khomeini himself and his ability to effectively inspire others using the Shi'i 

experience and divine law; policies regarding remaining elements of the Shah’s 

government; the formation of a post-revolutionary government; the eventual purging of 

leftist political interests, done under the guise of a “cultural revolution”; confrontation 

with the quietist 'ulama'; the pursuit of foreign policy objectives which aided in the 

popularity of Islamic revolutionary loyalties within Iran; the later prioritization of state 

interests over shari'a considerations; and election, as well as constitutional reform, which 

effectively stymied competition against those in power.  The effects of these initiatives 

caused considerable division within the Islamic republic, unraveling a number of the 

coalitions that helped bring about the revolution in the first place, and causing significant 

elements of the population to question whether things might even be worse under the rule 

of a select group of 'ulama'.   
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KHOMEINI AND DIVINITY 
 
 One of the primary reasons why the activist mujtahid was able to gain and then 

consolidate power was Khomeini himself – his stature, the way in which his followers 

portrayed him, his knowledge, his capacity to push and pull the Shi'i masses at just the 

right times, his charisma, and his ability to adapt to changing circumstances.  His 

followers often represented him as a semi-divine figure and, after the revolution, he went 

from grand ayatollah or deputy of the Imam to simply, “the Imam.”  While traditionalist 

'ulama' never accepted this title, by using it, Khomeini’s supporters hoped to tap into 

popular religious sentiment, implying that he represented the return of the Hidden Imam, 

a claim which carried with it awe-inspiring undertones121.  Because of this belief, 

disobedience to his guidance equated to a violation against Islam itself.  In many regards, 

this reality put the revolution and the post-revolution consolidation phase in terms of 

absolute good versus absolute evil.  An aura of power formed around Khomeini due to 

his use of symbolism in speech, timing, and policy, and his ability to tap into Shi'i themes 

to which people of Iran were deeply familiar.  As a result, Khomeini achieved unmatched 

influence within the country.  In particular, Khomeini was effective in evoking the 

passion of his followers through comparing the struggle against the Shah and America to 

that of Imam Husayn against Yazid and the Umayyid troops in the Battle of Karbala.  

Considered the single greatest act of human suffering by the Shi'i, Husayn’s 

confrontation with his enemies served as a rallying point by Khomeini calling Iran’s 

struggle the modern day fight against injustice and tyranny122.  Those who died fighting 

for the revolution earned from Khomeini the title of martyr and received burial in special 
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cemeteries set aside for martyrs, in the spirit of those who fought alongside Imam Husayn 

against overwhelming odds.  In fact, banners everywhere during the revolution read, 

“Everywhere is Karbala and every day is 'Ashura123.”  Through the interweaving of 

politics and religion, just as Imam Husayn had done 1100 years before, Khomeini 

demonstrated extraordinary vision and was able to enkindle deep faith amongst his 

followers.  That Khomeini was able to unite disparate political factions, focus an 

otherwise fractious clergy on defeating the Shah, and inspire masses of people from 

nearly all segments of Iranian society speaks to the fact that he possessed a unique skill 

and an allure rarely seen124. 

 
DEALING WITH THE SHAH’S GOVERNMENT 
 

 Perhaps more than any other development early in 1979, the pervasiveness of 

local komitehs (committees) demonstrated for citizens how radically different their lives 

were to become because of Khomeini’s arrival.  In order to establish some degree of 

order, Khomeini and his closer advisors empowered komitehs to serve as local law and 

social code enforcement mechanisms and designated Ayatollah Mahdavi Kani to run 

their operations.  Organized around neighborhood mosques, as well as within student and 

workers groups, komitehs had served as the front line in protests and demonstrations 

against the Shah leading up to the revolution.  Following the revolution, komitehs 

established themselves as the new regime’s police force, focused most particularly on 

preventing a counterrevolution.  Tactics of the komitehs included randomly detaining 

Iranians based on dubious charges and sometimes highly questionable suspicion.  The 
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komitehs operated by no other law than the version of shari'a they subscribed to, often not 

even following official state policy in the process125.  The arbitrary and invasive nature in 

which the komitehs conducted their operations and the lack of any clear challenge to their 

authority intimidated large numbers of Iranians into cooperating with the newly forming 

government.  Accordingly, Ziba Mir-Hosseini and Richard Trapper refer to the first 

several months following the revolution as the “Reign of Terror126.”  In addition to the 

work of the komitehs, Khomeini established a loose system of summary trials and 

executions to deal with the former government and put Sheikh Sadeq Khalkhali (d. 

2003), later referred to as “Judge Blood,” in charge.  Beginning on February 15 with the 

execution of four prominent generals, systematic killing proceeded for several weeks, 

despite pleas from Bazargan and others from the provisional government to stop127.  

Many government officials received executions by Khalkhali based on charges 

suggesting, in opposing revolutionary forces, they acted against the twelfth Imam128.  By 

the end of the year, nearly 600 people had gone before the firing squad and ranged from 

notable loyalists of the Shah to persons arrested on the streets for conducting themselves 

in ways considered un-Islamic by the komitehs.   

 

FORMING A GOVERNMENT 
 

 Another principal reason that Khomeini and his supporters were able to 

consolidate power following the revolution was the creation of a government that 

recognized and adopted their vision of an Islamic state.  As such, the constitution and 
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governing institutions created by the new regime embodied Khomeini’s values.  The first 

step in gaining popular acceptance of this vision and making it a reality for Iran was a 

referendum held in March 1979, in which voters chose the future style of government 

from options that only included an Islamic republic or a monarchy.  Of course, the 

overwhelming majority selected the former option, in significant part out of protest 

against perceived abuses by the Shah.  Grand Ayatollah Shari'atmadari was the most 

outspoken critic of the referendum, arguing that the vote offered no real choice, as the 

revolution had already rejected monarchy129.  Instead, Iranians were given one realistic 

choice – that of an Islamic republic, a strategic move which resulted in an alleged 90% of 

voters casting their ballots in support of this option.  Khomeini and his supporters later 

used this vote on countless occasions to justify and legitimize actions and policies against 

opponents inside and outside of government as post-revolution factions formed – a 

practice that continues even today. 

  Another key element to creating a government compatible with Khomeini’s 

vision was the enactment of a new constitution.  Having initially supported a draft of the 

constitution which proposed a presidential system and featured strong democratic 

proclivities (setting very clear limits on clerical power), Khomeini grew suspicious of his 

secularist allies through the revolution and, as a result, reversed course and began lashing 

out against the draft.  In August 1979, the nation elected a 73-member Assembly of 

Experts to review and pass the draft constitution crafted by Bazargan’s provisional 

government130.  According to Robin Wright, this decision represented the point at which 
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the clergy formally hijacked Iran’s future131.  As it turned out, Khomeini and his clerical 

allies undertook an aggressive campaign of violence and propaganda leading up to the 

elections, and even resorted to vote-rigging in order to produce an Assembly dominated 

by Khomeini loyalists132. 

 Following the August 3, 1979 elections, the Assembly of Experts elected Grand 

Ayatollah Montazeri to serve as Chairman.  Montazeri was the most distinguished cleric 

among Khomeini’s loyal followers and had abundant religious and revolutionary 

credentials133.  Khomeini charged Montazeri and the other clerics on the Assembly to 

take control of the constitution and revise it from an Islamic perspective, suggesting that 

the “constitution of the Islamic republic (meant) the constitution of Islam134.”  The 

Assembly was encouraged by Khomeini to make the constitution “100-percent Islamic.”  

Montazeri responded by pledging that the Assembly’s clerics knew “what (their) Islamic 

and religious duties (were)” and, as such, would “act upon them in full confidence135.”  

 Opinions expressed during Assembly of Experts deliberations ranged from 

orthodox to populist revolutionary, to democratic.  Orthodox members voiced opposition 

to the very idea of a constitution, claiming it was an import from the West.  Populist 

revolutionaries, such as Vice Chairman Muhammad-Husayn Beheshti, argued for the 

implementation of Khomeini’s vision, that of an Islamic state governed by a Supreme 

Jurist, but also believed there was an appropriate role for popular sovereignty – namely to 

recognize and thus legitimize the rule of the velayat-e faqih.  Implicit within this 

arrangement was a willing relinquishment of personal freedom in favor of guidance over 
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the masses by a wise and trusted faqih.  Members of the Islamic Left and intellectuals, 

meanwhile, fought for a more democratic version of Islamic government and largely 

sought to preserve as much of Bazargan’s draft as possible.  Moderate clerics such as 

Grand Ayatollah Makaram Shirazi and Hojjatoleslam Hojjati Kermani asserted that 

placing great levels of governing influence into the hands of a powerful jurist would lead 

to the de-legitimization of clerical authority – a prescient assessment given the realities of 

modern Iran136.   

 The constitution produced by the Assembly of Experts established Islamic 

principles as the central feature to Iran’s government, including, as stated in Article Two, 

an acknowledgement of the role of God as “ruler and lawgiver.”  The Assembly also 

included statements indicating that the concepts of divine revelation, resurrection, and the 

imamate were to be central features of the new system, as well as a declaration that man’s 

freedom entailed “responsibility before God137.”  Most significantly, however, having 

instituted Islamic law as the foundation of the new order, fundamentalists and 

revolutionaries on the Assembly successfully fought for the adoption of velayat-e 

faqih138.  Written by Beheshti, Article Five stipulates that an “individual jurist who is 

endowed with all the necessary qualities or a council of jurists has the right to rule and 

exercise leadership in the Islamic republic as long as the “Lord of Time” remains in 

occultation.  Article 110 proceeds to outline the powers of the Supreme Jurist – including 

the appointment of members to the Guardian Council, appointment of the Judiciary 

Chief, the maintenance of command over the armed forces, and the certification and 
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dismissal of the President139.  Overall, the powers granted to the Supreme Leader by the 

Assembly went well beyond the supervisory role Khomeini indicated they would during 

interviews in Paris just prior to the revolution, but fell short of the absolute powers 

described by him in “Islamic Government140.” 

 The inclusion of velayat-e faqih in the constitution made Khomeini the Supreme 

Leader of Iran and cemented his position as the central figure to Iran’s government.  The 

position of rahbar (Leader), which combined the roles of marja' and political leader, had 

been created because of his vision and was crafted by the Assembly especially with him 

in mind.  As David Brumberg points out, through its statement that a “just faqih” could 

earn the “recognition” of his people through a display of piety, courage, and 

resourcefulness, the constitution established that Khomeini’s authority as Supreme Jurist 

was based on his charismatic leadership and the bond he possessed with the people141.  

The role of the velayat-e faqih immediately became the centerpiece to Iran’s government, 

and following the eventual adoption of the constitution, Khomeini effectively assumed 

his role in freshly official capacity, as primary caretaker of the nascent Islamic republic. 

 Those opposed to the powers assigned to the Supreme Leader rightly suggested 

that the office itself and the authority awarded it represented a means of ensuring the 

government of Iran would remain rooted in Islam and was perhaps also a reaction by the 

activist clergy to ensure that they would not be pushed aside142.  The most significant 

opposition to the velayat-e faqih concept came from senior mujtahids who argued against 

it from the traditionalist perspective of Shi'i jurisprudence.  In fact, eleven of the dozen 

                                                 
139 Brumberg, Daniel, “Reinventing Khomeini,” 110. 
140 Schirazi, Asghar, “The Constitution of Iran,” 13. 
141 Brumberg, Daniel, “Reinventing Khomeini,” 110. 
142 Martin, Vanessa, “Creating an Islamic State: Khomeini and the Making of a New Iran,” 159. 

49 



 

grand ayatollahs living at the time, including Shari'atmadari, Khu'i, Golpaygani, Qummi, 

Shirazi, and Najafi , rejected Khomeini’s velayat-e faqih143.  Despite the lack of support 

from most senior 'ulama' and the opposition expressed by liberal and secular elements of 

the Assembly, opponents of velayat-e faqih failed to unify against the concept and it was 

adopted with relative ease during Assembly proceedings, largely due to the 

overwhelming presence of Khomeini loyalists144. 

 While certainly the most significant, the position of velayat-e faqih was not the 

only institution established in the constitution that ensured a strong role in government 

for the clergy and the overall role of Islam.  The Assembly of Experts, elected initially 

just to revise and pass the constitution, became a permanent part of government and was 

entrusted with supervising the Supreme Leader.  As a result of election laws passed later, 

membership on the Assembly was restricted to Islamic jurists.  Additionally, the role of 

the powerful Guardian Council, established in Bazargan’s initial draft to review 

legislation in order to ensure its compatibility with Islam, was officially adopted, with 

half of its seats reserved for faqih145.  Though the Majlis was responsible for passing 

legislation, as had technically been the case since the 1906 constitution, the Guardian 

Council had the right to veto any law it judged was against the interests of Islam146.  

Even the armed forces received revisions to conform to the new regime’s preferences.  

Article 144 requires that the Iranian Army be an “Islamic Army,” calling for all lead 

positions within the military to be filled by Muslims147.  
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 The result of the Assembly’s work was, as David Brumberg puts it, an 

“ideological mishmash unmatched in the history of constitutionalism148.”  The Iranian 

constitution features contradictions throughout – an indication of the wide variety of 

political entities involved in the revolution and the subsequent efforts to establish a new 

government.  At different points, the constitution alternates between Islamic law and 

secularism, and in others between a democratic form of sovereignty and sovereignty 

based on the laws of God.  The constitution clearly established a hierarchy of authority in 

most parts, beginning with absolute sovereignty belonging to God, and then ranging to 

the faqih, and to the people.  Even in cases where the people are legally entitled to 

determine their own affairs though, as done through the election of the President and the 

Majlis, outcomes are balanced against the interests of Islam, as defined by the Supreme 

Leader and the Guardian Council.  Still, the constitution affords a level of rights and 

freedoms – from the equality of rights among the genders, and the guarantee of no legal 

discrimination against most religious minorities (Bahá'í’s being a notable exception).  

Additionally, popular vote does in fact determine the composition of some institutions 

dominated by the clergy.  In particular, the election of members to the Assembly of 

Experts occurs through a competitive process149. 

 Despite a convergence of competing forms of authority, there is very little 

guidance in the constitution as to how the various elements should coexist.  Following the 

Assembly’s approval of the constitution on November 15, Montazeri claimed that the 

final document was “not ideal” and, instead, was “a compilation of different views put 

together with the central objective of producing a constitution that (was) in accordance 
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with Islam150.”  The various inconsistencies in the constitution, acknowledged as a 

mistake later by Montazeri, soon caused periods of inaction and inefficiency in the 

government.  Nonetheless, the Assembly accomplished its mission, as assigned to it by 

Khomeini.   Written largely by a group whose status diminished because of the Shah’s 

secularization and modernization policies and who felt threatened by the perception of a 

Western cultural invasion, the constitution preserved the role of Islam in the government 

of Iran and established mechanisms to guarantee the privileged status of the 'ulama'151. 

 In addition to the aforementioned constitutionally recognized institutions, charity 

and security groups, as well as extra-legal bodies, also played a crucial role in securing 

power for Khomeini and his followers.  Post-revolutionary entities such as the 

Foundation of the Dispossessed, Imam Khomeini’s Relief Committee and the Martyr 

Foundation (known as Nehads) worked to address the spiritual and socioeconomic needs 

of the population and protect the religious and revolutionary principles of the regime.  

Identified in the constitution and influenced considerably by the Supreme Leader, the 

Nehads are generally not accountable to the central government and maintain 

authorization to work quite independently from it when necessary152.  Meanwhile, groups 

such as the komitehs also have no place in the constitution.  While the regime purged 

komitehs in mid-1979 because of the prevalence of leftist guerillas within their ranks, 

Khomeini founded the paramilitary, volunteer-based Basij unit while the constitution was 

under construction.  Khomeini charged the Basij with monitoring local streets for 

violations of morality and suppressing gatherings by opponents of the regime153.  Due to 
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their empowerment, Basij militants maintained deep loyalties to Khomeini and sought to 

rid Iran of non-Islamic influences. 

 The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) came into being under 

Bazargan’s provisional government in May 1979 as a response to the assassination of 

Khomeini’s most trusted advisor, Ayatollah Morteza Mottahari, and became the military 

component to the Revolutionary Council154.  While Article 150 calls for the continuation 

of the IRGC, it does not account for the existence of a separate intelligence division 

within the IRGC (operated in addition to the constitutionally-recognized Ministry of 

Intelligence), nor does the constitution explain the existence of the Revolutionary 

Council, which essentially conducted itself as a parallel government to that of Bazargan’s 

following the revolution.  The addition of extra-legal institutions did not stop with events 

immediately preceding the revolution.  Khomeini founded a Special Court for the Clergy 

in 1987 in order to deal with unique cases involving the trial and prosecution of clerical 

figures.  The court operates outside of and above the law and, because of its direct 

functional relationship to the Supreme Leader, can impose its decisions and requirements 

on other branches of the government. 

 
LEFT VS RIGHT – CULTURAL REVOLUTION 
 
 
 Another factor in Khomeini and his supporters consolidating power following the 

revolution was the balancing act performed in regards to leftist elements of their 

revolutionary coalition.  Initially, Khomeini recognized the importance of securing the 

support of liberals, secularists, and nationalists and went to great lengths to assure these 

groups that greater political influence by the clergy would not threaten their interests.  In 
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fact, prevailing wisdom indicates Khomeini suppressed his real agenda in order to gain 

their assistance.  In part, however, Khomeini held true to his word.  For example, having 

previously stated his intent to “fulfill no government function” and, instead, “be (his) 

nation’s guide,” Khomeini repeatedly deferred early on to the provisional government on 

matters dealing with the day-to-day affairs of the state and, at times, even appeared open 

to the clergy resuming their traditional role as moral advisers.  Khomeini also made great 

effort to bring leaders of the Islamic Left into government initially.  Nonetheless, by 

spring of 1979, and as debate surrounding the constitution increased, Khomeini’s 

gestures to the Left represented less than sincere attempts at partnership.  Instead, 

Khomeini made the moves to pacify the Left while he plotted a strategy to counter its 

influence.  Khomeini and his followers feared that Bazargan and other leftist elements 

within the government were busy plotting a counterrevolution, particularly following the 

May 1 assassination of Chairman of the Revolutionary Council Mottahari155. 

 Growing amounts of confrontation with Khomeini and his followers, particularly 

with respect to his opposition to the handling of the U.S. Embassy take-over, led to 

Bazargan’s resignation on 6 November.  Khomeini clashed with the first elected 

President of the Islamic republic, Abol Hasan Bani-Sadr, as well.  A leading figure in the 

coalition that produced revolution and a member of Khomeini’s Revolutionary Council, 

Bani-Sadr won election in January 1980 on a social justice platform.  The Majlis then 

impeached him during the summer of 1981 due to opposition to the regime’s handling of 

the U.S. hostage crisis and the growth of clerical influence in government156.  Khomeini 

was well aware of and highly concerned about the possibility that he and his supporters 
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would be seen as dictators.  By early 1980, Khomeini moderated his tenor and adopted, in 

certain regards, a more pragmatic approach to the governance of the state.  In particular, 

Khomeini began promoting some of the more populist elements of the constitution and 

took steps to avoid the clergy being seen as a threat.  Yet again, despite these gestures, 

Khomeini continued to contradict himself in both words and actions, perhaps with 

purpose, or perhaps as a reaction to dynamic shifts in circumstances.  While appealing to 

those concerned with the role of the clergy, Khomeini became increasingly convinced 

that coexistence with some elements of his revolutionary coalition was no longer an 

option and that the influence of leftist elements was a threat to Islam itself. 

 April 1980, meanwhile, represented the beginning stage of what Khomeini 

referred to as Iran’s “cultural revolution.”  Just as he was warning the revolutionary 

courts to follow the constitution, he challenged them to rid universities of “deviant 

groups” who did not subscribe to the revolutionary brand of Islam Khomeini had made 

popular and who mixed “Islamic ideas with Marxist ideas157.”  By June 1980, the 

Council for Cultural Revolution had shut down every university across the country.  It 

then began the process of rewriting textbooks in order to make them more consistent wi

Islamic values and the Shi'i experience – a process that took nearly three yea

th 

rs158.   

                                                

 Khomeini’s stance against competing factions within Iran enraged leftist guerillas 

and sparked a violent response from one of the revolution’s foremost organizations.  

While the Mujahidin-e Khalq (MEK) had welcomed Khomeini upon his return from Iran, 

it increasingly saw Khomeini’s brand of Islam as a threat to its interests of a creating 
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socialist state and by January 1981 was operating in active opposition159.  The MEK had 

viewed the liberal Bani-Sadr as an ally inside the government and responded to the 

impeachment proceedings against the elected President with acts of terror.  On June 28, 

the Mujahidin bombed the IRP’s headquarters, resulting in the death of over 70 Khomeini 

loyalists, including Beheshti.  In August 1981, the MEK targeted several more of 

Khomeini’s top supporters, killing Bani-Sadr’s replacement, Muhammad 'Ali Raja'i (d. 

1981) and Ayatollah Bahonar160.  Restricted from running for office due to election rules 

that required certification of candidacy by clerics, the Mujahidin believed there was no 

other option to stopping the take-over of Iran by militant Islam than by meeting 

ruthlessness with vengeance.  Khomeini, meanwhile, recognized the MEK’s actions as an 

irrevocable parting with his previous partner in revolution.  No longer confined by the 

desire to appease leftist elements, Khomeini lifted the ban he had placed earlier on the 

clergy from running for the highest offices within the government.  As a result, 

Hojjatoleslam Seyyed 'Ali Khamenei was elected the third President of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran in October 1981.   

 The battle between MEK forces and the regime was not limited, however, to 

domestic conflict.  During parts of early 1982, seeking to take advantage of the assault on 

Iranian forces by the Iraqi military, MEK elements launched an offensive against Iran 

itself from inside Iraq161.  Advancing as far as 80 miles into Iran, the Mujahidin actions 

came across as a betrayal of the local masses and resulted in renewed enthusiasm for the 

leadership of Khomeini.  Using the same metaphorical speech and recalling the same 

events from the Shi'i past that had been so effective in generating support for the 
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revolution to begin with, Khomeini demanded that Iranians defend the homeland as part 

of their Islamic duty.  As a result, the Mujahidin forces were overwhelmed and defeated 

in several days.  The aggression by the MEK, particularly in light of its having allied with 

Iran’s enemy, Saddam Husayn, provided the regime a perfectly convenient opportunity to 

advance its goal of ridding the state of its leftist opponents. 

 Sensing that its grip on power was at times tenuous and committed to going to 

near any length to remain in control, the regime responded to the violence exacted by the 

MEK between 1980 and 1982 by taking up arms themselves.  Khomeini established a 

committee in early 1981 to determine who from within the Iranian prisons, many of 

which were political captives from the initial revolutionary tribunals, would threaten the 

regime if released.  The regime ordered authorities to execute prisoners on spot in cases 

where it was determined that a prisoner still actively opposed the regime162.  As a result, 

between June 1981 and May 1982, most MEK personnel died at the hands of the Iranian 

government or went into exile163.  Thousands of people in all lost their lives because of 

the regime’s policies, many of whom were indeed opponents of the regime, but many 

others who became victims of the hysteria and died due to the presumption that they 

might be dangerous.  Executions occurred if any doubt at all existed as to an individual’s 

loyalty, including even those initially arrested for very petty offences.  The tactics used 

by the government during this period further intimidated the public and clearly illustrated 

for all to see that the radicals in control were not beyond using sheer brutality in order to 

consolidate their hold on power – a point that proved to be a successful deterrent for the 

regime later on. 
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ACTIVISTS VS QUIETISTS 
 

 Despite his vehement opposition to Western culture and most elements of 

liberalism and notwithstanding his abhorrence of the Shah’s monarchical regime, 

Khomeini perhaps detested traditionalist 'ulama' most of all.  In order to solidify control 

of the state for the activist clergy and their rightist supporters, Khomeini recognized the 

need to defeat the quietist mujtahid.  If the decades of dialogue between the clergy 

regarding the proper role it should perform in society prior to the revolution hadn’t made 

it clear, developments following the revolution made it abundantly obvious that 

homogeneity did not exist amongst the 'ulama'.  Serious differences existed between 

senior and junior clerical authorities alike, much of which resulted from thorough 

analysis of Shi'i jurisprudence.  Though the practice of ijtihad had served as one of the 

most distinctive feature of Shi'i faith for most, if not all, of Twelver Shi'ism’s existence, 

Khomeini understood that ijtihad had allowed for this gap in opinion to evolve and its 

continued practice in areas central to the Islamic state threatened to undermine his hold 

on power. 

 From the very beginning of the post-revolution period, Khomeini faced 

considerable resistance from Ayatollah Seyyed Mahmud Taleqani (d. 1979), who warned 

that Iran was in danger of slipping back into dictatorship164.  A member of Khomeini’s 

Revolutionary Council, Taleqani opposed religious absolutism and objected to 

dominance of the political scene by the clergy.  Determined to silence Taleqani, 

Khomeini summoned him to Qom, where afterwards, Khomeini publicly embarrassed 
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him and announced that Taleqani was “sorry for what had happened165.”  The opposition 

to clerical rule by fellow marja's was of particular concern to Khomeini.  Grand 

Ayatollah Shari'atmadari not only disputed Khomeini’s concept of velayat-e faqih, but 

he, like Taleqani, was actively supportive of the Khomeini’s ideological adversaries.  

Khomeini was widely concerned about the influence of Shari'atmadari and considerate of 

the risk it posed to his grip on power.  As such, the regime’s 1982 discovery of a plot to 

assassinate Khomeini, allegedly approved of by Shari'atmadari, prompted a decisive 

response by the Supreme Leader.  While there had been no evidence indicating 

Shari'atmadari had been involved in the coup plot, Khomeini forced him to make a public 

apology on television and required that he plead for forgiveness166.  Furthermore, in a 

remarkable act, unprecedented in Shi'i history, Khomeini was able to secure support from 

17 seminary teachers needed to demote Shari'atmadari from the rank of grand 

ayatollah167.  Similar to his approach against Taleqani, Khomeini humiliated 

Shari'atmadari in order to undermine his opponent’s base of support.  Through 

demonstrating his ability to cripple even the most senior and respected 'ulama', the regime 

believed it strengthened its own hand. 

 Opposition to Khomeini’s vision of Islamic government following the revolution 

was nearly unanimous across the board of grand ayatollahs.  Traditionalist clergy, 

influenced by the quietist preferences of Grand Ayatollahs Khu'i, Golpaygani, and Najafi, 

believed their influence in the affairs of government should be minimal and restricted to 

providing legislative and judicial supervision at most168.  In addition, the senior mujtahid 
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knew that they would arguably suffer the most from Khomeini’s concept of velayat-e 

faqih, essentially losing significant influence and autonomy as a result.  Khomeini, 

meanwhile, branded those within the clergy, particularly his marja' peers who actively 

opposed his preferences, as “turbaned imposters169.”  It became clear to the traditionalists 

that Khomeini and the radicals on the right would stop at nothing to achieve power, even 

if this meant manipulating Shi'i jurisprudence and abandoning long-standing Shi'i 

reasoning.  While Khomeini was exceedingly tolerant of differences in views between 

those willing to operate within the state construct he had helped guide to implementation, 

he was equally unwilling to endure criticism from those opposed to the fundamental 

design of his Islamic state itself.  Afterwards, Khomeini awakened to perhaps an even 

more dire and unsuspected threat – that from ardent loyalists from within his own camp, 

including conservatives and, more importantly, Montazeri, who by then had been 

designated Khomeini’s successor. 

 
FOREIGN POLICY 
 
 
 In the eyes of most Iranians, foreign influence was a significant factor in the 

decades of suffering under the Shah.  The belief that Great Britain, Russia and America 

had exploited Iran at different points during the 20th century, and the opinion that the 

Shah had sacrificed Iran’s interests for his own, was so widely held that they each 

naturally served as foremost rallying points for revolutionaries during the late 1970’s.  

What became of Iran’s foreign policy following the revolution was in large part shaped 

by this perception of the country’s recent history.  For the radical right that dominated the 

regime, anti-Americanism became a defining and permanent characteristic of its relations 
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with the world.  Furthermore, in defiance of the extension of Western cultural influence, 

Khomeini and his followers believed that they had captured the mantle of revolutionary 

leadership worldwide.  As such, the religious radicals felt they were responsible for 

sharing their interpretation of the Shi'i experience relative modern reality and spreading 

its vision of an Islamic state in support of other revolutionary elements in the region, and 

at times, professed a responsibility to do so on a global scale.  In the process of carrying 

out its foreign policy, the regime seized a number of important opportunities to further 

consolidate its domestic power. 

 The period between November 1979 and January 1981, when Iranian students 

armed with revolutionary zeal held 52 diplomats at the United States embassy, 

represented the first significant point at which the regime consolidated its authority in the 

process of making a foreign policy statement.  A precursor of things to come, leftist 

guerillas attacked the embassy in February of 1979.  While Khomeini loyalists had 

actually been responsible for restoring order on behalf of the Americans at this earlier 

point, the take-over performed by 300 members of the university group known as 

Students Following the Line of the Imam later in the year was a matter of an entirely 

different scale.  Considerate of American leadership in performing Operation Ajax 26 

years earlier, a minimally-organized group of young Khomeini supporters stormed the 

U.S. embassy and, in the process of 444 days, created the conditions by which Iranian-

American relations have been defined ever since.   While he had not directed the  

take-over, Khomeini quickly grasped the significance of the event for his own political 

struggle, referring to it as the “Second Revolution170.”  America’s failed rescue attempt in 

April 1980 boosted the regime’s hand, as Khomeini had earlier warned the Iranian people 
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that the United States would attack171.  Portraying the rescue as an act of aggression, 

Khomeini and his supporters used the development to strengthen their position against 

those on the left who sought restored relations with the United States.  Given the 

challenges it faced from former Shah elements, leftist guerilla organizations, prominent 

liberal political figures, traditional 'ulama', and nationalists at home, Khomeini and the 

radical right perceived the hostage crisis as a means of unifying Iranians and of focusing 

their minds on an adversary that was central to the initial revolutionary spirit172.  When 

the regime ordered the release of hostages in January of 1981, it was because Khomeini 

no longer viewed them as politically useful.  Instead, the war with Iraq assumed many of 

the values previously credited to the hostage crisis. 

 While the Iranian regime clearly did not expect the attack launched by Iraq in 

September 1980, Khomeini and his supporters viewed the following war much as it did 

the hostage crisis – as an opportunity to unify the public in support of a common interest 

(defending the homeland), taking attention away from the ongoing domestic squabbling 

over the form of Iran’s government, the role of the clergy, and the invasive actions of 

new regime’s institutions.  As a result, the war with Iraq provided the radical right yet 

another chance to consolidate its hold on power.  Fervent Iranian nationalism rallied the 

population against invading Iraqi units and Khomeini predictably referred to the 

resistance against Iraq in spiritual terms, calling the Iraqi invasion a war against Islam.  

With Saddam Husayn and his Ba'athist regime being secular in nature, the Iranian 

government portrayed the Iraqi attack as consistent with other historic injustices inflicted 

on the Shi'i.  Additionally, Khomeini highlighted the role of shahada (martyrdom) in the 
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early stages of the war, promising those who served to protect the Iranian state that they 

were doing so in the most noble service of Islam and, if they were to die as a result, 

would be rewarded by going to Heaven.  As the war progressed, the role of martyrdom 

became even more central to Iran’s ability to remain engaged, as Khomeini sold shahada 

as the ultimate mystical experience.  In essence, Khomeini and his loyalists redefined the 

war from one waged in the interests of sovereignty and territorial ambition to God’s war 

against the infidels173.  As a result, losing was not an option.  With the war in full gear, 

the radical right was able to continue its purge of opposition elements at home, labeling 

anyone who disagreed with them adversaries of Islam.    Having effectively changed the 

tenor of the war discussion to religious terms, the regime seized moral authority on the 

issue – a development that was largely responsible for dragging the war on for the eight 

years to follow. 

 By early 1988, conditions had grown to unbearable levels and Khomeini found it 

increasingly difficult to reduce internal divisions regarding the war, with critics even 

using the opportunity to renew previous debates about the operation of the Islamic state.  

The last several years of the war exposed vulnerabilities in the Islamic system and opened 

the regime to questioning, if not criticism, from several elements of the population it had 

theretofore relied on as a base of support, including those considered to be “inside” 

Khomeini’s circle.  Grand Ayatollah Montazeri, for example, openly questioned the war, 

citing the unfair burden it had placed on the mostaz'afin (the dispossessed), stressing that 

the rich continued to benefit by the sacrifices of the lower class174.    The July 1988 

downing of an Iranian civilian jetliner, mistaken as a hostile aircraft by United States 
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forces, helped convince Khomeini that the survival of the Islamic republic was in 

jeopardy and, as such, that Iran could take no more.  Khomeini ended the war in 

September 1988 by accepting United Nations Resolution 598, claiming that doing so was 

like drinking from a “poisonous chalice175.” 

 

STATE VS SHARI'A 

 

 Arguably the most controversial method of consolidation used by Khomeini and 

his supporters, entirely inconsistent with its revolutionary rhetoric yet perfectly rational 

under the guise of self-preservation, was the increased deference to the interests of state 

ahead of what was called for under shari'a.  Soon after the establishment of the Islamic 

state, Khomeini tended to favor political interests over religious concerns and, as a result, 

often sided more with the “social justice” radical revolutionaries, rather than the hardliner 

conservative revolutionaries.  As a result, Khomeini essentially made shari'a subordinate 

to the revolution, later claiming explicitly that Islamic government was of foremost 

importance and that all other aspects of Islam were subordinate to it176.  In fact, even the 

Iranian constitution incorporated clauses that were inconsistent with classic shari'a 

(definition of citizenship, equality of men and women)177.  Ironic given that adherence to 

the shari'a had been a primary demand of many revolutionaries, Khomeini recognized 

that there were some matters not addressed by shari'a and that there were other matters 

believed to be necessary for the fulfillment of his vision of the Islamic state which shari'a 

did not allow for.  Although Khomeini did not necessarily claim the same status of the 
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Prophet or the Imams, his willingness to disregard or reinterpret traditional 

understandings of shari'a demonstrate that he at least believed he held the same 

responsibility towards the governance of Islamic society as the Prophet and Imams 

had178.  Khomeini’s refusal to allow traditional interpretations of shari'a to restrict the 

implementation of his vision of the Islamic state was therefore central to the regime’s 

ability to consolidate authority. 

  Khomeini made his point clearly regarding the primacy of Islamic government 

over religious concerns during a statement on January 6, 1988.  In essence, Khomeini 

explicitly stressed that “Islamic government” stemmed “from the absolute velayat of the 

Prophet Muhammad” and, as “one of the primary injunctions in Islam,” took precedence 

over secondary laws, including “even praying, fasting, and performing the Haj179.”  In 

addition, Khomeini argued that the regime could “unilaterally abrogate legal shari'a 

agreements180.”  To critics, Khomeini’s declaration indicated a shift towards absolute 

authority of the faqih where dominion no longer belonged to God, but instead was in the 

hands of the Supreme Leader181.  Khomeini’s fatwa represented a serious blow to the 

influence and authority of the Guardian Council, giving the state virtually unlimited 

power to shape the affairs of the community without having to worry in most cases about 

interference from the conservative Guardian Council182.  Instead, whatever happened to 

be in the best interest of maintaining order in an Islamic community (often an ambiguous 

matter to define), was determined to be the most important of God’s ordinances, allowing 
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the radical regime to seize power from its conservative “insiders,” thus providing it the 

leverage needed to further consolidate its own control183. 

 
LEGAL REFORM 
 
 
 The final method used by Khomeini and the radicals to consolidate power was the 

manipulation of laws to make it more likely that they would, through appointment or 

election, gain or retain authority.  The first such effort occurred in preparation for the 

1984 Majlis elections.  Following the announcement that all candidates needed to exhibit 

total commitment to Islam, the revolution, the institution of the faqih, and to Khomeini, 

the Guardian Council rejected the candidacy of Islamic Left personnel, leaving it to the 

various factions of Khomeini loyalists to compete for seats in the legislative body184.   

The second significant reconfiguration of law occurred because of constitutional reforms 

that took place in the spring of 1989.  Within days of Khomeini’s death, authorities 

amended the articles of the constitution defining the requirements for Supreme Leader.  

As a result of there being no senior clergy who supported Khomeini’s version of  

velayat-e faqih, with the exception of Montazeri (who had been stripped of his position as 

successor and demoted in clerical rank due to his criticism of the war and of Khomeini), 

there was no one available to replace Khomeini under the original guidance.  To avoid a 

crisis, the positions of marja' and faqih were separated.  The initial qualifications had 

been crafted with Khomeini in mind, calling for the faqih to be a man of superior political 

knowledge and judgment, as well as the leading marja' in the community185.  Invoking 

the religious concept of mashlat (expediency), Khomeini supported the change, even 
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though the position’s lack of religious standing would weaken the faqih’s overall 

authority186.   

 To compensate for this weakening of the faqih’s authority, Rafsanjani, who 

instantly became the most powerful figure in Iran following Khomeini’s death, 

relentlessly pursued the logic that it was necessary for the marja' to obey the faqih, again 

stressing the regime’s preference for the primacy of political authority over religious 

matters187.  As a result of this late change to the position of Supreme Leader, former 

President and Khomeini-loyalist Hojjatoleslam Seyyed 'Ali Khamenei was promoted to 

the title of Ayatollah and appointed the new faqih.  Many Iranians were uncomfortable 

with the idea that the man they had elected to the mundane office of the presidency had 

now been appointed a position granted, in the opinion of some, powers which were on 

par with those of God’s188.  The absolute support of soon-to-be President Rafsanjani 

(ironic, given Rafsanjani’s opposition to the velayat-e faqih concept originally) and 

Judiciary Chief Ayatollah Muhammad Yazdi, however, shielded Khamenei from any 

significant challenge.  As a result, the regime succeeded in surviving the death of 

Khomeini, representing arguably the final stage of consolidation for the Islamic radicals.  

The radicals’ ability to adapt to the loss of its founding father proved that it could still 

function and retain authority over the state even without Khomeini’s physical presence, 

in spite of the fact that the basis for many of the Islamic state’s institutions was 

Khomeini’s charismatic leadership.  
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 IRAN AFTER KHOMEINI 

 

KHAMENEI AND RAFSANJANI 

 

 The years following Khomeini’s death featured many aspects of the Islamic state 

Khomeini founded and, through a combination of fear, intimidation, loyalty, and 

complacency, the regime continued to serve as the self-proclaimed representative 

government of the Iranian people.  Meanwhile, deep divisions among clerical elements 

also began to surface, resulting in brutality and regular intervention by Khamenei.  

Changes to the constitution in 1989 brought with it popular optimism that newly elected 

President Rafsanjani would lead the country in a more democratic direction.  Optimism 

for reform was so high that the Supreme Leader himself pinned the hopes of the 

revolution on Rafsanjani’s reformist agenda189.  Seizing on the despair brought about due 

to eight years of war with Iraq, Rafsanjani pursued an authoritarian-style political agenda 

and liberal economic policies.  In addition, he pledged a new commitment to international 

engagement.  Most of Rafsanjani’s plans for reform raised the ire of Majlis radicals (or 

Islamic Left), who clearly feared the loss of many of the advantages they had been privy 

to under the heavily subsidized and protected economy of the previous decade. 

 Largely united in their early opposition to Rafsanjani, radicals desperately argued 

that policies implemented under Khomeini were akin to divine revelation and, as such, 

could not be changed.  In contradiction to this, the radicals also cited Khomeini’s 

proclamations regarding the role of the Majlis as the representatives of the people, 

stressing that they had the authority to make policy that was not necessarily consistent 
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with the wishes of the current faqih190.  As time went on, the radical’s complained that 

Rafsanjani’s reforms had led to inflation and disproportionate distribution of wealth, 

causing worsening conditions for the poor191.  To boost their case, the radicals sought the 

support of former Deputy Leader Ayatollah Montazeri, who Khomeini dismissed earlier 

in the year because of his vocal criticism of the regime – a move viewed by the regime as 

a ruthless political stunt.  Proving to be the final straw in tensions between the 

Rafsanjani-Khamenei alliance and the Left, conservatives responded in 1991 through an 

expansion of election authorities granted in Article 99 to the Guardian Council.  As a 

result of revised powers, the Council deemed nearly one-third of the declared candidates 

for the 1992 Majlis elections ineligible, including 39 incumbent legislators – a 

development which, more than anything, made clear the sharp new division within 

revolutionary forces. In fact, this act served to bring about the coalition within the Islamic 

Left that led to the election of Hojjatoleslam Seyyed Muhammad Khatami in 1997.  

Khatami’s platform featured a renewed commitment to concepts such as the rule of law, 

separation of powers, and individual rights192.  Ironically, it is this expanded power 

granted to the Guardian Council in 1992 that continues today to severely limit the reform 

movement. 

 Rafsanjani’s purge of the radicals proved problematic in the short term as well, as 

conservatives within the newly elected Majlis proved to be just as much an obstacle to 

the president’s reform initiatives as their predecessors had been, causing rifts to worsen 

amongst revolutionaries.  Furthermore, the president’s relationship with Khamenei began 

to deteriorate, particularly when Rafsanjani began to openly question the powers of the 
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Supreme Leader – causing arguments he had made early in the revolution to resurface193.  

In response to Rafsanjani’s attempts to open parts of the country, Khamenei allied with 

conservatives in the Majlis and went about a campaign to fight perceived social 

corruption – focusing on a number of moral issues that had driven conservative growth 

during the 1980’s.    By the mid-90’s, Ansar-e Hizbullah and Basij units had become 

increasingly pervasive on local streets, with tens of thousands arrested on allegations that 

they had violated moral code194.  The Majlis had become so severely deadlocked, that it 

virtually accomplished no legislation of significance from 1992 to 1996195.  A significant 

contributing factor to this gridlock was Rafsanjani’s withdrawal, as he decided against 

challenging the hardliners so to preserve what little power he still had.  This turned out to 

be a wise move, later allowing him to rebuild his political profile and position himself as 

a tolerable, if not attractive, “insider” figure and a pragmatist196.   

 Unrest across the country, particularly among the growing young population, 

became a source of great concern for the government during this period, with a series of 

popular riots occurring throughout the early ‘90’s.  While some riots were aimed at 

protesting specific issues, such as the incapacity of the Majlis to pass legislation, rising 

inflation and unemployment, disproportionate distribution of wealth in favor of the 

wealthy and merchant classes, government corruption, heavy debt to foreign entities, and 

mismanagement of funds by government organization, others were geared towards 

voicing general displeasure at the symbols of the Islamic government as a whole197.  
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Regardless, the rise in popular animosity towards the regime and precipitous decline in 

confidence in the ruling elite provided the momentum behind the return of the Islamic 

Left.  Khatami went on to score a historic victory in the 1997 presidential election, 

galvanized by a population intent on political liberalization.  By this point, paralysis had 

set in across Iran on a number of fronts, was facing an economy in ruins, and its 

government was widely considered invasive and corrupt.  Khatami’s election represented, 

at the very least, a fresh start and a renewed hope in better days to come198. 

 

KHATAMI, REFORM AND THE SECOND KHORDAD 

 

 The course of Iran following Khomeini’s death was cause for the reexamination 

of public participation in an Islamic government by a number of the regime’s most 

historically ardent supporters and loyal revolutionaries.  The 1992 purge of the Majlis by 

Rafsanjani and the subsequent return commitment to socio-political orthodoxy by 

Khamenei and the conservatives caused a defection of sort, motivated by a belief that 

religious rigidity in government was threatening to tear apart the country199.  As such, 

figures such as Abdollah Nuri, Seyyed Hajarian and Abdulvand Musavi-Lari launched a 

movement to combat the conservative ideology, arguing that a religious order can only 

retain its authority through persuasion and popular acceptance.  The reform agenda that 

started to take form attempted to reconcile the laws of Islam with the growing need to 

integrate elements of political modernity – a combination considered by the group to be 

perfectly compatible.  Supporters of this cause were largely faithful to a number of 
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fundamental pillars of Iranian government – they were devout Shi'i, loyal to both the 

regime and the concept of velayat-e faqih.  Their differences with the hardliners came as 

a result of their belief that ijtihad must be applied in order to deal with changes in the 

human condition and their opposition to the absolute authorities of the Supreme Leader200 

 Riots across the country in 1995 and the Majlis elections of 1996 represented 

significant victories for the Islamic Left reform movement.  Ironically, Rafsanjani 

regained traction because of the Majlis elections too, as the return of the Islamic Left 

provided an opportunity to push through a number of reform initiatives without having to 

rely on the support of Khamenei or the Majlis’ conservatives.  It was also around this 

time that Rafsanjani threw his support behind Hojjatoleslam Seyyed Muhammad 

Khatami, an advisor of his for the previous four years, to be the next President of the 

Islamic republic – a strategic move largely made in hopes of installing a weak president 

as he moved on to become Chairman of the Expediency Council201.  Khatami quickly, 

and in many regards, surprisingly, rose to popularity and came to embody both the values 

of the Islamic Left political bloc and the hopes of an increasingly youthful constituency.  

Ayatollahs Mehdi Karrubi and Musavi Kho'eyniha had largely been responsible for 

recruiting Khatami to run for the presidency, a race which would pit him against a 

number of prominent politicians, including Khamenei’s preference for the post, Majlis 

Speaker 'Ali Nateq-Nuri202.  Throughout the 1997 elections, Khatami masterfully towed 

the line between assuring the conservatives and Supreme Leader that he would honor the 

legacy of Khomeini and commit himself to strengthening the regime, while also pledging 

change to his wide group of supporters, particularly university students, intellectuals, 
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women and businesspeople203.    Many on the Right interpreted his call for a tolerant and 

pluralistic society in which citizens played an active role within a system governed by the 

rule of law as an attack on the theological and political establishment.  While largely 

viewed as a threat by conservatives, Khatami’s popularity was as grossly under-estimated 

as was the Right’s hold on power over-estimated.  Assisted by Rafsanjani’s late efforts to 

ensure the election was free and fair, Khatami won election to be the fifth president of the 

Islamic republic. 

 While Khatami’s election was certainly the culmination of the reform 

movement’s efforts from 1992-1997, its impact was further reaching than mere politics.  

Deep and substantive philosophical and ideological debates surfaced because of and in 

conjunction with the 1997 election.  A broad range of highly educated and uniquely 

experienced individuals from across the country was inspired to seize the opportunity to 

speak out.  Riding and, consequentially, feeding the momentum for change, groups of the 

population came together in a way not seen since the years leading to the revolution.  

Leading clerics of the early revolutionary period, senior contemporary religious 

authorities, leading intellectuals and students, as well as liberal and national movements 

joined in a variety of direct and indirect ways to affect the wave of populism across Iran.   

 Perhaps the most outspoken of this collection was Tehran University professor 

Abdol Karim Soroush, who had played a central role in Khomeini’s “cultural revolution” 

in the early 1980’s.  As was the case with a great number of revolutionaries, the decade 

of consolidation by Khomeini and the orthodox 'ulama' following 1979 provided Soroush 

ample reason to reconsider his level of support for the regime.  In fact, Soroush grew to 

oppose an active role for religion in government unless that government was democratic, 
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arguing that religion and pluralism could not coexist in the current construct, and, as 

such, religion and government should be maintained in their own, separate domains204.  

Furthermore, Soroush stressed that, for religion to gain popular acceptance, it must 

inspire, must evolve in response to changing conditions, and must base its influence on 

reason and rationality – not through force and imposition as it had increasingly come to 

in Iran.  Conservatives within the regime were a particular target, as Soroush insisted that 

no individual or group maintained an exclusive or official understanding of Islam or were 

above criticism – including the velayat-e faqih205.  As such, Soroush claimed that each 

believer should undergo an independent investigation of religious truth – an incumbent 

process that inextricably links Islam and democracy together.  It is this necessary 

relationship between Islam and democracy that Soroush cited while promoting the idea of 

subjecting the Supreme Leader’s authorities to popularly-elected institutions206.   

Demanding that the legitimacy of an Islamic state derived from popular consensus, 

Soroush’s most widespread impact was that he made it possible to be Islamist while not 

subscribing to fundamentalist doctrine207.  Khamenei himself led the campaign against 

Soroush, warning that “students must identify the enemy which was waging an onslaught 

against the system.”  Soroush departed the country at several points due to attacks on him 

by a number of militant groups, including Ansar-e Hizbullah, and considerably decreased 

the number of public lectures he gave208. 

 Though Soroush and others like him within intellectual circles posed a grave 

threat to the regime’s efforts to control the influence over particularly young minds, 
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opposition to the ruling class from within the clergy represented a danger of quite another 

kind.  Given the traditional role of 'ulama' within Shi'i societies, clerical opponents of the 

regime possessed a unique opportunity to influence the public – providing opposition 

ideology religious legitimacy.  Divisions within the clergy had existed throughout Shi'i 

history and most often involved differences of opinion over the role of the 'ulama' and the 

most appropriate ways to go about administering jurisprudence.  Leading to the 

revolution and through the formation of an official government of the new republic, there 

were divisions within the clergy regarding what role the 'ulama' should have in managing 

the state’s affairs.  Throughout the period of consolidation following the revolution, a 

number of clergy voiced opposition to the regime’s tactics and called for change – a 

period that featured the unprecedented defrocking of Grand Ayatollah Shari'atmadari.  Of 

the Shi'i marja', 'Ali Montazeri was most vocal in opposition to the regime and its abuses 

of power, speaking up on a number of occasions while Khomeini’s successor-designee 

and even more so following his defrocking and dismissal.  Despite this history, no 

occasion had arisen which threatened the regime’s ideological upper hand as drastically 

as the clerical opposition expressed in conjunction with the return of the Islamic Left to 

power.  Following Khatami’s election, Montazeri’s criticism intensified and he chose the 

anniversary of the birth of Imam 'Ali in November to personally challenge Khamenei’s 

qualifications to be either a marja' or the Supreme Leader209.  Invoking his authority as 

author of the original constitution, Montazeri criticized Khamenei for abuses against the 

Iranian people and stated that what conservative leaders were doing was against Islam.  

This speech confirmed Montazeri’s status as the senior theological advocate of 

democracy within Iran – this despite his April 1989 demotion to ayatollah.  The regime 
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responded by launching a bitter campaign against Montazeri, publishing the previously 

undisclosed letter written to Montazeri by Khomeini in which Khomeini described his 

reasons behind dismissing Montazeri as his successor-designee, and then putting the 

former marja' under house arrest until 2003210.  While certainly not as useful in this 

condition, Montazeri’s influence had spread throughout the clergy and activist circles – a 

development which threatened to undermine the regime at local levels. 

 A protégé of Montazeri’s, Hojjatoleslam Mohsen Kadivar came forward with a 

rebuke of the ruling mullas that rapidly gained far-reaching support211.  In the same way 

that Montazeri used Shi'i jurisprudence to illustrate gaps between current governing 

practices and religious requirements, Kadivar articulated his modern, tolerant and 

expansive perspective while using thorough Islamic language212.  Like Soroush, Kadivar 

argued that there could be no exclusive interpretation of Islam and that, to remain 

relevant, Islam needed to evolve in response to changes in the world – a reference to the 

necessary role of ijtihad213.  In addition, Kadivar challenged the very concept of clerical 

government, stressing that the occultation of the twelfth Imam had made all temporal 

authority illegitimate until his return.  Given this fact, Kadivar claimed that government 

needed to be a representation of popular will, a reality only achieved through 

democracy214.  In April of 1999, the Special Court for Clergy forced Kadivar to appear 

before it - a move by the conservatives designed to choke off growing religious dissent.  

Kadivar’s attorney presented a protest letter to the court signed by a number of senior 

clerics who argued that Kadivar’s work was a legitimate inquiry into Shi'i thought and 
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practice215.  The court subsequently sentenced Kadivar to jail, though his influence 

arguably grew due to the ordeal.  The treatment of Montazeri and Kadivar, as well as 

Shirazi, Azari-Qummi and others, served as motivation for additional clerics to voice 

opposition to the regime.  For example, Ayatollah Jalaleddin Taheri resigned in July 2002 

as Isfahan’s Friday prayer leader due to the regime’s “Ghenghis-like behavior216.”  By 

this point, it had become clearer than ever that sentiment within the clergy was far from 

homogenous.  Furthermore, the Islamic republic was not being run by “the clergy,” rather 

it was being run by a very select group of clerics with a very exclusive ideology, intent on 

going to whatever lengths necessary to preserve power.  Khatami’s election and the 

increased strength behind opposition movements within intellectual and clerical circles 

posed a grave threat to this reality. 

 Khatami and Khamenei each found themselves in precarious positions as a result 

of the events of 1997.  Khatami struggled with how to go about promoting his agenda of 

political liberalization, while attempting not to appear as if he was opposing the faqih.  

Khamenei, meanwhile, needed to remain above the political fray while responding to 

Khatami’s challenge to the ruling construct.  Khamenei went about countering Khatami’s 

early calls for a “dialogue of civilizations” and promotion of an “Islamic civil society,” 

providing an implicit go-ahead for conservatives to launch their assault on Khatami and 

the Left217.   As domestic rivalries intensified, a vicious struggle for control of the media 

ensued, with each branding the other as Yazid218.  The first major blow against Khatami 

was an assassination attempt on Seyyed Hajarian, a member of the reformist elite and 
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personal friend of the new president, by a member of Guruh-e Feshar, a hardline vigilante 

group affiliated with a number of conservatives.  Legal challenges against several other 

Khatami allies, including Tehran’s reformist mayor Gholamhossein Karabaschi and 

Minister of Interior Abdollah Nuri came next.  Authorities arrested Karabaschi in April 

1998 and charged him with corruption after he angered Islamic hardliners by embarking 

on a campaign to modernize Tehran.  In reality, ample evidence existed to prove that 

Karabaschi had in fact manipulated a number of municipal rules to pay for it all.  Most 

significant, however, was that the trial was public, thus exposing a number of flaws in the 

judicial process and demonstrating the political struggles and debates raging inside the 

system for all to see219.  Karabaschi received a sentence of five years imprisonment, but 

Khatami pardoned him in 2000.  Nuri, meanwhile, represented, perhaps next to 

Montazeri, the best example of the revolution devouring its own.  Having spent roughly 

12 years in prison under the Shah for revolutionary activities, Nuri had been a member of 

the “insider” group for some time.  Preaching religious tolerance and demanding an end 

to religious absolutism, Nuri became the conservative’s top target following Khatami’s 

decision to release Karabaschi.  Nuri went in front of the Special Clerical Court and used 

the trial to make a thorough case for the reform movement at large.  While Nuri received 

a sentence of five years imprisonment as a result, he emerged from the experience a 

national hero.  Scholars and clerics from around the country came to Nuri’s defense, 

arguing that the clerical court itself was illegal220.  Again, the fact that this trial was 

public allowed for the mass distribution of reformist ideology, as well as highlighting the 

ruthlessness and authoritarianism of the conservative elites 
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 Another blow to the reformists’ aspirations came in the fall of 1998 with the 

elections of the Assembly of Experts.  Responsible for supervising the Supreme Leader, 

conservatives found possible losses on this assembly to be unpalatable.  As a result, the 

Guardian Council ended up disqualifying more than half of the nearly 400  candidates for 

the 86 seats in the Assembly, imposing a theological examination of their own on  

would-be candidates.  With such manipulation occurring in the other branches of 

government, it became increasingly clear early on that Khatami would struggle to 

accomplish the reforms he pledged to bring about.  Despite the optimism that 

accompanied Khatami into the presidency, clashes with conservatives on nearly every 

matter of policy stymied progress and made governing close to impossible.  Attacks on 

reformists continued throughout 1998, culminating late in the year with an admission by 

the intelligence community that its operatives had murdered several prominent activists.   

 While there were certainly setbacks, reformists enjoyed important victories as 

well, including those in Iran’s first municipal elections since the revolution in February 

1999 and the Majlis elections of 2000.  Reformists and conservatives alike were 

supportive of the municipal elections - the reform movement viewed them as 

opportunities to expand its base of power and conservatives perceived them as an 

opportunity to begin their comeback221.  Unlike national elections, local campaigns were 

immune from the distorted screening practices of the Guardian Council.  Nonetheless, 

smaller oversight committees, featuring a significant percentage of conservatives, 

administered the elections and disqualified dozens of candidates in the process.  Khatami 

challenged the disqualifications of reformers and won their return to their respective 
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ballots222.  As a result, reform candidates won by resounding margins in Tehran, Tabriz, 

Isfahan and Shiraz.  In the elections of 2000, though the Guardian Council disqualified 

roughly ten percent of candidates, election results confirmed resolute popular support for 

reform, with the Left maintaining its margin of victory from the presidential and the 

municipal elections223. 

 Committing arguably their most combustive act in the campaign against the 

reformists, conservatives ordered the arrest of a popular student activist in July 1999.  

The reaction by reformist media and within university circles led to a week of open and 

violent confrontation between angry students and Ansar-e Hizbullah vigilantes.  Making 

circumstances more volatile was the revelation by the reform newspaper Salam that the 

conservatives within the intelligence community had designed a comprehensive plot to 

combat the reform movement224.  The angry protests that followed grew to the point 

where they represented the most significant challenge to the Iranian government since the 

revolution.  By weeks’ end, demonstrations were occurring in more than a dozen cities 

across the country, with students and activists demanding rapid reform and immediate 

accountability for the violence of its government.  Throughout the vicious clampdown, 

thousands of students clamored for Khatami to seize the opening and use the instability 

they had created to establish his authority over the conservatives.  Instead, Khatami 

truckled to demands made by conservative leaders of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 

Corps and urged the students to put an end to their uprising.  Instead of coming to their 

aid, Khatami publicly supported the efforts of an institution that perfectly embodied the 

ideology and practices he had campaigned against and against which his supporters were 
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demonstrating225.  Khatami had not abandoned his quest for greater freedom, a civil 

society or increased human rights, but he had demonstrated his unwillingness to risk 

allowing the country to fall into chaos to do it.   

 Given the appearance that Khatami and the reformists had a sizable majority of 

popular support and considerable momentum from events over the previous several years, 

their failure to capture the political initiative proved to conservatives that Khatami and 

the Islamic Left could be contained.  While Khatami argued for the rule of law, 

conservatives viewed the law as an instrument designed only to serve their political 

interests226.  Led by Khamenei, conservatives pounced on Khatami’s submission by 

criticizing the president for distracting the country from its real problems (the 

economy)227.  Over the next four years, Khatami would win reelection and would submit 

a number of reform initiatives to the Majlis for consideration, but his authority and 

influence declined considerably due to the events and failed strategies of 1999-2000.  

Meanwhile, Khamenei took the unprecedented step of publicly intervening to prevent the 

ratification of a freedom of press law by the Majlis – a direct affront to the Islamic 

republic’s constitution228.  Furthermore, despite popular support and majority support in 

the Majlis, Khatami was unable to pass legislation that would have institutionalized the 

rule of law and established clearer definitions of powers of representatives of the regime 

due to pressure from the Right.  Despite gains made by the reformists, conservatives 
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maintained control over key instruments of power such as the armed forces, the media, 

the judiciary, and the major economic organizations such as the Bonyads229. 

 In the end, the actions of the reformists brought about a badly needed sense of 

cohesion to the conservatives and galvanized them into action.  The inability of the 

reform movement to accomplish what it set out to between 1997 and 2002 caused 

considerable popular doubt as to their ability to govern at all.  As a result, the municipal 

elections of 2003 featured a sharp decline in voter turnout and an overall victory for a 

new brand of conservatives, deemed the neoconservatives, which had campaigned on the 

need for economic and political reform – attempting to wrestle control of the issue from 

the reformist camp.  While the Guardian Council disqualified a considerable number of 

reform candidates from running, the fact the neoconservatives won a majority of the 

votes cast was a clear sign that the nation was growing tired of the reformists’ failures.  

This sentiment is evident in a review of the Majlis elections of 2004.  While the Guardian 

Council disapproved the candidacy of roughly 2,500 persons (the majority of which were 

reformists), it approved the neoconservative list of candidates almost in its entirety.  

Nonetheless, overall turnout for the election was reasonably high, as voters struggled 

between voting and legitimizing the actions of the Council or not voting and leaving 

themselves open to conservative domination230.  Voters also apparently believed there 

needed to be electoral consequences for the failures of the reformists – a show of 

impatience that took the Left by surprise.  The Left’s insistence in the strict abidance of 

the rule of law, particularly during the conservatives’ most vulnerable points, while 

principled, had cost them dearly.  While the reform movement refused to operate by the 
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same abusive practices its opponents did, fearing that doing so would be entirely 

inconsistent with the its fundamental principles and would undermine its popular support, 

the Left simply did not control enough of the legal channels necessary to implement 

substantive change231.  While the reform movement won the battle of ideas, it lacked a 

cohesive strategy for implementing them.  Instead, conservatives were successful in 

navigating through the turbulence of Khatami’s first term and had regained control by the 

second.  The rehabilitation of the conservative movement resulted in the establishment of 

a neoconservative bloc that sought the support of both disillusioned reformists, as well as 

conservatives who believed that more than social justice should define their party232. 

 

AHMADINEJAD AND THE NEOCONSERVATIVES 

 

 With nearly 70 percent of the country’s population under the age of 30, the 

evolution of Iran’s conservative movement was a natural consequence of the new 

demographic reality.  Having grown up largely during the Iran-Iraq War of the 1980’s, 

neoconservatives differed from their fathers (whose views formed during the revolution) 

in that they believed the original conservatives had not done enough for the poor and had 

engaged in rampant corruption233.  In fact, it was widely suggested that the hardliners had 

been one of the few components of Iranian society that actually benefited from the 

economic order in place.  Promising to be more responsive to the welfare of the 

mostaz'afin and to implement a more transparent and accountable government, 

neoconservatives, nonetheless, shared a number of values with their elders.  Both brands 
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of the Right believed in a strong and centralized state, and also viewed the role of the 

state as the realization of God’s will on earth – requiring the clergy or religiously-minded 

laymen to assume leadership of the country.  As a result, hardliners essentially viewed 

their involvement in government as necessary and even preordained.  Opposition to their 

leadership was considered disloyal, ungrateful and even against Islam, particularly given 

their belief that only guidance by those with religious credentials would lead to celestial 

rewards234.  Ironically, former revolutionaries, many whom remain politically indebted to 

traditional conservatives like Khamenei, hold considerable influence within the 

neoconservative movement.  While a number of the leading figures originate from the 

same hardline group that has ruled Iran for the last several decades, the slight ideological 

shifts within the neoconservative camp offered reason for optimism. 

 The energy spent by neoconservatives in promoting an anti-corruption agenda, 

featuring initiatives aimed at greater economic justice for the lower and middle classes, 

served them well when it came to the 2005 presidential elections.  Following the 

disqualification of over 99% of candidates by the Guardian Council, conservative Mayor 

of Tehran and former revolutionary IRGC officer Mahmud Ahmadinejad surprised most 

pundits by scoring enough votes in the first round of elections to move on.  He then 

defeated former President Rafsanjani, longtime ally of the regime Ayatollah Mehdi 

Karrubi and reformist Mostafa Moin in the second round to win the presidency235.  

Though he had earned the support of senior revolutionary Ayatollah Muhammad Yazdi, a 

man of significant influence within hardline circles, Ahmadinejad was largely an 

unknown figure on the national stage.  Without a clear frontrunner throughout most of the 
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campaign, it was widely believed that Rafsanjani would prevail and would serve as a 

temporary bridge between reformists and conservatives.  Instead, Ahmadinejad’s victory, 

following neoconservative victories in local and Majlis elections, was the culmination of 

a broad shift in power towards the new guard on the Right. 

 Despite the general mandate given to the neoconservatives, results have been 

poor.  Instead of rehabilitating the country’s economy, the first three years of 

Ahmadinejad’s presidency resulted in an increase in both inflation and unemployment, 

accompanied by a drop in the nation’s GDP and spending in a number of areas that has 

risen at alarming and unsustainable rates.  Instead of eliminating corruption, reports of 

abuse across government have continued, particularly since the president had appointed a 

number of individuals to posts throughout government for which they were clearly 

unqualified.  Even traditional conservatives have questioned Ahmadinejad, as the 

president has appointed military personnel from outside the clerical circles to positions 

previously manned by clergy236.  Meanwhile, consistent with skepticism of the 

international community most conservatives possess, nothing has defined Ahmadinejad’s 

first term in office as has his personal leadership in defying the West in response to its 

criticism of Iran’s nuclear program.  Insisting that a peaceful nuclear program is a 

national right and that sanctions of Iran by the United Nations Security Council were 

equivalent to illegal interventionism, Ahmadinejad became the regime’s spokesperson on 

the matter.  In truth, the office of the Iranian president is not even responsible for nuclear 

policy (instead, the Supreme National Security Council manages it).  While little 

domestic progress has been made since the election of 2005, Ahmadinejad has been 
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responsible for a significant change in how the world views Iran, establishing himself as 

a leader of nations opposed to the United States.  As a result of a number of the 

aforementioned factors, as well as provocative statements made regarding September 11, 

2001, and Israel, Ahmadinejad has also been responsible for pushing Iran further from 

the norms of international behavior.  Instead, Iran appears more a pariah state today than 

it ever has. 

 Ahmadinejad’s mandate did not last long, as the 2006 local elections 

demonstrated popular movement slightly back to the center.  Moderate conservatives and 

reformists dominated city council elections across most of the country, to the point 

Ahmadinejad-loyalists within the neoconservative camp only captured two of 15 seats in 

Tehran, three of 9 seats in Isfahan, four of 16 seats in Tabriz, and only three of 9 seats in 

traditionally conservative-voting Qom.  Perhaps the biggest winner of the 2006 local 

elections was Tehran Mayor Muhammad Bagher Qalibaf, whose centrist-conservative 

movement scored convincing victories in a number of the largest cities in Iran.  Due to 

his competitive finish in the 2005 presidential elections and the success experienced in 

these local campaigns, Qalibaf should be a challenger for the presidency in 2009.  In 

addition to losses at the local level, Ahmadinejad’s hardline social platform lost ground in 

the Assembly of Experts election held as well in December 2006.  Candidates of the 

pragmatic-conservative Combatant Clergy Association (to which Rafsanjani belongs) 

captured 68 of the 86 seats237.  While the allies of the president fared better in the 2008 
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Majlis elections, dissatisfaction with Ahmadinejad’s inability to combat unemployment, 

inflation and fuel shortages translated into only a slim margin of victory.  The  

pragmatic-conservative bloc, largely opposed to Ahmadinejad, continued their ascent and 

gained a number of important seats.  Reformists, meanwhile, were again challenged by a 

disproportionate disqualification rate from the Guardian Council, yet still managed to 

hold on to roughly the same percentage of seats it had maintained coming into the 

election.  While a change in the political landscape appeared to occur in the elections of 

2006 and 2008, voter turnout dropped precipitously, with a record low 47% participating 

in the Majlis elections238.  More than anything, this trend likely illustrates the 

ambivalence Iranians were feeling toward the electoral process, as their choices had been 

so severely predetermined that their only real option was amongst pre-approved figures 

within the conservative bloc.  In many regards, Iranian politics has come down to a feud 

between those loyal to President Ahmadinejad and allies of former-President and current 

Chairmans of the Expediency Council and Assembly of Experts Rafsanjani, with 

Khamenei mediating from a distance239. 
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4 

 

SOLUTIONS FROM WITHIN 

 

 Discouraged by centuries of misrule, hopes dashed by a revolution that failed to 

live up to many of its most important promises, mired in ineffective government and 

stymied by a dysfunctional economy, Iranians have reason to be both thoroughly 

disappointed and entirely pessimistic about their future.  Problems within the Islamic 

republic are plentiful.  With inflation sky-rocketing at over 25% and unemployment in 

double-digits for decades, with relations vis-à-vis most of the modern world severely 

strained and relations with much of the developing world stressed as a result of pressure 

from international organizations, and with regular internal strife over limitations on 

freedoms and violations of human rights, the Iranian regime faces grave challenges.  

Despite these issues, the revolutionary hardliners continue to cling desperately to power.  

While the revolution and war with Iraq bound Iranians together throughout the ‘80’s, the 

Rafsanjani, Khatami and Ahmadinejad administrations (all serving under the guidance of 

Khamenei) have failed to make much progress on the foremost problems facing the 

country.  In fact, circumstances have arguably gotten worse on a number of the 

aforementioned issues.  In order to survive and prosper, the leadership of Iran must 

reform and adapt itself to the imperatives of running the sort of effective government that 

is indispensable to Iran’s economic revitalization and international rehabilitation240.  

Failure to do so will continue to be met by growing restlessness throughout the 

population, resulting in further electoral shifts towards comparatively reform-minded 

pragmatists and, consequently, significant intra-regime conflict. 
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 The demographic reality in Iran suggests that the current voting population, as 

well as the next generation, will demand answers to the country’s problems and will be 

both less sympathetic to traditional revolutionary ideology and less loyal to ineffective 

leaders with revolutionary backgrounds.  First, Iran is a young country, with an estimated 

70 percent of the population under the age of 30 and the average age of Iranians at 26 

years old241.  In fact, one quarter of its citizens is 15 years old or younger242.  In other 

words, the vast majority of Iranians living today have not experienced any other form of 

government besides that of the Islamic republic.  What’s more, the majority of citizens 

might only have become politically conscious towards the end of the Iran-Iraq War, but 

more likely did so during the Rafsanjani presidency.  Meanwhile, 25% of all Iranians are 

decades removed from the revolution, have no personal connection to the Iranian war 

experience and are just coming into political consciousness.  Unless an event or cause 

surfaces that matches the magnitude of the revolution or war with Iraq, these Iranians will 

view their country in terms of its poor economic conditions, precarious international 

standing, and difficult social circumstances – without much direct or personal association 

with the ideology and national experience that helped foster these conditions.  These 

citizens will have stepped or will soon be stepping into an economy in which around 40% 

of the country lives below the poverty line.  With more total voters, many of whom are 

struggling or will struggle to make ends meet, patience for revolutionary rhetoric without 

substantive change has and will continue to wear thin.  In addition, Iran is in the midst of 

an incredible urban-growth rate, with 80% of its total population likely to reside within 
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major cities by 2030243.  This fact, coupled with Iran’s relatively healthy 77% literacy 

rate, suggests that a fairly educated population is increasingly residing in areas where 

people are exposed to more and quicker news (government-controlled or independent), 

can interact more regularly with others (of like-mind or not), and are generally more 

accessible to a range of viewpoints and perspectives.  This trend makes it more likely that 

grassroots organization and the dissemination of reasonable arguments for change 

throughout the population will generally be easier in years to come and will likely be 

more difficult for hardliners within the regime to withstand.  

 While voting patterns and demographic logic dictate that hardline officials within 

the Iranian regime are suffering from weakening public support, negative sentiment is 

certainly far from unanimous.  Qom still churns out students loyal to stringent 

revolutionary ideology and rigid Shi'i moral code.  For example, the Haqqani school, 

which has produced a number of former regime members, continues to develop high 

numbers of students who become influential figures within the government (a process, 

albeit, which is aided considerably by the interference in elections and support of the 

current regime).  The reach of schools such as Haqqani extends beyond producing 

members of the clergy.  Association with or mere support for Haqqani often represents a 

stamp of legitimacy for conservative non-clerical public figures, most notably President 

Ahmadinejad, who considers Haqqani-founder Ayatollah Yazdi his spiritual mentor.  In 

addition, older Iranians who had experienced life under the Shah, who had been active or 

supportive of events during the revolution, or had suffered from war with Iraq, continue 

to influence the younger generations.  Plenty of families across Iran continue to support 

the actions of the hardliners because of a shared history with them.  As a result of this 
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influence, conservatives continue to have little difficulty recruiting youth to serve in its 

local Basij units, who remain to this day active on campuses and within cities across the 

country.  Nonetheless, it remains likely that, as generations pass, Iranians will relate less 

to the experiences of the revolution and, instead will most consider events, policies, 

problems, solutions and results of the current day.   

 Reliable survey data is difficult to come by in Iran.  While an unofficial projection 

by a professor of political science at Tehran University put Ahmadinejad’s approval 

rating at around 70% in 2006244, a study allegedly conducted in late 2008 by the Ministry 

of Intelligence and Islamic Republic of Iran Broadcasting indicated that only 13% of 

voters polled would support Ahmadinejad in another election245.  Further, a 2007 

telephone poll taken by the independent US-based organization Terror Free Tomorrow 

found roughly 61% of participants expressed opposition to Iran’s current form of 

government, while a significant majority of Iranians favored a transparent and democratic 

system246.  As might be expected, given that 88% of those polled in the Terror Free 

Tomorrow ranked fixing the economy as the government’s most important task, a Majlis 

Strategic Research Center survey from 2008 indicated that 78% of citizens felt the 

Majlis’ level of supervision over the administration had been “weak” or “very weak”247.    

Each of these studies is not without its vulnerabilities, but results are at the very least 

generally consistent with voting trends.  Given even the restriction in choices, Iranians, 
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particularly since 1996, tended usually to select candidates who pledged most 

convincingly to promote economic and political reform, without much long-term 

allegiance to a particular party.  Failure to respond effectively to economic concerns, 

especially over the last decade, has typically resulted in losses for incumbents.  

 While hardliners continue to occupy many of the regime’s most influential posts, 

including maintaining control over the military, judiciary and social organizations, 

pressure for reform is clearly growing.  For nations offended by Iran’s human rights 

record or opposed to its developing nuclear program, the question often asked is what can 

be done to aid in the realization of the reform most Iranians clearly seek.  The assumption 

made by these nations is that a more liberal Iran will be a friendlier and more peaceful 

neighbor within the global community.  What nations like these must understand is that 

solutions to Iran’s problems cannot be found on the outside.  Instead, they must come 

from within.  No doubt, there are strong centrifugal tendencies in Iran … but elements of 

national unity are also very strong.  The behavior of Iranians of all ethnic and linguistic 

groups during the Iran-Iraq War and their rallying defense of their country was a critical 

test of the collective commitment to Iran as the territorial and cultural expression of the 

Iranian people.  This experience also illustrated the importance of Iran’s past, as it 

showed the extent to which Iran’s pre-Islamic history and Islam blend to form a unique 

Iranian and Islamic cultural identity248.  Their country having existed under foreign rule 

for much of its history, Iranians clearly resent foreign interference and believe strongly in 

the defense of their sovereignty.  Few matters unite Iranians to the extent this sentiment 

does.  Furthermore, reformers themselves often resist even the best-intended effort to 
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provoke change in Iran.  To illustrate this point, the Iranian Human Rights Consortium 

cited the US government’s efforts since February 2006 to support the promotion of 

democracy in Iran, spending $77 million a year on related activities.  In response, many 

Iranian dissidents, human rights defenders, and civil society activists inside Iran have 

publicly dissociated themselves from the initiative, making clear they did not seek or 

accept any financial help from the US government.  In fact, the Iranian government uses 

the US program to justify cracking down on dissidents.  As 2003 Nobel Peace Prize 

recipient Shirin Ebadi suggested, the best way for concerned nations to help facilitate 

reform in Iran is to allow it to happen from within.  And happen from within it will.  

 There are a number of possibilities as to how Iran might reform itself over time, 

but the most significant question usually involved is whether or to what extent such 

reform will involve the clergy.  Scholars such as Ghiessari and Nasr argue that it is 

debatable whether Islam and democracy can coexist and, as such, support a new 

constitutional framework that separates the two.  Proponents of this perspective point to 

Khatami’s election and the broader reform constituency in the late 90’s as evidence that 

advocating democracy while defending the fundamental principles of the Islamic republic 

had limited appeal to the increasingly pro-democracy movement in Iran.  In other words, 

support for an active role for the clergy in government at all is waning.  This movement, 

led largely by secularists within academic circles, features advocacy for restoring 

sovereignty to the people by breaking the government of its strong Islamic identity249.  

Oliver Roy has argued that the political decisions made by 'ulama' active within the 

Islamic republic over the last several decades have so severely strained public trust in the 
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clerical institution that the only way to repair this relationship and restore its religious 

legitimacy is for the clergy to withdraw from state politics entirely250.  While this might 

in fact be the aim of a number of Iranians, enough opposition to the idea or an adequate 

level of doubt likely exists that such an acute shift is unlikely any time soon.  Instead, 

substantive reform is most likely to come, not in spite of the clergy, but very gradually 

because of the clergy. 

 Events since the revolution have made clear how futile and short-lived any effort 

to separate Islam from the Iranian identity is251.  As has been stated before, Shi'ism is an 

inseparable component of the Iranian psyche and political culture252.  Despite disapproval 

of their government and a sincere desire for liberalization, Iranians remain a deeply 

religious people and take great pride in their identity as a Shi'i nation.  According to a 

2007-2008 Gallup poll, 83% of Iranians consider religion an important part of their daily 

life253.  As such, the clergy will continue to remain an integral force within Iranian 

society, as many are involved in the most intimate day-to-day affairs of believers.  While 

statistics also exist to illustrate a growing movement to separate religion and state 

entirely, such a drastic step would likely require either an invasion or a second revolution 

– neither of which is likely.  Furthermore, resistance to the regime does not necessarily 

translate into opposition to the revolution.  As evident by the experiences of Montazeri, 

Kadivar and Soroush, many current opponents of the hardline regime remain committed 

to the concepts that fueled the revolution in the first place.  Instead, these individuals 

largely believe the regime misused its power and has since grown distant from the true 
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ideas behind the revolutionary movement – to include a number of democratic principles, 

such as empowerment of the people, rights and respect for all, accountability and 

transparency of government.  Clergy such as Shari'atmadari, Taleqani, and more recently, 

Montazeri, have made the case that these ideas are perfectly consistent with Islam and, in 

fact, prescribed by the Prophet Muhammad himself.  Accordingly, reformist 'ulama' have 

promoted the idea of a more pluralistic Islamic state – an Islamic democracy of sorts.  

Given the probability that Iranians will continue to hold dearer their devotion of faith vice 

affection for the revolutionaries themselves, reformers in and out of the clergy would do 

well to continue efforts at separating the two - painting the revolution in pure and 

honorable terms, while castigating those revolutionaries responsible for the abuses. 

 That this advance towards reform has a number of supporters and even leaders 

from within the clergy is indicative of a growing sense of liberalism within Qom.  The 

dream among some to modernize Islam and the ambition of others to establish a “pure” 

Islamic state have clashed, with the former group troubled by the regime’s failure to 

realize the democratic promises made during the revolution.  As a result, some Shi'i 

clerics have turned their backs on the regime, holding that the current system of 

government is disastrous for their faith.  These clerics are involved in a fierce battle for 

the hearts and minds of seminarians, who represent not only the future of the clerical 

class, but also act as aides, researchers, and even propagandists and recruiters for the 

'ulama' who head religious schools and institutions254.  Some of the more prominent and 

senior clerics who have voiced opposition to hardline control of the Islamic republic over 

the last several decades include the late Grand Ayatollah Haj Seyyed Muhammad Shirazi 

(d. 2001) and his son, Grand Ayatollah Sadiq Hussaini Shirazi; the late Grand Ayatollah 
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Muhammad Rouhani, who was mysteriously poisoned in 1989, and his brothers Grand 

Ayatollah Sadeq Rouhani and Ayatollah Mehdi Rouhani; Grand Ayatollah Hasan 

Tabataba'i-Qummi; Grand Ayatollah Yusef Janati-Sanei; Grand Ayatollah Yasubedin 

Rastegari, who has been imprisoned since 2004; and Ayatollah Ahmad Azari-Qummi, 

who passed away while under house arrest in 2001.  The right of these clerics to avow 

differences with the regime based on their interpretation of religious principles is 

indisputable.  The role of ijtihad in a Shi'i society is both well-documented and widely 

accepted.  Therefore, so long as Shi'ism remains central to Iran’s character, the regime’s 

heavy-handed response to clerical opposition based on legitimate jurisprudence will 

continue only to highlight the ruthless guardianship of power underway … a guardianship 

that is based on religious doctrine only when it is most expedient.  As this trend continues 

and young Iranians gain political maturity, hardline oppression of clerical opposition will 

prove increasingly counter-productive.  Instead of allegiance to heroes of the revolution, 

young Iranians will likely force a more honest examination of the regime’s adherence to 

fundamental Shi'i principles and, in doing so, will demand greater accountability and 

consistency with these principles. 

 A number of well-respected mujtahid who have been outspoken against the 

regime reside or resided in Qom, where they have taught or continue to teach clerics of 

lesser rank, seminary students and lay believers.  Significantly, each possessed or 

possesses an extensive network of supporters who, in turn, spread lessons of reform 

based on religious necessity to the masses.  As meaningful a contribution each of the 

aforementioned marja's has made to the cause of holding the government of Iran culpable 

for its many abuses, none has been as effective at making the case for reform based on 
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principles of jurisprudence as has Ayatollah Husayn 'Ali Montazeri.  While Montazeri is 

no longer afforded the rank of grand ayatollah, he is still regarded by followers and a 

significant number of peers as a marja', a fact that grants him a central position of 

influence within the Shi'i community (as it does in the case of a number of the other 

previously mentioned antagonists of the regime).  In addition, his experience as author of 

the original constitution and as Khomeini’s successor-designee grants him a uniquely 

credible perspective and makes his criticism of the regime particularly potent.  As such, 

Montazeri has proven himself a valuable ally of the reform movement over the last 

several decades, arming it with the substantive dose of religious legitimacy needed to 

combat the regime on the very moral and spiritual grounds conservatives often use when 

defending themselves from attacks.  It is exactly this combination of political and 

economic liberalization defined in clear Islamic terms and rooted in thoughtful and 

reasonable Shi'i jurisprudence that will most appeal to the maturing Iranian youth over 

the next generation, particularly as hardliners continue to respond to their most basic 

economic needs and social desires. 

 Reform may not happen instantly.  Instead, it most likely will happen gradually, 

over time, in response to incremental shifts based on a combination of forces to include 

options of candidates for elections, the death rate of radical figures from the revolution, 

results from the battle over hearts and minds in Qom, and how successful reformists are 

in packaging their message in clear and rational religious terms.  As the children of 

revolution and children of war pass and the children of Rafsanjani, Khamenei, and 

economic decay enter into adulthood, citizens will judge the Iranian regime most by its 

productivity today.  There will be no more emotional attachment to heroic leaders of 
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yesterday and there will be no benefit of doubt afforded leaders of tomorrow.  The 

transformation of the Iranian political landscape has already begun, as confirmed by both 

the rise of Khatami and the Islamic Left in the mid-90’s and, later, the ascent of 

Ahmadinejad and the neoconservatives.  Given the reported unpopularity of 

Ahmadinejad, this trend of holding leaders accountable over current results to the extent 

possible given limitations of choice, is certain to continue until government enacts the 

appropriate reforms.  As a result, candidates for election will continue to embrace reform 

agendas to varying degrees and will only succeed in gaining and maintaining power when 

they are successful in achieving results.  In order to maximize its capacity to combat the 

many obstacles in its way and continue this trend of public and electoral pressure, 

reformers are most wise to appeal to what will soon be the new demographic reality 

inside Iran.  Central to this process must be the continued linkage between political and 

economic liberalization and reform-minded Shi'i jurisprudence.   In end, Iran will 

liberalize itself over time, but will only be able to accomplish this due to the work of 

Montazeri and reformist clerics like him.  While Montazeri might not live to see this shift 

occur to fruition, he might well be credited, in end, with being the father of a “new” 

Islamic republic, as he has and will continue to exercise tremendous influence. 
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5 

 

THE RISE OF MONTAZERI AS REFORM SPOKESMAN 

 

 THE MAKING OF A DEVOUT REVOLUTIONARY 

 

 The story of His Eminence Husayn 'Ali Montazeri, once the successor designee 

for Supreme Leader, he who was referred to by Khomeini as “the fruit of my life,”is 

arguably the story of the Islamic republic.  Montazeri’s break from the ruling elite and his 

vision for change in Iran is not suprising given an understanding of his past.  Montazeri 

was born in 1922 to a poor family in Najafabad, an hour’s drive from Isfahan.  While 

growing up, Montazeri’s family taught him devotion for the Qur'an while working hard 

on their farm.  At a very early age, Montazeri’s father taught him to read Arabic, the 

sacred language of the Qur'an, and soon after, sent him to a religious school in Isfahan.  

Though his family lacked sufficient funds, Montazeri was able to obtain financial aid to 

begin his formal religious training at age eleven because of how impressed officials in 

Qom were of him.  He was not in Qom long before funds ran out and, as a result, 

Montazeri returned to Isfahan, where he struggled to continue his Islamic education 

amidst restrictions placed on the clergy by the Shah.  Montazeri returned to Qom at the 

age of 19, where he studied under the grand masters of Shi'i jurisprudence.  It was also 

around this time that Montazeri established a relationship with Ruhollah Khomeini, who 

soon became one of his most influential teachers255.  Drawn to Khomeini’s activist 

inclinations, Montazeri evolved into a loyal foot-soldier in the struggle against the Shah 

and the White Revolution launched in 1963.  Upon completing his seminary training, 
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Montazeri became a teacher at the Faziyeh Theological School, where he continued his 

path to becoming a dissident cleric, speaking aggressively against the Iranian monarch 

and, consequently, setting the stage for the life of hardship that would follow. 

 From the middle of the 1960’s until the revolution in 1979, Montazeri established 

himself as one of the foremost opponents of the Shah.  In response to Montazeri’s 

increasingly provocative statements and out of recognition that he was fostering a 

dangerously extensive range of supporters, the Pahlavi regime imprisoned Montazeri in 

1966 and later exiled him to Najafabad between 1968 and 1972.  While home in 

Najafabad, Montazeri refined his skills as both an orator and mass organizer while 

leading Friday prayers and furthering his assault on the Shah.  It is during this brief 

period that Montazeri secured his loyal following - a group that rapidly expanded each 

year he was home.  Widespread allegiance to Montazeri was a result of more than just his 

increasingly important role as a disputant of the monarchy or his blossoming reputation 

as a well-studied scholar of jurisprudence, it was largely due to his personality.  Despite 

having gained considerable acclaim, Montazeri presented himself as a humble and 

modest servant of the public.  He lived his life plainly, shopping alongside believers at 

the local markets and conversing with even the most destitute in status256.  From early in 

his days as a cleric, Montazeri enjoyed a reputation as a genuine man of religion – 

someone who did not take to the political plotting others were known for. While 

Khomeini was in exile, Montazeri rose to become one of, if not the central figure in the 

clergy’s struggle against the Shah, serving in many regards as Khomeini’s personal 

representative inside Iran.  Montazeri spent the four years prior to the revolution in 

prison, but his own network of followers all but ensured his return to the spotlight 
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following his release in 1978.  Upon his return to Iran, Khomeini placed his long-time 

friend in charge of the new Assembly of Experts and instructed Montazeri to assume 

responsibility for the drafting of a new constitution that would embody in it the values of 

their revolution and facilitate the transition of the country into an Islamic republic.  The 

distinguished reputation, and significant religious and revolutionary credentials of 

Montazeri, as well as the strong loyalty displayed over decades to Khomeini, explains 

why Khomeini chose Montazeri as his successor-designee shortly after the revolution 

occurred257.  In this role, Montazeri remained firm in his principles … his only ambition 

being to serve faithfully as an agent of the people258.  While doing so, Montazeri soon 

found himself in the precarious position of balancing this loyalty to his beliefs and to the 

public against trends under Khomeini’s watch that deviated from the values he had spent 

decades fighting for and supporting. 

 

MONTAZERI AND CONSOLIDATION 

 

 From the beginning, Montazeri demonstrated vigorous support for Khomeini’s 

vision of an Islamic republic.  As would be expected given his student was so loyal, 

Khomeini viewed Montazeri as a reliable and capable partner in working to consolidate 

the clergy’s hold on power following the revolution.  Montazeri followed Khomeini’s 

lead in June of 1979, stating that Iran should have a pure Islamic constitution … far 

removed from every Western principle.  While Montazeri’s support was central to 

popularizing the idea of velayat-e faqih, from early on in the revolution, Montazeri had 

                                                 
257 Brumberg, Daniel, “Reinventing Khomeini,” 104-111. 
258 De Bellaigue, Christopher, “The Struggle for Iran,” 30-32. 

101 



 

displayed certain ambivalence towards the concept of rule by Supreme Leader259.  

Having spoken previously about the people’s right of self-determination, he rationalized 

the velayat-e faqih concept by arguing that the people would choose the ruling jurist 

directly or through the experts260.  Montazeri was convinced that the long years of study, 

support of the people and respect of one’s peers required to become a marja' would 

provide the office of Leader with popular and religious legitimacy … legitimacy 

considered necessary in terms of Islamic democracy.  As Friday prayer leader in Qom, 

Montazeri often spoke about a form of Islamic government that was open and encouraged 

popular participation, assuming all the while that this was what his own government was 

striving towards261.  In addition to leading prayer, Montazeri chaired the Assembly of 

Experts that would be responsible for the creation of a new constitution for the Islamic 

republic.  Upon accepting this task, Montazeri expressed confidence that he was 

conscious of his Islamic and religious duties in regards to the constitution262.  While 

reportedly somewhat quiet during deliberations over the document, Montazeri displayed 

keen foresight in his observations about the final product.  Implicitly citing the 

difficulties of applying Islamic principles to intricate political problems, Montazeri 

stressed that the final document was far from ideal263.  Soon, it became clear that, while 

the new constitution attempted to blend a variety of interests and visions, it did so without 

resolving the inexorable competition for authority that would ensue.  Furthermore, it 
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became clear that the new constitution created a republic while repudiating popular 

sovereignty – a fact Montazeri would later come to regret a great deal264.   

 Based on how Shi'i leaders are traditionally selected, Montazeri would hardly 

have emerged as among the two or three most learned and respected leaders.  Instead, 

Montazeri’s claim to leadership, above that of more revered marja', derived from his role 

in the opposition to the Shah, his contribution to the Islamic revolution, and most 

particularly, his support for velayat-e faqih265.  By 1983, those within the regime 

generally accepted that Montazeri had become the favorite to become Khomeini’s 

successor-designee.  Montazeri reportedly rejected Khomeini’s initial request for him to 

serve in this role, but after the Assembly of Experts voted to offer the position to him in 

November of 1984, Montazeri relented266.  The announcement of Montazeri’s new title 

resulted in considerable dissension among conservative clergy – to which Montazeri 

reiterated his preference not to be the future leader267.  Nonetheless, the appointment 

stood and Montazeri remained successor-designee until just before Khomeini’s death.  

Throughout this period and even before it, Montazeri rarely demonstrated a willingness 

to practice the political skills most typically defining of someone looking to assume 

leadership.  Instead of playing the role of an unconditionally supportive apprentice, 

Montazeri displayed fiercely independent judgment and loyalty most to the people he 

served rather than the master to which he owed his title.  As it became more clear that the 

regime was failing to provide the people what it had promised during the revolution, 

Montazeri became increasingly disenchanted and more vocal in his demands for 
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accountability and change.  While this would eventually prove to be his undoing as 

Deputy Leader, Montazeri’s allegiance to the public and to his principles throughout this 

period and beyond is what distinguishes him from quite a number of other 

revolutionaries, who are seen as having sacrificed everything for the security of power. 

 For as initially supportive of Khomeini’s vision of an Islamic republic with the 

qualified jurist at its center, Montazeri became gradually skeptical about the ways in 

which the republic chose to go about enforcing its authority and the lengths it went to 

secure control.  Khomeini had responded to demands for revenge on remaining forces 

loyal to the Shah by launching a campaign of summary trials and executions to avenge 

the martyrs of the revolution.  During the revolution’s first nine months, almost 600 

Iranians went before the firing squad, many convicted with only loose evidence and with 

no opportunity for appeal268.  Following his election victory in January 1980, Bani-Sadr 

launched a number of initiatives to curb the strength of Khomeini’s revolutionary 

organizations, with the most ambitious effort directed at the judiciary.  In March, the 

Supreme Leader instructed Montazeri and Ayatollah 'Ali Meshgini to lead a committee 

which would be responsible for assigning judges to revolutionary tribunals, reviewing 

court procedures and decisions, hearing complaints against the tribunals, and supervising 

recommendations for the pardon of political prisoners.  Under his new authority, 

Montazeri demanded an end to unauthorized executions, arrests and confiscations and a 

strict adherence to discipline, order, and the rule of law269.  As a result, Montazeri found 

himself in conflict with others within the regime, to include hardline members of the 

intelligence service, judiciary, and Revolutionary Court.  The abuse of power and 
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violation of human rights observed by Montazeri during this period foreshadowed events 

to come. 

 Montazeri was also torn in regards to Iranian foreign policy.  On one hand, he 

agreed for some time that a goal of the new regime should be the exportation of the 

revolution and that Iran should support other Islamic political movements across the 

world.  Montazeri also joined the chorus of criticism directed at the United States, 

blaming it for abuses against the people inflicted under the Shah270.  The conduct of war 

against Iraq was, however, a matter of contention between Montazeri and the regime.  

Early on, Montazeri criticized the administration for the way it was running the war, 

blaming it for costing Iranian lives because of its overly cautious approach.  Montazeri’s 

intolerance for gratuitous loss of life continued, as his criticism of those prosecuting the 

war escalated as time went by.  Highlighting the numerical disparity between members of 

the lower strata serving as military forces and those from the upper class, Montazeri 

became a champion of the mostaz'afin, asserting that the regime had discriminated 

against the poor, while ironically basing its legitimacy on service to them271.  Fighting for 

the rights of the dispossessed (as the 'ulama' traditionally had), Montazeri further argued 

that, while the mostaz'afin was the primary owner of the revolution, it was the upper class 

that enjoyed the greatest share of services and goods in post-revolution Iran.  In general, 

the lower strata suffered from an unacceptably disproportionate distribution of wealth and 

burden, a reality Montazeri claimed worsened due to the lengthy war with Iraq.  Perhaps, 

though, the greatest friction between Montazeri and the regime during this period 

occurred because of Montazeri’s association with Mehdi Hashemi, who later exposed 
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Iran’s secret efforts to purchase weapons from its sworn enemy, the United States, by 

working through the offices of another enemy, Israel272.  Negotiations between the U.S., 

Israel and Iran, part of the Iran Contra scandal, were so sensitive that Khomeini felt 

Montazeri had committed an unpardonable offense by allowing Hashemi to operate out 

of his offices, even suggesting that Montazeri himself may have had a role in exposing 

the discussions273. 

 As war with Iraq came to a close, it became clear that Montazeri’s differences 

with the regime would continue.  The Deputy Leader’s unwavering commitment to 

principles such as respect for life, decency to humankind, rule of law and compassion for 

the vulnerable put him at direct odds with Khomeini.  Within days of the official 

ceasefire of the Iran-Iraq War, the armed opposition, Mujahidin-e Khalq, launched an 

attack from their bases in Iraq.  The advance was defeated within two days, with several 

hundred from both sides killed and those of the Mujahidin who had not had time to 

retreat surrounded and wiped out on the spot either in fighting or in summary 

executions274.  Suspicious that the attack might have been part of a counter-revolutionary 

strategy supported by all of his ideological opponents, Khomeini directed a massive 

security round-up and a thorough review of all opposition prisoners.  As a result, 

thousands were killed, many whom were not part of an organized opposition movement 

and some of whom had already completed their sentences275.  Montazeri’s reaction to the 

mass killings represented the final breaking point with the regime.  The Deputy Leader 

argued that what had occurred in the prisons as a result of Khomeini’s direction was 
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against the interests of Islam, as it was un-Islamic to execute someone who had already 

been tried and sentenced to lesser punishment.  Further, he observed that public fear of 

persecution had gotten so severe that even the truly innocent could not live in peace.  In 

letters to Khomeini, Montazeri advised that the post-war crackdown and slaughter of so 

many innocents would turn world opinion against Iran and result in condemnation of the 

Islamic republic by future generations.  Whereas Montazeri, from the beginning, believed 

the Islamic republic should promote popular participation, to include even those devoted 

revolutionaries who might disagree with the regime, Khomeini had grown generally 

intolerant of opposition to the fundamental principles of his rule or his methods of 

carrying out justice.  While Montazeri pointed to examples of forgiveness by the Prophet 

towards his enemies, Khomeini believed that it was his religious duty to execute anyone 

who took up arms, directly or indirectly, against the Islamic government276. 

 Montazeri’s desire for greater lenity to be given to proponents of cultural 

pluralism had been established well prior to Khomeini’s reaction to the Mujahidin 

attacks.  As Deputy Leader, Montazeri insisted that all agencies of government should 

respect human rights and should be accountable to all the people.   In 1986, Montazeri 

criticized the regime for intruding too far into people’s lives, suggesting that the 

government needed to develop a tolerance for reasonable differences.  Several years later, 

Montazeri continued to advocate for a more pluralistic view of Islamic government while 

delivering a series of lectures in Qom277.  Around this same time, he also challenged the 

notion that political parties were irrelevant because of their alleged being little difference 

of opinion within the Islamic republic.  In reality, substantive differences did exist 
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amongst considerate and thoughtful people, all under the banner of revolutionary 

supporters.  Organization of these differences into political parties, Montazeri argued, 

was consistent with Islam278.   

 Disgusted with the regime both for its lack of consideration granted those who 

might challenge it, as well as its general lack of accountability, Montazeri also became 

highly critical of the ways in which the state spent its resources.  The Deputy Leader 

censured Prime Minister Musavi in October 1988 for maintaining costly parallel 

organizations and agencies, and he lamented the lack of coherence among government 

agencies.  Overall, Montazeri perceived the government’s use of public resources to be 

inefficient and wasteful – in his view, another indicator that the regime had become a 

dictatorship, no longer believing it was beholden to the public. 

 By the late ‘80’s, Montazeri’s selection as Deputy Leader had become a major 

problem for Khomeini and the ruling conservatives.  While Montazeri had largely held 

his criticism of the regime to private letters and meetings, his public accusations of 

mismanagement and human rights violations following the war went well beyond what 

the regime was willing to tolerate.  In February 1989, Montazeri declared that the tenth 

anniversary of the Islamic republic needed to serve as an opportunity to review 

revolutionary promises and assess past mistakes.  The Deputy Leader, in an interview 

published in the daily Kayhan, suggested that young Iranian revolutionaries had a right to 

be angry with what their life had become under the Islamic republic considering the wide 

difference between what had been promised and what had been gained279.  In a speech 

given several days later, Montazeri repeated his disgust with the regime for its conduct 
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during the war, criticized the regime for inflicting grave harm on Iran’s reputation 

throughout the world, and deplored the regime’s treatment of political dissidents280.  

Alluding to the fact his own views had been censored, much as had occurred to a number 

of other Iranians, Montazeri warned that radio and television should not be a monopoly in 

the hands of a few within government281.  Towards the end of his speech, Montazeri went 

so far as to say that if government was a cause behind the compromising of values and 

principles, it was better not to have government at all.  Montazeri’s critique represented 

the most significant attack on Khomeini’s record to have ever come from within the 

system itself and hit at the heart of Khomeini’s vision282. 

 By March, Khomeini had decided to replace Montazeri.  Letters from Montazeri 

regarding the post-war security practices of the regime were published abroad early in the 

month and even made their way back to Iran due to BBC broadcasts, serving as the final 

straw between the conservatives and Montazeri.  Khomeini ordered the Assembly of 

Experts to meet on March 22 to determine a new strategy for the future leadership of the 

country, and, on March 26, sent a letter to Montazeri requesting that he resign283.  As 

revealed ten years later, Khomeini’s letter conveyed his fear that Montazeri planned to 

hand the country over to liberals and the Mujahidin, blaming him for providing 

opportunity and hope to the opposition elements and even suggesting that the Deputy 

Leader had become their spokesman.  In addition, Khomeini criticized Montazeri for 

coming to the defense of a number of dissidents, including his pursuit of clemency for 

Mehdi Hashemi.  Using his influence as a marja' al-taqlid, Khomeini advised Montazeri 

                                                 
280 Moin, Baqer, “Khomeini: Life of the Ayatollah,” 280-281. 
281 Menashri, David, “Post Revolutionary Politics in Iran,” 24. 
282 Moin, Baqer, “Khomeini: Life of the Ayatollah,” 281. 
283 Menashri, David, “Post Revolutionary Politics in Iran,” 24. 

109 



 

to confess his sins and mistakes, claiming the Deputy Leader had committed treason 

against soldiers of the “Lord of the Age,” as well as against the martyrs of Islam and the 

revolution.  Khomeini’s letter was written in a tone which made clear how deeply pained 

he was by the conduct of Montazeri, who he had earlier referred to as the “fruit of (his) 

life.”  In fact, perhaps alluding to his poor health, Khomeini urged God to take him “from 

this world” so that he would no longer have to experience the “treachery of his gullible 

friend284.”  

 Supporters of Montazeri delivered a humble and polite response the day after, in 

which Montazeri informed Khomeini that he would indeed resign, repeating also that he 

never wanted the job of Deputy Leader to begin with.  Perhaps hoping to save his 

supporters from suffering the wrath of the regime, Montazeri encouraged followers not to 

respond and not to come to his aid.  Khomeini issued a formal and public acceptance of 

Montazeri’s resignation on March 28, in which he repeated his affection for Montazeri, 

but scolded him for his choice of improper associates (a reference to Hashemi), including 

a number of enemies of the regime285.  A letter to the Majlis on April 15 provided further 

insight into Khomeini’s decision and the contention that led to Montazeri’s dismissal.  In 

this, Khomeini stressed that he had a religious duty to protect Islam and the revolution … 

a responsibility that forced him to remove the “fruit of (his) heart” from office286.  

Following these exchanges, the regime rallied enough support to have Montazeri stripped 

of his title of Grand Ayatollah.  In addition, authorities cut off Montazeri’s access to state 

media and ended his ability to collect and disperse religious taxes and other donations287. 
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 The dismissal of Montazeri caused a major political crisis within the regime, as 

conservatives scrambled to justify the departure of someone with such strong 

revolutionary credentials.  Unlike others to have been jettisoned by the regime, Montazeri 

was widely recognized a pious ayatollah, acclaimed as one of the best teachers of Qom 

since the 1950s, and had an unblemished record of political activity288.  As a result, the 

conservative elite undertook a campaign to destroy Montazeri’s reputation, with the 

principle attacks coming from Ahmad Khomeini (d. 1995), the Supreme Leader’s son.  

Following his father’s death, Ahmad Khomeini distributed a letter he had written to 

Montazeri to members of parliament, officials and newspapers, in which he outlined 

reasons why Montazeri’s succession would have been harmful to the revolution.  In this, 

as well as his book released shortly thereafter, the younger Khomeini criticized 

Montazeri for being stubborn and naïve, ignoring instructions from his father to 

disassociate himself from Hashemi, taking actions to support counter-revolutionary 

groups, and supporting hypocrites289.  The assault launched on him was not entirely 

unexpected by Montazeri, as he had long suspected Ahmad Khomeini, Rafsanjani and 

Khamenei of orchestrating a movement to discredit him and undermine his reputation.  

Particularly towards the last several years of Ruhollah Khomeini’s life, Montazeri 

believed these three had essentially assumed control, asserting their own “velayat” over 

the “vali290.” 
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MONTAZERI’S ASSAULT ON KHAMENEI 

 

 Following his dismissal, the regime viewed Montazeri as a serious threat and 

many feared he had political aspirations.  As a result, the government monitored 

Montazeri and his closest associates.  While Montazeri’s challenge to the regime was 

primarily on an ideological level, it was the political consequences to his actions that 

served as the greatest menace to Khomeini’s loyalists.  Montazeri greatly resented the 

abuses of power demonstrated by the ruling class and continued to speak harshly about 

their failures to live up to their promises to revolutionary partners during prayer lectures, 

interviews and correspondences.  The appointment of 'Ali Khamenei to the post of 

Supreme Leader following Khomeini’s death came to serve as the point from which 

Montazeri took his criticisms to a new level altogether.  Upon the announcement of his 

replacement, Montazeri emphatically stressed Khamenei’s lack of religious qualifications 

to serve as velayat-e faqih291.  Hoping to accommodate Montazeri to some extent, or at 

least hoping to find a diplomatic solution to his opposition, Khamenei quickly acted.  In 

the summer of 1989, Khamenei invited Montazeri to resume teaching in Qom, asking 

only for Montazeri to keep quite.  Not only did Montazeri reject this overture, his 

supporters launched an aggressive campaign aimed at inserting further doubt into 

Khamenei’s qualifications to be faqih.  The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, 

considered the military arm of the ruling clerics, responded harshly to Montazeri’s 

provocations, detaining the former insider, humiliating by refusing him his white turban 

and then threatening his supporters292.   
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 Throughout the next several years, Montazeri continued to criticize Khamenei’s 

qualifications to be velayat-e faqih.  Khamenei’s performance as Supreme Leader did 

nothing to abate Montazeri’s disapproval, as the later only added to his string of assaults - 

his intent being to bring shame to Khamenei for misrule.  The purge of the Majlis in 1992 

set the stage for a new wave of friction between Montazeri and the regime.  The former 

Deputy censured the conservatives for the amount of public funds spent on celebrations 

surrounding the 14th anniversary of the revolution.  In several speeches, Montazeri 

criticized Rafsanjani and Khamenei for usurping his right of succession and presented 

himself as the “midwife” of the revolution.  Government forces responded by arranging 

mass demonstrations, involving mostly Basij activists, in support of the regime and in 

opposition to Montazeri.  The regime also undertook an aggressive media campaign to 

further discredit Montazeri, suggesting he had been under the influence of satanic forces.  

To dissuade followers to come to his aid, the regime released reports that five of 

Montazeri’s closest associates had been detained and executed.  Not to be outdone and 

refusing to be intimidated, Montazeri released a letter that he wrote to Grand Ayatollah 

Golpaygani in which he argued that low-ranking clerics had hijacked the revolution.  He 

repeated this claim in 1994, also blaming the regime for deviating from the path of the 

revolution and overseeing a system riddled with injustice and insecurity.  In what became 

a tit-for-tat exchange, authorities responded by arresting nine clerics close to Montazeri 

and charged them with penalties related to disseminating the former Deputy’s 

statements293. 

 With a deadlocked Majlis, an ineffective president, and the conservative war on 

moral corruption at its full height in the streets of most towns and cities across Iran, the 
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social and political realities of the early ‘90’s provided ample proof to Montazeri that the 

revolution had failed its people.  The former Deputy charged Khamenei with fostering the 

conditions that led to most of the country’s political and economic breakdowns.  In 

addition, Montazeri blamed the Supreme Leader for providing the guidance to Ansar-e 

Hizbullah and Basij units that led to the daily abuses of people’s freedoms and liberties 

by militants practicing their own brand of street justice.  As a result, Montazeri was 

incensed by the movement undertaken by conservatives to promote Khamenei to the 

position of marja' following the 1994 death of Grand Ayatollah 'Ali Araki.  While 

Montazeri repeated a number of his familiar criticisms of Khamenei and his loyalists, to 

include blaming them for “weakening the religious beliefs of the faithful” as a result of 

their selfishness and incompetence, as well as opposing the existence of the extra-

constitutional Special Court for Clergy, what accompanied these assertions elevated his 

attacks to an entirely new level.  Montazeri, a staunch defender early in the revolution of 

the velayat-e faqih concept and the responsible party for having inserted it into the 

constitution, assailed Khamenei’s interpretation of velayat-e faqih.  Asserting himself as 

an authority on the original vision for velayat-e faqih, Montazeri emphasized that 

Khamenei’s version of the concept contradicted religious principles.  Specifically, 

Montazeri stressed that the faqih must necessarily be accountable to the people and was, 

under no conditions, able “to do whatever he wanted without accountability.”  

Furthermore, Montazeri demanded that Khamenei cease his interference in religious 

matters and, instead, “content (himself) to supervise” – a clear shot at Khamenei’s lower 

clerical standing and a reference to the weakened position of faqih resulting from the 

constitutional revisions of 1989.   

114 



 

 The regime responded by sanctioning a Hizbullah-based ransacking of 

Montazeri’s home, but it was too late for the authorities to prevent Montazeri’s thoughts 

from disseminating to other clergy within Qom.  A number of 'ulama' announced their 

support for Montazeri, including Azari-Qummi, whose home also fell victim to 

harassment tactics of the government, and a young Mohsen Kadivar.  Retribution came 

swiftly for the regime, as Montazeri gave yet another rousing speech in which he 

essentially labeled Khamenei a dictator.  As a founding father of the revolution, 

Montazeri’s criticism carried extraordinary weight and proceeded to encourage further 

dissent within the clergy and throughout the developing reform movement.  When 

Montazeri argued that a “republic (meant) the government of the people” and that the 

velayat-e faqih defined in the constitution did not allow all power to reside in one man’s 

hands, he presented a challenge to Khamenei’s rule that few others possibly could294. 

 

MONTAZERI AND THE REFORM MOVEMENT 

 

 Montazeri’s criticism of Khamenei and the regime intensified and assumed a 

more threatening dimension following the election of Muhammad Khatami as the 

nation’s fifth president295.  The former Deputy Leader, like much of the country, saw in 

Khatami a chance for serious change and believed the presidential elections of 1997 

represented a real opportunity for the people’s voices to finally be heard.  As a result, 

Montazeri became active in attempting to ensure elections in June would be free and fair.  

Early in the year, Montazeri wrote directly to Khamenei and warned that his interference 

in elections and the Guardian Council’s disqualifying of candidates would result in the 
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destruction of Islam and Iran.  Further, he demanded Khamenei allow all competent and 

high-ranking persons to participate freely in the elections and publicly threatened a  

one-month fast if the Leader failed to honor his request296.  Immediately following 

Khatami’s victory, Montazeri sent a number of correspondences to the new president, 

framing for him the stifling conditions under which most Iranians were living and 

outlining the many abuses inflicted by the regime.  Specifically, Montazeri wrote that the 

regime was responsible for “hollow promises, unjustifiable discrimination, administrative 

mismanagement and nepotism, influence peddling, factional monopolies, slander, 

rejection of valuable cadres on senseless grounds, vulgar flattery, imposition of unlawful 

restrictions, denial of legitimate freedoms stipulated in the constitution, mismanagement 

and embezzlement of government funds and property, and extravagant and costly 

ceremonies … all while ignoring the vital needs of society.”  Urging a new approach to 

governance, Montazeri counseled Khatami that the people demanded results – a reality 

that required more than “just making promises297.”  The fact that these letters were 

widely disseminated infuriated Khamenei and made a skeptical Supreme Leader even 

more leery of the newly elected president.  

 Montazeri stepped up his assault on the hardliners months later, delivering a 

speech intended to catapult the reform agenda forward by clearly redefining the 

responsibilities of the Supreme Leader.  Wisely using the anniversary of the birth of 

Imam 'Ali to speak to his students, Montazeri stressed as emphatically as had yet been 

done that the velayat-e faqih was charged with merely supervising the nation and 

ensuring its compliance with basic Islamic law.  “Absolute velayat-e faqih,” he argued, 
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was “God’s alone298.”  Invoking his authority as author of the 1979 constitution, 

Montazeri used the November 14 sermon in Qom to clarify that the essence of velayat-e 

faqih was to be a fair, learned and competent jurisprudent.  Further, Montazeri submitted 

that the guardianship was conditional upon having proper qualifications and, as such, 

appointing Khamenei to be Supreme Leader had trivialized the position299.  Drawing 

upon the significance of the day, Montazeri reminded his followers that Imam 'Ali was 

known for consulting with the people, treating them with respect, and saw his duty to be a 

supervisor of affairs - opposite the tyrannical and invasive approach of Khamenei and the 

ruling conservatives300.  Portraying attempts by the regime to label him an opponent of 

velayat-e faqih as “absurd,” Montazeri reminded those in attendance and, more 

particularly, those who would hear of his speech later, that he was central to the principle 

of velayat-e faqih being established in the first place.  The world had advanced, 

Montazeri argued, to the point that it was comprised of more informed citizens who could 

independently discern truth from propaganda.  As such, bullying the public would no 

longer work.  “The government of clubs will no longer work in the world.  People have 

been enlightened.  They have awakened301.”  Essentially daring the regime to respond, 

Montazeri refused to back down and declared the only “red line” he would adhere to was 

“the sanctity of God, the Prophet and the Imams.”  Finally, the former Deputy issued a 

challenge to the newly elected president, urging him to use his significant popularity and 

wide victory in the presidential election to demand the authority from Khamenei to enact 
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reform302.  Montazeri deliberately timed his speech and scripted the content of his 

address in hopes of emboldening the surging reformists – points hardly missed by the 

hardliners in power. 

                                                

 Conservatives pounced on Montazeri and, within the week, Khamenei had 

charged him with leading a conspiracy against the regime.  Ayatollah Yazdi claimed that 

Montazeri’s opposition to the government represented a failure on his part to understand 

what true Islam was.  Chairman of the Assembly of Experts Ayatollah Meshgini charged 

Montazeri with disrupting the revolution.  Hojjatoleslam Reyshari, former head of the 

Special Clergy Court, argued that Montazeri’s speech was tantamount to promoting 

sedition.  Deputy Speaker of the Majlis Hojjatoleslam Movahedi-Kermani demanded that 

Montazeri apologize to the nation and warned that the “divine decree would be 

implemented against him.”  Then head of the Special Clergy Court Hojjatoleslam Razini 

pledged that the court would investigate Montazeri and emphasized that the followers of 

Khomeini would not allow the former Deputy to tarnish his legacy303.  Newspapers 

across the country, many of which were under the direct control of the government, 

condemned Montazeri’s speech, equating him to the leader of the rebellion against Imam 

'Ali, and reported demonstrations in Qom in protest of the speech304.  Jomhuri-ye Eslami 

ironically dared to suggest that Montazeri’s remarks amounted to dangerous 

interventionism, based on misinformation and illusion. 

 Outrage from so many within government resulted in harsh action taken by the 

authorities.  As a result of the speech, authorities closed Montazeri’s private college in 
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Qom, his office was ransacked by militants, his bank accounts were frozen, and the 

former Deputy was put under house arrest, where he would remain for slightly over five 

years305.  Seyyed Montazeri, the Grand Ayatollah’s son, claimed later in an interview 

with Voice of Iran, that the Islamic regime had actually intended on assassinating 

Montazeri during the riots on his home.  Further, he explained that authorities hoped the 

ayatollah would be dragged into the crowd and killed so that it could later be claimed that 

he had met Islamic punishment via angry and protesting citizens306.  The fact that this 

was not the outcome of the regime’s response to Montazeri more likely meant that the 

regime feared the former Deputy’s death would spark great outrage across even the loyal 

clergy.  Despite his rhetoric and the provocative tone used against the regime, Montazeri 

retained his reputation as one of the most knowledgeable jurists in the Shi'i community 

and maintained unequivocal revolutionary credentials.  Khamenei and his followers knew 

well they needed to tread carefully when dealing with Montazeri, particularly given the 

level of popular scrutiny they were under as a result of expectations from the election of 

Khatami.  They needed to delicately demonstrate their authority and control of the 

elements of government which most mattered, while not acting in a way that would throw 

the population into a frenzy. 

 While disrupting the possibility of Montazeri becoming an active part of the 

advancing reform movement, his speech and the regime’s response confirmed 

Montazeri’s status as the senior theological advocate of democracy within Iran307.  While 

the authorities’ response was successful in avoiding a chaotic public reaction, fierce 
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condemnation, particularly from within Qom, followed.  To a substantial number within 

the clergy, including even the most conservative of them, the attack on Montazeri 

violated a special boundary between the seminary and the government, and it was 

reminiscent of the kind of repression they experienced under the Shah308.  Three-hundred 

and eighty-five senior clerics within Iran responded by signing a letter calling on all 

marja's in the country to take immediate steps to end the harassment of Montazeri, 

warning that what had occurred to Montazeri could happen to them too if they didn’t act 

fast.  The letter read, “On the basis of the principle of ijtihad, within the framework of 

shari'a sources, experts of religion are free in comprehending the religious principles 

from the Qur'an and Traditions.  For this reason, the eminent juriconsults enjoy immunity 

in their expressions309.”  Whether or not they agreed with the arguments Montazeri had 

made against the government, the senior ayatollahs perceived what had taken place as 

gratuitous humiliation and a threat to the entire clerical community.  Protests in support 

of Montazeri erupted in Najafabad, Khomeini-shahr and Isfahan310.  Surprised by the 

amount of backlash from within the clergy and fearful that the internal conflict was 

reaching an explosive level, Khamenei dispatched Rafsanjani to meet with Montazeri in 

effort to convince the former Deputy to cooperate and maintain silence311.  Unsuccessful, 

matters became worse for the regime as Montazeri was able to leak several statements 

into the press despite his house arrest, deriding the regime for its acts of vandalism and 
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mistreatment of his religious students and books.  In doing so, Montazeri was clearly 

arguing that the authorities had degraded both the seminaries and the clergy as a whole. 

 Despite his house arrest, Montazeri continued also to find ways through his 

supporters to release statements about the state of affairs in Iran and to provide guidance 

on religious matters to his followers, becoming increasingly reliant on electronic mail and 

his website.  Montazeri stridently denounced the November 1998 murder of opposition 

leader Daryush Foruhar and his wife Parvaneh, believing like many others the regime 

was behind the deaths.  Placing his criticism, again, in terms of religious duty, Montazeri 

reminded the authorities that it was a shari'a-based responsibility to bring the perpetrators 

of the crime to justice, else risk driving the country into total chaos and lawlessness312.  

Accepting his condition as a sign of the regime’s weakness and as an example of its 

repressiveness, Montazeri used his time while confined to refine his case against the 

government, adding considerable depth to his arguments by basing them on terms related 

to religious duty and Shi'i jurisprudence.  In reference to his remarks from November 

1997, Montazeri reaffirmed a year later that he had fulfilled a religious obligation by 

speaking out and would not back down from making the logic of the Qur'an and 

Prophet’s Traditions clear313.   A defender of the traditional Shi'i hierarchy as practiced 

for most of the previous century, Montazeri insisted that Khamenei’s elevation to marja' 

and his service as Supreme Leader undermined the elevated status of both positions and 

committed himself to defending Shi'ism from redefinitions by power-grabbing clerics314.  

Further, the regime’s frequent attempts to exploit, as Khomeini had often effectively 
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done, the Shi'i historical experience greatly offended Montazeri.  On a number of 

occasions, Montazeri argued that using “a religious matter as an excuse in a political 

concept” in order to reach a particular political end was wrong and would only lead to 

suspicion among the faithful.  The regime had made a practice of exploiting “people’s 

beliefs in order to stabilize their own power” and, in doing so, had exploited the twelfth 

Imam and the Prophet Himself315.   

 Given his support of Khatami’s candidacy and his own rallying of support for 

reform, Montazeri had high expectations that the new president would usher in the 

conditions promised originally by the revolutionaries.  Surprised that Khatami did not 

come to his aid following the assault on his home, Montazeri issued a statement a year 

later in which he reminded the president that people had voted for him so that 

“independence, freedom and the Islamic republic would be established without an 

inquisition316.”  Montazeri, like so many youth and reformists, grew disappointed in 

Khatami for failing to challenge the hardliners within the regime while the opportunity 

for change so apparently presented itself in1999.  The president, at a defining moment, 

chose compromise and passivity over bold and decisive action.  In an interview with 

Milan Corriere della Sera in 2004, Montazeri criticized Khatami for “talking a great deal, 

but doing very little317.”  The former Deputy noted that one of Khatami’s greatest failures 

was his inability to end the blatant harassment of those with opposing viewpoints.  The 

regime, he argued, was fabricating “pseudo excuses to neutralize a large segment of the 
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people who are devoted to Islam and to the revolution by describing them as hostile to the 

faith and to the revolution.”  Montazeri advised that one of the most crucial jobs of the 

reform movement and of Khatami was to foster in a period of enlightenment, whereby, in 

deference to Islam, people of all political persuasions would adhere to the rule of law, 

refrain from the use of violence and confront groups who stood in the way318.   In end, 

while hope was generated, the rule of law was adhered to and violent acts were not 

committed by it, the reform movement had failed and has continued failing to effectively 

confront that which stood and stands in its way.  

 Khatami’s failures were in part due to his own poorly-timed use of calm, but were 

largely due to continued intervention and manipulation by the radicals – a point not lost 

on Montazeri.  As Majlis elections approached in both 2000 and 2004, Montazeri took 

the lead in opposing the Guardian Council’s efforts to disqualify candidates.  Citing his 

own work on the constitution, Montazeri testified that the type of “expedient supervision” 

practiced by the current Council was in direct contradiction with Article 99 of the 

Constitution.  Instead, he argued, the job of determining competency belonged to the 

Interior Ministry, with the Council charged only with ensuring that inappropriate 

interferences did not occur, as well as safeguarding the freedom of the election 

process319.  In a populist appeal, Montazeri insisted that Iranians were “Muslims (who) 

enjoy a high mental maturity.”  Surely, residents of each region have more awareness of 

competency and compatibility with their needs and interests than the Council would.  

Despite his efforts, the Guardian Council rejected nearly 50% of candidates in each 

election, acts Montazeri later referred to as clearly illegal, anti-constitutional and 
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un-Islamic320.  Instead of overseeing elections to ensure their fairness, the Council had 

essentially reshaped the election process into a two-tier system, where they first selected 

the candidates and then allowed people to choose among those who had survived “the 

filter of their preferences” and fit their particular world-view. 

 The regime’s disturbing treatment of dissenters had been an issue of great concern 

to Montazeri since he clashed with authorities over the treatment of former Shah-loyalists 

early in the revolution.  It is thus no surprise that, particularly after he himself had been 

victimized, Montazeri continued to insist on a more tolerant approach to opposition 

figures – at the very least, one which included respect for basic human rights.  The former 

Deputy remained incensed that the radicals continued to defend their treatment of 

dissidents through twisted religious logic, recognizing that much derived strictly from the 

notion of self-preservation.  Citing the eighth Imam, 'Ali ar-Rida (d. 818), and holding 

that one of the promises of the revolution was freedom of speech and press, Montazeri 

stressed that “criticizing an official should never be prevented.”  Further, the former 

marja' asserted that, while no Muslim or human being should be outright insulted, correct 

criticism based on sound logic in regards to promoting good and dissuading vice was not 

an insult, but a religious duty.  For those that err, Montazeri argued that the ruler of 

Muslims, in this case the Supreme Leader, should act as an affectionate, patient, and 

forgiving father321.  Instead, Khamenei and the conservatives branded their opposition as 

supporters of conspiracy and continued to hold to their belief that the preservation of the 

Islamic republic under the power construct they had designed remained their foremost 
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duty – a precedent established by Khomeini several decades earlier in placing the 

preservation of the regime over other shari'a-bound obligations.   

 Due to the regime’s perpetual cycle of abuses, Montazeri continued to speak out 

against the mistreatment of others working to pursue reform, particularly with respect to a 

number of his own supporters.  The former Deputy argued that the sentences of 

Hojjatoleslams Abdollah Nuri and Hasan Yousefi Eshkevari in 2000 should be void, as 

the trials were unconstitutional.  In fact, Montazeri called Nuri one of the most honorable 

members from within the clerical and intellectual communities322.  Regarding the 2005 

harassment of the wife and children of the late Ayatollah Haj Seyyed Muhammad Shirazi 

by “baton-carrying men and women,” Montazeri bemoaned the routine violation of law 

within the country and labeled the act an insult to the clergy323.  A year later, the Special 

Clerical Court tried Hojjatoleslam al-Moslemin Gholam Husayn Qeysari, a member of 

Montazeri’s office and a Najafabad prayer imam, on charges of “political propagation.”  

Upon the arrest of several close advisors following the sermon he gave on Id al-Fitr in 

2008, Montazeri spoke out against the regime’s treatment of Hojjatoleslam Mojtaba Lofti 

and Mojtaba Feyz324.  In defense of his followers, the former marja' reminded the 

radicals that “God addressed Muhammad in the Qur'an: “Messenger!  Due to God’s 

blessing you are flexible and if you were aggressive, people would turn away from you; 

forgive them (the opponents) and then consult them.” “God asks him to consult “the 

opponents” not just to consult the allies.”  Montazeri insisted that the independence and 

freedom promised along with the establishment of the Islamic republic were to serve as 

                                                 
322 “Iranian Opposition Leader on Current Political Chaos,” Al-Watan Al-Arabi, Paris, October 6, 2000. 
323 “Iran’s Dissident Ayatollah Condemns Attacks on Family of Late Cleric,” www.mizannews.com, 
 August 17, 2005. 
324 “Intelligence Agents Arrest Montazeri’s Senior Aide,” www.amontazeri.com, October 8, 2008. 

125 



 

rights for the nation and for all its citizens, not rights only for a special group of 

officials325. 

 Outraging Montazeri most was the level of violence used by authorities and the 

regime’s blatant disregard for the lives of those who disagreed with them.  As reported by 

Tehran Fath, Montazeri responded to questions about rulings in Islam regarding the 

assassination of political and ideological opponents, such as the attempt on the life of 

Seyyed Hajarian, the vice chairman of the Tehran Islamic city council, in March 2000.  

Montazeri stated that violence and assassination were tools used by those who were 

incapable of using logic and emphasized that they weakened the country’s general 

security.  In addition to flagrant violations of the rights of God’s servants, such things led 

to anarchy and undermined the system.  In a reliable report citing the sixth Imam, Ja'far 

as-Sadiq, Abu Sabbah Kanani said, “We have a neighbor who is bad mouthing the leader 

of the faithful, God’s peace be upon him.  Would you permit us to sort him out?  I said: I 

swear to God that if you permit it I will lie in wait and will use my sword and kill  him.  

His holiness graciously said: This is an assassination and God’s Messenger has forbidden 

assassination.  O Abu Sabbah Islam is certainly opposed to and would prevent 

assassination.”  Montazeri bemoaned the fact that the regime’s misguided propaganda 

had motivated some to take cruel actions against other Muslims and fellow Iranians.  

“The mere fact that some people have critical and contrary views about the country’s 

political issues is no justification for attacking them or depriving them of their social 

rights.  The country is not an absolute property of any particular section, for it belongs to 
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the entire nation326.”  In response to questions by an Aftab-e Emruz correspondent, 

Montazeri stressed that the “club-wielders” empowered by the regime to spread violence 

and terror across “universities, seminaries, scientific meetings, lectures, newspaper 

offices, bookshops and even Friday prayers” continued to be improperly influenced to 

believe that their actions were consistent with Islam.  What they failed to understand, he 

argued, was “the fact that religion and rule can never be strengthened by force and with a 

club.”  Meanwhile, the supporters of attacks by “club-wielding groups” had inflicted 

irreparable damage to Islam, the revolution and the country327. 

 Montazeri acknowledged that government had an obligation to promote good and 

forbid that which was not, just the same as every devout Muslim.  What differentiated the 

individual religious duty from the responsibility of government, he explained, was that an 

individual should only discharge of those obligations to the extent that they did not hurt 

or kill anyone in the process.  Otherwise, authority over judgment and penalty belonged 

strictly in the hands of a shari'a judge “versed in Islamic and legal standards.”  In effort to 

cast further doubts on the legitimacy of militants within groups such as the Basij and 

Ansar-e Hizbullah, Montazeri provided reference from ten different reports from the 

book of Qisas (Islamic punishment).  In particular, Imam as-Sadiq’s guidance on the 

killing of individuals indicated that “the most oppressive action against God is a person 

killing a person other than a person who intends to kill him or hitting a person other than 

the person who intends to hit him.”  In a call for greater civility, Montazeri stressed that 

there were “114 chapters in the benevolent Qur'an, all of which, with the exception of the 

Bara’s Chapter, begin with the name of God the compassionate, the merciful.”  God had 
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in fact sent down the Prophet in order to show mercy328.  Montazeri’s point was that 

Khamenei, as velayat-e faqih of the Islamic republic, as well as members of the various 

militant groups responsible for assaults on opposition figures, had a religious duty to 

conduct themselves in accordance with the values of the Prophet – a responsibility they 

had disregarded and had failed miserably to meet. 

 

LOOKING BACK 

 

 There are those, even within the reform movement, who recognize Montazeri’s 

mastery of scholarship, but consider him politically naïve, and perhaps even foolish.  

Chosen as Khomeini’s successor, Montazeri could very well have patiently bided his 

time, holding his criticism of the regime for the day he became Supreme Leader.  For all 

the support Montazeri has provided seekers of change, his ascent to velayat-e faqih 

arguably would have offered far more hope and a far greater chance at enacting reform 

than any of the historical or current options.  In fact, some argue that Montazeri could 

have instantaneously changed the direction and face of the Islamic republic.  Instead, 

though, Montazeri refused to withhold his criticism and rejected the notion that a duty 

title should deter him from standing up for the principles he believed in.  If nothing else, 

Montazeri was and is principled.  He never pursued the position of successor-designee 

and never became comfortable with the idea that he was Deputy.  From early in the 

revolution, in near every capacity in which he served the government, he found himself at 

odds with authorities.  As a result, he behaved as he always had – standing up for what he 

knew to be right and consistent with Islam.  In support of this approach, Montazeri often 
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responds to questioners by referencing the Asr chapter of the Qur'an in which God states, 

“Humans are in loss, unless they take up religion and do good acts.”  He adds, “But doing 

good acts is not enough; we also have to advise each other to righteousness.  When we 

say the truth, our post and status might be taken away, we might be imprisoned and put in 

trouble, but that is why the Qur'an advises us to be patient and to pay the cost for saying 

the truth.  We must always say what is right329.”  Ironically, Montazeri insists that this 

commitment to truth is precisely what led him to become Deputy Leader.  As such, he 

often found himself in the position of communicating differing opinions to Khomeini that 

others around were afraid to present.  This need to right any wrong, he believes, was a 

“duty to the people and to God.”  Further, Montazeri argues that “silence and indifference 

toward extremism and unlawful affairs against Islam and the revolution, ignoring the 

rights of prisoners, the executions and unlawful confiscations, and disgracing people in 

public” would be in violation of shari'a law, just as it is disagreeable with any religion330. 

 As the former Speaker of the Assembly of Experts, Montazeri blames a number of 

the regime’s problems on failures within the constitution.  Attesting to the fact that 

members of the original Assembly of Experts carried with them a great deal of 

trepidation towards a powerful executive branch thanks to their experiences under the 

Shah, Montazeri has stated that there was a deliberate effort to establish a limited 

executive branch in the Islamic republic, instead investing all power into the position of 

Leader.  Given the relatively low experience level of most members of the Assembly in 

designing legislation, as well as their overwhelming devotion to Khomeini, there was 

little attention paid to the future problems this imbalance of power would create.   This 
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imbalance, as well as contradictions within the constitution, Montazeri argues, is 

precisely what undermined Khatami’s efforts in the late ‘90’s331.  “Article 121 of the 

constitution states that the President swears to safeguard the constitution, uphold the 

truth, distribute justice, protect the freedoms of individuals and the rights of the nation, 

and do whatever is in his power to defend the borders and the political, economic, and 

cultural independence of the country.”  For the range and magnitude of responsibilities 

the president is charge with, Montazeri wonders, “How can the president do all this when 

he does not have any of the apparatuses of power under his control?”  Instead, the 

military, security forces and judiciary, are under the direct command of the Supreme 

Leader.  In regards to the authority of the Leader, Montazeri points out that Article 107 

clearly places the velayat-e faqih on par with every other citizen of the republic.  

Meanwhile, the 1989 revision to Article 57 refers to the powers of the Leader as 

“absolute” – a contradiction which leads Montazeri to ask what the purpose of elections 

for other offices of government are, since the Leader is permitted to do anything he sees 

fit332.  While problems resulting from errors within the constitution have certainly 

plagued Iran, Montazeri observes that other issues have come about as a result of the 

many from within the regime who have chosen to blatantly disregard elements of the 

constitution altogether.  A prime example of this is the collective ignorance of language 

in Article 99, in which the responsibilities of the Guardian Council towards elections are 

defined as “supervisory”, with no duties granted it in regards to the screening of 

candidates.  
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POPULAR RULE, OBEDIENCE TO LAW 

 

 “There is a limit to all things – and everything that passes its limit destroys itself.”  

Montazeri uses the preceding Arabic expression to intimate what might well happen to 

the Islamic republic because of the misuse of the position of velayat-e faqih and the 

failure of the government to maintain accountability to the people.  Insisting that the 

position of faqih does not equate to unlimited or unchallengeable powers, Montazeri 

often reiterates his belief that the Supreme Leader, just like all other elements of power, 

should be answerable to the public and, as such, should be capable of accepting 

constructive criticism and adapting as a result.  In fact, the former Deputy frequently cites 

a passage from Imam 'Ali in which the first Imam maintains to his followers that they 

“should (feel free to) criticize (him),” an approach, it would seem, those within the 

Islamic regime would want to aspire to given their claims of legitimacy are so frequently 

based on his model333.  Montazeri recalls that 'Ali further said to his people, “Do not treat 

me with tolerance and compromise, and do not think I cannot take the bitter truth.  I do 

not expect you to hold me in high regard, because one who is not capable of taking the 

bitter truth has a much harder time in practicing the truth.  Hence, do not refrain from 

speaking the truth and guiding me to justice, since I do not consider myself beyond 

reproach and error, unless God is my guide334.”  As a result, the ayatollah wonders how it 

is that some can treat the velayat-e faqih as immune to criticism when the great figures of 

Shi'ism, considered infallible, demand consultation and guidance from the people.  

                                                 
333 Fisk, Robert, “One-Time Heir of Khomeini Attacks Repressive Clerics; Speaking Through Walls That 
 Have Confined Him For Two Years, Ayatollah Urges the End of Mullah’s Conservative Regime 
 for Stifling Free Speech,” The Independent, London, February 21, 2000. 
334 Abdo, Geneive, “Rethinking the Islamic Republic: A Conversation with Ayatollah Hossein ‘Ali 
 Montazeri,” Middle East Journal, Vol 55, No 1, Winter 2001, 22. 

131 



 

Reality is that the regime refuses to tolerate dissent in regards to the fundamental 

structures, roles, and processes of the current governing configuration.  Freedom of 

speech is hardly the right promised to each citizen during the revolution, and the basis of 

government is hardly the people, as declared in the constitution.  While in Paris, 

Khomeini argued that a government could not survive by “relying on coercion, 

imposition, and guardianship … and that only those governments that rely on the people 

can achieve stability.”  Yet, Khomeini facilitated the use of pressure groups and 

suppressed opposition parties during key phases of consolidation following the 

revolution, contradicting his statements from Paris.  Montazeri’s loyalty to Khomeini and 

his fellow revolutionaries has remained strained as a result, as the former Deputy insists 

that the “external actualization of a just government, as well as its consolidation and 

continuity, are forever dependent on the consent of its people335.” 

 Montazeri’s commitment to popular rule is based, as near every other principle he 

adheres to, on the teachings of the Prophet and Imams.  First, it was only after the great 

men of Medina pledged their allegiance to him that Muhammad accepted popular rule of 

the Islamic community.  Even then, the Prophet requested that a committee of men be 

established to mediate between the people and the Prophet on the governance of the state.  

Imam 'Ali ar-Rida relayed, “The Prophet used to consult with his disciples before making 

any decisions336.”  Montazeri explains that, “At that time, the concept of allegiance 

played an important role in legitimizing a government.  It stood for a social contract 

between the people and the ruler, like other social agreements337.”  In addition, the 
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ayatollah cites examples in the Qur'an and in hadith that show consultation with the 

people to be central to the government of people.  For example, the Shura chapter reads, 

“Among those who submitted to God’s invitation and upheld the Prayer, the affair is 

conducted on the basis of consultation338.”  Further, the Qur'an considers consultation a 

requirement of true believers: “Their affairs will be conducted through consultation339.”  

Montazeri also points to Shaykh al-Mufid’s recollection of Imam 'Ali’s statement to the 

people, “You pledged allegiance to me on what you pledged allegiance to others before 

me.  And before pledging allegiance, the people have discretion ...” Inspired by examples 

from Shi'i history, Article 56 of the constitution claims that “Nobody can take away (the) 

right (of) the people (to choose their social destiny) or subject it to the interests of a 

specific individual or group340.” 

 Islam and politics are inextricably linked.  The fact that Islam contains judgments 

and guidance on social, political, economic, and penal issues is a feature that believers 

feel distinguishes it from other monotheistic faiths.  It is the totality of Islam’s message 

that enabled the Prophet Muhammad and Imam 'Ali to build and then govern an Islamic 

community.  This same totality convinced Khomeini and his followers that they could 

reestablish an Islamic state and sustain it around Islamic principles.  Montazeri believes 

this interconnectedness of Islam and politics does more than merely provide a basis from 

which government to operate, it defines the system itself as one which must be 

democratic.  Assuming the majority of people are practicing Muslims, committed to 

living within an Islamic system of government and abiding by the teachings of Islam, 
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Montazeri teaches that such a society “derives its strength from the opinions voiced by 

the people” and is based primarily “on the people’s acceptance of (the) system.”    

Defining governance of the Islamic community under both the Prophet and Imam 'Ali as 

a “system of bay'a (popular acclaim) and (a) social contract between the ruler and ruled,” 

Montazeri stresses that any Islamic system must feature consultation with the people on 

political and social affairs.  It is the same directive from God to the Prophet that he 

should “consult (the people) on relevant matters” and the same spirit in which the Prophet 

turned to the people and said “counsel me” that Montazeri feels should be the basis for 

government within the Islamic republic341.  This precedent, he argues, makes popular rule 

something not just for times of expedience.  Rather, the model established early by the 

most adored figures in Shi'i history clearly illustrate that popular participation, arguably 

even popular rule, is a mandatory feature of Islamic government. 

 Montazeri believes the best way for popular rule to take effect is through electoral 

competition and the rational exchange of ideas between members of freely organized 

political parties.  A theme stressed numerous times as Deputy in the late 1980’s and even 

more frequently following his dismissal, Montazeri insists that “pious and good-natured 

individuals” must be and remain consolidated in order to combat the “corrupt and  

ill-natured” forces currently in power342.  While harassment of dissenting parties by 

authorities and interference in elections continue to serve as defining approaches of the 

regime, Montazeri stresses that remaining organized and relying on collective wisdom is 

the surest way for opposition elements to ensure a consolidated and effective approach to 

reform – important in obtaining the mass popular support needed to secure office.  
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Furthermore, the religious obligation to prohibit vice and propagate virtue is achievable 

only by the “gathering of active forces.”  To this point, however, he observes that most 

parties have been too “spontaneous and transient” and have lacked the strength to 

perform this important role.   

 As he had countless times, particularly since 1992, Montazeri judged recent 

presidential and Majlis elections to be fraudulent.  Presidential elections of 2005, the 

former Deputy argued, was a waste both of people’s time and state resources, since 

authorities had already determined that they were going to take the steps necessary to 

make Ahmadinejad’s election likely343.   As had been the case before, instead of elections 

(entekhabat), the campaigning and voting turned out more to be an appointment from 

above (antesabat).  The 2008 Majlis elections was the most recent example of this 

manipulation, as the Guardian Council rejected 2,200 candidates, including 70% of 

reform candidates.  Currently, Montazeri observes, elections come down to 

fundamentalist candidates loyal to President Ahmadinejad and pragmatic followers of 

Rafsanjani who was defeated in the presidential election, but “is stronger than before, 

having added the post of chairman of the Assembly of Experts to the post of chairman of 

the Discernment Council.”  Independent conservative Muhammad Bagher Qalibaf, mayor 

of Tehran, and 'Ali Larijani, adviser to Khamenei, also have followings which are 

generally competitive344. 

 Interference by the government in the election process is reminiscent of what took 

place under the Shah, Montazeri argues, as candidates are pre-screened and those who 

remain owe their positions to the ruling class.  The Guardian Council once served as the 

                                                 
343 “Dissident Iranian Ayatollah Says Election ‘Not Good,’ Urges Free Majlis Election,” Emruz, Tehran, 
 July 2, 2005. 
344 Di Caro, Roberto, “Those Who Have Betrayed Iran,” L’Espresso, Rome, March 13, 2008. 

135 



 

most sacred of all institutions within the Iranian government and, accordingly, was the 

right body to oversee elections to ensure their consistency with Islam and with the 

principle of popular rule as proclaimed in the constitution.  Montazeri suggests, however, 

that over most of the last two decades, the Council has become a “despotic and  

self-serving institution,” with elections now going through two stages – one involving 

screening by the Council to ensure the most disagreeable candidates are disqualified and 

then a second in which the public is allowed to choose from what remains345.  

Accountability to the people by government will only be achieved when the people 

themselves, despite the obstacles in their way, effectively organize and only when 

institutions of government are reformed, perhaps due to overwhelming and organized 

public pressure, so that they abide by the rule of law. 

 Drawing on the examples of the Prophet and Imams, Montazeri teaches that 

“what … saves (a country) from turmoil and chaos is obedience to (the rule) of law.”  

Just as the messengers of God operated within God’s laws, “all members of society are 

subject to the rule of law” and absolutely “nobody is above the law346.”  It is only under 

such a system where obedience to law prevails that individuals with a diverse range of 

beliefs and lifestyles can learn to live together.  A society featuring arbitrary justice, 

inconsistent use of the law and intolerance of differences is one where citizens live in fear 

and where society itself fails to achieve its potential.  For example, Montazeri argues that 

declaring individuals to be deserving of death before a competent court had convened is a 

contravention of reason and the shari'a and contrary to all laws.  In particular, Montazeri 

is critical of clerics who serve in official positions using the Friday prayer pulpit to 

                                                 
345 “Dissident Iranian Ayatollah Says Election ‘Not Good,’ Urges Free Majlis Election,” Emruz, Tehran, 
 July 2, 2005. 
346 “Montazeri on Iranian Intelligence,” Khordad, Tehran, January 11, 1999. 

136 



 

spread hateful political propaganda, such as pronouncing death sentences for political 

opponents.   Instead, he believes prayer sermons should be related to the overall interest 

of religion and the country and should serve as a call to piety, moral virtues, and national 

solidarity.  The resulting “arbitrary and unlawful conduct,” Montazeri stresses, leads to a 

damaging of the image of Islam, Shi'ism, and religious rule throughout the world347. 

While a society built around the rule of law affords its citizens the opportunity to 

live in a state of general security, a society that also promotes individual freedoms under 

the law is one which best allows its people and the larger community the chance to thrive.  

In an interview published in London’s Al-Hayah, Montazeri stated, “the concept of 

intellectual and political freedom exists as a natural instinct in human beings and by the 

wisdom of God.” “Islam, as a religion that is compatible with man’s nature, supports 

these freedoms.”  As evidence, Montazeri cited Imam 'Ali as having said, “You people, 

hear this: Adam was not born a slave or a servant.  All men are free.”  The fundamental 

nature of this freedom to the teachings of Islam is precisely why the Islamic republic’s 

constitution makes so many related guarantees.  The former Deputy considers any 

attempts by “ignorant, arrogant and monopolistic elements” to challenge these freedoms 

as wrong, unacceptable and entirely inconsistent with the principles of Islam, promises of 

the revolution and legal requirements of the constitution348. 
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THE CLERGY IN POLITICS 

 

 Despite realities within Iranian politics today, Montazeri advises, the main role of 

the clergy has always been, was through the revolution, was intended to be under the 

rubric of the Islamic republic, and remains today to provide “the people with intellectual 

and spiritual leadership, explicating the Islamic rulings, making an effort to push society 

towards a spiritual excellence, and actualizing social justice.”  So long as the state 

manages its affairs adequately and  in accordance with Islamic principles, an Islamic 

government does not require the active participation of the clergy.  Montazeri argues that 

there may well be positions within government, such as those where “juridical expertise 

of a'lamiyyat (religious knowledge of the highest order) is required, which the clergy may 

be uniquely qualified to fill; however, by and large, government should be left to 

qualified persons from the rest of the population349.  A painfully obvious lesson learned 

due to mistakes over the last several decades in Iran is that the clergy does not necessarily 

possess the subject matter expertise to decide on every topic for which a government is 

responsible.  As a result, Montazeri stresses that, even on religious issues, “considering 

the complexity and vastness of juridical issues and the multiplicity of the emerging 

problems in the modern age, it would be more appropriate to separate various subjects, so 

that the people have the opportunity to emulate the most knowledgeable cleric in every 

specific field, similar to specialization in the branches of other sciences in modern 

times350.”  The same logic applies to officials within government, needing to find experts 

                                                 
349 Abdo, Geneive, “Rethinking the Islamic Republic: A Conversation with Ayatollah Hossein ‘Ali 
 Montazeri,” Middle East Journal, Vol 55, No 1, Winter 2001, 19. 
350 Abdo, Geneive, and Lyons, Jonathan, “Answering Only to God” 142-143. 

138 



 

in each field to oversee state affairs in those particular subject areas without interference 

by the clergy.   

 The velayat-e faqih, in many ways defining of the clergy’s extent of involvement 

in government, only had the responsibility to protect the Islamic nature of the regime.  

Montazeri suggests that Ayatollah Seyyed Abu Hasan Isfahani correctly makes this point 

when stating that matters of the state “should be looked into by a person whose mental 

vision is far above that of ordinary people.  This jurisconsult should be qualified to 

examine the matter (only) after the decision is made to determine whether the decision is 

compatible with the Islamic shari'a351.”  Furthermore, Montazeri argues that the most 

senior clerics should “choose the members of the Guardian Council and select qualified 

jurists to supervise the judiciary for fixed terms of office.”  Looking to utilize the 

expertise of all the highest-ranking clergy, Montazeri also recommends the senior marja's 

nominate or approve candidates for Supreme Leader, to be then voted on by the public352.  

Again, assuming the government runs effectively, the velayat-e faqih would remain 

detached from the daily running of the state. 

 In retrospect, Montazeri indicates Khomeini did an injustice to Islam by 

facilitating the takeover of politics in Iran by the clergy.  As a result of their involvement 

in politics, the clergy undermined their standing as objective spiritual guides of society. 

Whereas going into the revolution, the clergy maintained an exalted status within Iran, 

considered by the population to be one of the few groups remaining that had not violated 

the public trust, the past three decades of clerical rule have erased most of this favor.  

Every problem caused because of decisions made by government since 1979, including 

                                                 
351 “Montazeri Interviewed on Velayat-e Faqih, Incidents,” Al-Hayah, London, April 26,  2000. 
352 Abdo, Geneive, and Lyons, Jonathan, “Answering Only to God,” 141. 

139 



 

the country’s challenging economic conditions, is associated in some way with the 

clergy.  As a result, Montazeri argues, the clergy has brought Islam into disrepute and has 

provided reason for critics to question the effectiveness of an Islamic society353.  Given 

these failures, the former Deputy submits that the ruling clergy must reexamine their 

conduct354.  Summarizing the necessity for such an evaluation, Montazeri recalls that 

Grand Ayatollah Borujerdi once said, “I am a different man every day” – a statement 

demonstrating that no person can claim to possess absolute truth and that mankind must 

make corrections in view of changing circumstances355.  For this reason, Montazeri 

suggests, the term motlaqeh (absolute) was not part of Article 57, defining the authority 

of the Leader, in the original constitution.  It is also why so many within Qom rejected 

the 1989 change to the constitution in which the velayat-e faqih’s powers expanded.  The 

Leader, just as any other cleric within government, is responsible for abiding by the 

constitution and serving only at the will of the people.  As such, Montazeri demands that 

the velayat-e faqih, Guardian Council, and all other officials from inside and outside the 

clergy alike, operate within the context of the law and cease acting “single-handedly … 

in a despotic manner356.” 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR CHANGE 

 

 The future of Iran is one that features an Islamic system of government.  

Montazeri insists that, despite the many failures of the last three decades, Iranians “do not 

oppose the … enforcement of Islamic principles; (rather) they are indignant at a certain 
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dictatorial group that has monopolized the interpretation of the concepts of Islam and 

described others as infidels and apostates357.” It must be understood, Montazeri argues, 

that the majority of Iranians are Muslims and, while rejecting the present system, seek 

most a “fair and conscientious comptroller … a fair jurisconsult … who will not interfere 

in areas other than the field of his specialization358.”  Furthermore, the former Deputy 

explains, the Islamic republic will exist so long as Iran does, claiming that “change does 

not mean the principle (of Islamic government) is toppled.  Rather, it means reform and 

amendment.  Everybody is a descendant of the revolution.  They are all faithful to it359.” 

 His confidence in the strength of the principle of an Islamic state and in the 

fundamental promises of the revolution withstanding, Montazeri advises that if the 

leaders of Iran do not revise their positions in order to create a general consensus, if they 

continue to ignore the teachings of the Prophet, who says “forgive him who is against you 

and ask him for advice” and they do not expand political participation, then the Islamic 

republic is in real danger360.  Demonstrative of the fact abuses continue, Montazeri plead 

in January 2009 for the elimination of “illegal agencies” and called on the public not to 

remain silent about the regime’s abuses.  In particular, Montazeri was critical of the 

state’s intelligence bureau and the Special Clerical Court for its mistreatment of 

Hojjatoleslam Gholam-Husayn Gheysari from Najafabad.  Gheysari was a member of 

Montazeri’s office and a Friday prayer leader whom authorities barred from returning to 

Qom and participating in public prayers.  Arguing that “illegal government entities” ruled 

the country, Montazeri stressed that citizens had risen against the Shah in order to 
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achieve political freedom and freedom of expression.  Despite promises to the contrary, 

after “all these years, we have ended up again with political prisoners and restrictions on 

speech and expression361.” 

 To correct the current course, Montazeri recommends taking a number of steps.  

Recognizing that “effecting any change in the Constitution is very difficult at present, and 

any such attempt might open the way for possible abuses by the opportunists, ground 

should be prepared for needed amendments362.”  Montazeri stresses that the “constitution 

is not a Qur'an sent down by God.”  Instead, it is an imperfect document, designed by 

imperfect individuals, and requires revisions so to account for changing circumstances 

and amended to account for known imperfections363.   The former Deputy recalls that 

Khomeini once stated, “the fate of every generation is in its own hands.  What rights did 

the past generations have to decide the fact of our generation at present?  What right did 

they have to determine our destiny?  Every individual is in charge of his destiny.”  Given 

that the current implementation of the constitution enjoys so little support among the 

population, Montazeri called for a referendum, followed by a period of revision.  After 

all, he reminds, “the basis of the political laws of the land are the majority of the votes of 

the people364.”  Dissidents, in fact, launched a movement in the middle of 2005 to secure 

600,000 signatures online, calling for a referendum with a free ballot, under international 

supervision, and for the drafting of a new constitution compatible with the Universal 
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Declaration of Human Rights.  Organizers obtained around 35,000 signatures before 

authorities blocked internet access to it and forced the removal of the site365.   

 To confront the current collective lack of accountability to the people, Montazeri 

advises three acceptable strategies moving forward.  Out of recognition that the current 

Iranian Parliament does not represent the will of the people today, the marja' first calls 

for a new round of Majlis elections in which representatives are chosen from the various 

social strata and classes throughout the country in a fair and transparent election free 

from interference from the Guardian Council.  From this point, the Majlis would appoint 

someone to serve as the nation’s executive, a position that would be answerable to the 

people’s representatives in the Majlis.  Further, the Majlis would select the most qualified 

among the pious jurists to serve as velayat-e faqih, a position later revised to include only 

responsibilities associated with ensuring the compatibility of government with Islamic 

principles.  Significantly, this person would serve only for a select period.  It is unclear 

how the government would handle, under Montazeri’s proposal, cases where the faqih 

ruled against the Majlis and in spite of popular opinion.  A second plan also calls for a 

new vote on members of the Majlis, but instead of having the legislative branch appoint 

an executive, Montazeri recommends election directly by the people.  Finally, a third 

option, one which Montazeri suggests is most preferable and more compatible with 

modern practices, calls for the country’s three branches of government to be separated 

and for officials within each branch to be elected directly by the people for a set amount 

of time.  In such an arrangement, the former Deputy stresses that the executive must 

enjoy sufficient authority to perform its responsibilities, the judiciary must be 

independent in order to perform its role as objective arbiter, and the legislative branch 
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must possess the authority to pass laws outside of undue pressure or influence from the 

other elements of government366.  While the Prophet and Imam 'Ali enjoyed authority for 

all three powers of government, they differed from today’s leaders in that they were 

infallible (ma'sum) and the requirements of the state paled in comparison to the complex 

nature of today’s requirements367.   

 Montazeri’s preference as it relates to velayat-e faqih, is that the Leader be elected 

directly by the people from among the well-known qualified jurists, “just as people 

choose their marja' al- taqlid directly after consulting with experts368.”  Another 

acceptable option would be the selection of a new Leader or a committee of fuqaha' by 

marja's within Iran.  Either way, Montazeri argues, it is necessary that the velayat-e faqih 

position be supervised by and be held accountable to both the marja' community and the 

people.  In such a system, government would only be under the control of the marja'iyyat 

(leadership of the marja's) as much as necessary to ensure consistency with Islamic 

principles.  As a result, Montazeri believes conflict between the marja'iyyat and political 

leadership would be limited.  In addition, Montazeri recommends that the marja's living 

in Iran be granted the authority to select new membership for the Council of Guardians 

and be charged with nominating qualified jurists to serve as the nation’s Judiciary Chief.  

Any of the above paths accounts for the desire to have Islam continue to be the central 

and defining concept around a future Iranian government, while recognizing that any 

such system would feature fallible individuals.  As such, in accordance with reason, the 
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separation of powers is crucial, with power granted only for limited durations and 

officials maintaining answerability to the people369. 

 

FOREIGN AFFAIRS 

 

 Montazeri recognizes well that Iran has isolated itself in the world.  The marja' 

urges those outside the Muslim community not to perceive the abuses within Iran as an 

accurate representation of Islam.  “Because of wrong acts by some Muslims, the real face 

of Islam is not exactly known to many people and they view it as a horrible religion that 

restricts people’s freedoms and stands in the way of their happiness.”  The former Deputy 

wrote an open letter to the world in 2000 in which he described Iran as a “tortured and 

oppressed nation that has endured the whip of despotism and unjust rule of emperors for 

many years.”  Having finally achieved independence in 1979, Montazeri relayed that the 

goals of the Iranian Revolution – freedom for its people, as well as a democratic and 

Islamic government – remain unfulfilled due to a select group within the clergy that had 

hijacked control of major levers of power within government.  Implicitly arguing that the 

government of Iran did not speak or act on behalf of its people, Montazeri criticized the 

economic and political sanctions in place against his country. Starting with those placed 

on Iran following the hostage crisis and continuing into present day restrictions in place 

due to the growth of Iran’s nuclear program, Montazeri suggested that the challenging 

conditions under which most Iranians lived consequentially worsened for the average 

citizen370.   He blamed the regime for failing to manage the country’s resources 
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effectively, citing the fact that Iran had fallen behind countries with much fewer 

resources despite its own generous supply of gas and oil.  Nonetheless, international 

pressure regarding nuclear negotiations had become an increasingly important element in 

understanding the depth to Iran’s current economic problems371. 

 While Montazeri does not view the series of sanctions passed by the United 

Nations in response to Iran’s nuclear program as a new type of problem, he 

acknowledged that each round of restrictions has succeeded in causing more problems for 

Iranians.  Instead of worsening their standing by using aggressive rhetoric, Montazeri 

encouraged Ahmadinejad and other Iranian officials to resolve its problems through calm 

and reasoned dialogue.  In addition, Montazeri worried that provocative language used by 

authorities could give the United States a pretext to attack Iran372.  “We say death to 

America, but the United States is a powerful nation with important means.  Every day, it 

is repeated that a certain thing (nuclear energy) is our undeniable right.  I agree it is (our) 

right.  But one can obtain a right without creating problems and providing pretexts for 

others to put pressure on Iran373.”  The former Deputy insists that Iran, like other 

countries of the world, has the right to develop peaceful nuclear technology and that it 

should not be subject to interference by other nations when making a decision about how 

to proceed.  Montazeri clearly believes that peaceful resolution to the nuclear conflict is 

possible should sides only calm their rhetoric374. 
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 In regards to Iran’s position towards America, Montazeri has stressed in 

numerous different interviews over the last decade that Khomeini’s decision to cut off 

any relationship with the United States is far from irreversible.  For this to happen 

though, America must learn from the past and from its current experiences in the Middle 

East.  “The people have awakened and no longer accept commands from big powers375.”  

Despite his willingness to make certain concessions to the United States and his general 

approval of any efforts to restore relations, Montazeri is harsh in his criticism of 

America’s presence in Iraq and Afghanistan.  Mistaking the United States’ presence for a 

grab on oil and gas, Montazeri argues that “Muslim countries will have to sell (these 

resources) to the (United States and the rest of the) world anyways.”  Just as he has 

warned regarding conditions within Iran, the former Deputy advises that “democracy 

based on force and sticks (does) not settle (anything).”  Implying that the elected 

governments of Iraq and Afghanistan do not properly represent the interests of their 

people, Montazeri categorized the American presence in these countries as “domination 

… by force” and urged the United States to reconsider its methods376. 

 Recalling America’s role in the 1953 coup against Dr Mossadegh and in the 

return of and support to the Shah, the former Deputy urges the United States to further 

recognize the reasoning behind the hostage crisis and Khomeini’s prohibitions regarding 

relations with America.  While Iran was under British colonization and pressure from the 

Soviet Union during the first half of the 20th century, America was “considered a savior 

angel for the Iranian people.”  Instead of capitalizing on this positive regard, the United 
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States made a series of decisions about Iran through a perspective dominated by Cold 

War fears and soon became seen as just the villain it had previously been associated with 

protecting against377.  In light of historic complications, Montazeri advises Iran and 

America to establish relations based on the value such action would have relative current 

conditions versus basing such a decision on matters of the past.  “If the absence of 

relations between the two countries was based on their adverse past relations, then the 

United Kingdom and Russia have damaged Iran much more than the United States has; 

therefore, the issue should be the current circumstances of the country and the world and 

the interests of the revolution and administration, not the events of the past.  In my 

opinion, the absence of a relationship with the United States is not in the country’s 

interest any more378.”  Using Japan’s positive relationship with America, despite World 

War II, Montazeri argued, “the world today is one big family” and stressed his support 

for the normalization of relations between the two nations.  In retrospect, Montazeri 

suggests, occupying the US embassy was a mistake and believes it should have ended 

immediately.  In fact, Montazeri goes as far as allowing for the possibility of 

compensation for victims of the hostage crisis, advising that the occupation was 

“tantamount to occupying another country379.” 

 Washington’s relationship with and policies towards Israel, Montazeri observes, 

are the foremost reasons behind the continuation of resistance on Iran’s part to the 

restoration of relations.  Like the vast majority in the Islamic world, Montazeri places the 

Israeli-Palestinian as a top priority in the quest to find peace in the region and loathes the 
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Jewish state for its treatment of the Palestinians.  In response to Israel’s 2004 

assassination of Shaykh Ahmad Yasin, Montazeri lauded the Hamas leader, describing 

Yasin as someone who had “spent his valuable life traversing the path of the beloved 

Islam and defending the right of the oppressed people of Palestine.”  Further, he called on 

all Muslim and freedom-loving people of the world to unite in Jihad against the 

“cancerous tumor” known as Israel for the terror inflicted on “God’s servants” and the 

occupation of “Muslim and Christian Palestinian” lands380.  Montazeri blames the 

international community for having recklessly created the state of Israel, murdering and 

displacing defenseless Palestinians in the process.  Prior to the creation of the state of 

Israel, the land of Palestine was a place where Muslims, Christians, and Jews lived 

together in peace.  As such, Montazeri called upon those who “have faith in the divine 

religion of Moses” to distance themselves from the policies of Israel and demand both an 

end to the exploitation of the Palestinian people and to the occupation of Palestinian 

land381.  Given the strong feelings against Israel, Montazeri suggests America’s choice to 

stand by Israel so unconditionally throughout most of the last 50 years has made it 

difficult for the United States to achieve support in the Muslim community.  To remedy 

this problem, he urges America to be “slightly more considerate towards peoples’ 

feelings and emotions (in the region) …” and encourages the United States to become a 

more objective broker of peace.   
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6 

 

REASONS FOR HOPE 

 

 At age 87, Ayatollah Montazeri has spent a lifetime fighting for truth and justice, 

upholding and teaching the principles of Islam, without regards to who or what stood in 

his way.  Freed from house arrest in early 2003, his life today barely resembles the one he 

enjoyed while serving as the Islamic republic’s Deputy Leader.  Montazeri spends most 

of his time each day on scholarly activities, to include replying to political, religious, 

Qur'anic, social and cultural questions via e-mail, mail or meetings.  Students and the 

public can meet with Montazeri now without restriction, though security measures remain 

in effect against his students and followers.  Publication of Montazeri’s political and 

academic work within Iran is strictly prohibited and his activities are heavily censored 

within the media.  Meanwhile, state-sponsored media outlets, in which most cases 

Montazeri has no opportunity to defend himself, routinely report fabricated stories.  In 

addition, Montazeri’s offices in Isfahan and Mashhad, as well as the Shohadah 

Hoseyniyeh are still under the control of authorities and the Special Clergy Court382.  

Despite these restrictions, Montazeri maintains millions of devoted followers and is 

widely considered an accurate portrayal of what clerical involvement in politics should 

have been and could still be.  While access to Montazeri’s work is difficult to come by, a 

broad range of clerics, seminarians and believers still study his teachings.  In fact, 
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underground study groups committed to discussing and spreading Montazeri’s views 

remain common in Qom383. 

 Precise measurements as to the level of support Montazeri and other  

reform-minded clergy have is difficult to come by.  Of the few opinion polls 

accomplished in Iran, fewer still are to be trusted.  Further, it is difficult to establish even 

how many or what percentage of the roughly 45,000 clerics in Qom, or 180,000 members 

of the clergy nationwide, sympathize with Montazeri or support concepts such as political 

or economic liberalization or a revision to the office of velayat-e faqih384.  Instead, 

projections come primarily from voting trends and demographic facts.  As stated before, 

quite a bit has changed since 1979.  Close to half the population is under the age of 30 

and have no memory of the Shah’s regime.  Nearly 70 percent live in urban areas, half of 

which live in Tehran.  There are three million satellite televisions in Iran.  Overall, the 

people are younger, perhaps less emotionally attached to concepts that led to revolution, 

and more informed given the greater access to information they enjoy.  Particularly given 

the continuation of economic struggles, citizens appear to be increasingly calling for 

greater accountability from and transparency within government, with even the 

conservative or fundamentalist parties noticing this trend385.   

 Assuming that most Iranians continue to be faithful adherents of Shi'ism, the fact 

that they continue to make similar demands for transparency and accountability, arguably 

at an increasing rate, from within important parts of the clerical community translates into 

an exciting opportunity for partnership between the general population and reform-

minded clergy.  As Montazeri suggested, though, strong and resilient political parties are 
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necessary in order to capitalize on this opportunity.  Opponents of the regime must apply 

lessons learned during the Khatami presidency in order to build a tougher, smarter and 

more efficient organization.  In addition, the reform movement must do a more effective 

job in broadening the appeal of concepts such as civil rights and democracy by 

constructing their message in terms of Islamic reasoning.  By religiously legitimizing the 

reform message, the movement would appear less threatening, or less radical a departure 

from the current state, and would likely appeal more to pragmatists and moderate 

fundamentalists.  In the process, it is possible that even the far right of the Iranian 

political landscape would shift closer to the center, particularly as the revolution 

generation passes on.   

 The amount of heterogeneity within Iran’s clerical community and its effect on 

the changing face of Iran’s electorate is grossly under-represented in Western 

assessments of the Islamic republic.  As such, the belief that support for a more moderate, 

pragmatic or reform-minded political agenda is growing within Qom and other spiritual 

communities inside Iran is largely based, unfortunately, on anecdotal evidence and 

inductive reasoning.  As revolutionary regime insiders grow older and the revolution 

itself becomes less central of an issue to voters, seminaries are producing clerics who 

hold the regime in low regard and are challenging its basic structure and methods.  In 

addition to the high number of senior clerics who refused to participate in the original 

government following the revolution and who have continued to teach a more traditional 

role for the clergy to their students, an increasing number of the regime’s critics are 

former insiders who have either distanced themselves from the ruling elite or been 

pushed away.  Each of these senior clerics achieved their rank because of popular support 
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and each, because of the unique role of the 'ulama' in Shi'i communities, has the capacity 

to exert considerable influence on the thoughts and actions of their followers.  Further, 

because of the fact only a dozen or so grand ayatollahs currently exist in Iran, the 

teachings of a handful of them has the potential to cause a considerable shift in public 

opinion.  Though a significant number of clerics remain pacifist and others remain 

generally supportive of the regime, the influence of senior figures like Rastegari, Janati-

Sanei and Montazeri is potent given their growing appeal to a changing demography 

across the country.  A fatwa issued by Janati-Sanei, for example, challenging the 

selection and powers of the Supreme Leader, under Shi'i practices, translates essentially 

into a direct order to all followers to call into question the Leader’s legitimacy.  As an 

example, given Janati-Sanei’s seniority and considerate of a marja's place within the Shi'i 

community, all ayatollahs and hojjatoleslams who practice under him subsequently carry 

forward this message to their followers as well.  Beyond reaching the masses who 

represent those loyal to Janati-Sanei, this message is broadcast using a variety of media 

and is spread by his followers through word-of-mouth, potentially reaching those without 

a source of emulation or those disenchanted by their current source.  Given the 

continuation of political and economic struggles, the furtherance of human and civil 

rights abuses by authorities, and the increasing youth and access to information of the 

population, the appeal of senior clergy willing to challenge the ruling elite in terms that 

represent the concerns of the average citizen is sure to grow. 

 As the International Center for Journalists (ICFJ) reports, the popular belief that 

members of the clergy maintain all important elements of power in Iran and, as such, 

hold total control over the population is simply not true.  While figures illustrating the 

153 



 

high percentage of candidates in each election disqualified at the hands of the Guardian 

Council are widely disseminated, what many observers fail to understand is that overall 

participation of the clergy in government has dwindled in comparison to early in the 

revolution.  With only 15 percent of representatives in the Majlis, compared to 52 percent 

after the revolution, the clergy have both undertaken a return to its more traditional role 

in society and have increasingly rejected the regime.  Of course, the drop in clerics within 

the legislative branch also is due in no insignificant part from the fact the Guardian 

Council has itself rejected most reform-minded clerical candidates.  There also appears to 

be a sharp decline in the number of clerics appointed to positions within the government, 

with only ten percent of Ahmadinejad’s cabinet positions in the hands of clergymen – and 

the President himself not a member of the 'ulama'386.  Meanwhile, the number of clerics 

appointed to both the Guardian Council and Expediency Council have dropped 

precipitously, with the former now being comprised largely of laypersons387.  

 While the ICFJ positions these trends as a rejection of the clergy, instead it 

represents the fact that “the clergy” is not in power in Iran.  Instead, the ruling elite 

comprised of a select group of clergy and an increasing number of persons from outside 

the clergy who subscribe to the same fundamentalist ideology run the government.  The 

regime discounted traditional Shi'ism decades ago in favor of political expedience.  Even 

Islamic institutions of the government have been compromised so to ensure the ruling 

elite’s survival.  The Supreme Leader is no longer a marja'.  The interpretation of the 

shari'a is no longer a foremost clerical responsibility.  The majority of economic 
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independence and autonomy the clergy once held has disappeared in favor of state 

institutions such as the Assembly of Experts.  The Guardian Council and Expedience 

Council transitioned into serving as political entities388.  As such, what Iranians largely 

reject is not the clergy and not Shi'ism, but those in power and the ideology to which they 

subscribe.  Figures like Montazeri serve a crucial role in Iran, reminding citizens that the 

revolution and the Islamic republic has been hijacked not by “the clergy,” but by a select 

group of individuals, increasingly from military or security backgrounds, acting to 

preserve their power and their perverse ideology.   

 Disciples of senior reform clerics, such as Kadivar, serve as a reminder that the 

clergy can still be trusted, can still represent the interests of the public, and provide hope 

that the clergy can be part of the solution389.  A new generation of clerics is being born 

and, with fewer of them likely to enter politics, it appears increasingly likely that this 

generation will be more sympathetic to the basic needs of the people.  With respect to life 

experience alone, these junior clerics will have far more in common with the average 

young, urban, economically-challenged citizen than they will with their revolutionary 

forefathers and the ruling class within the regime.  As such, it is probable that more 

seminary students will follow in the path of traditionalist clergy and dedicate their lives to 

serving the mostaz'afin and providing spiritual guidance to the masses, or will follow in 

the path of activist reform-minded clergy committed to leading a transformation in the 

relationship between government, religion and the people.  Either way, the radical 

ideology subscribed to by the Supreme Leader’s office, the judiciary and the security 

forces which has come to oppose the longstanding freedom of mujtahids to independently 
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interpret Islam, will become increasingly unattractive to seminary students.  In addition, 

given that less clergy are entering government, the allure of power, fame or fortune 

through election or appointment to political office will likely be less of a motivation for 

seminarians – much the opposite of what was the case with junior clerics following the 

revolution.  Assuming seminary students continue to be granted freedom to decide which 

“master” they wish to study under and that relative freedom over what is taught continues 

to exist (limited most often once contentious views are disseminated outside the 

seminary), future generations of clergy are very likely to be increasingly comprised of 

both active allies to reformers and traditionalists.  

 Provided moderates and reformists within the clergy succeed in continuing to 

separate themselves from the clergy within the ruling class and assuming the reform 

movement succeeds in embracing the message of these clerics, reform in Iran will occur.   

Slow growth in employment and declining incomes across the country, together with a 

large influx of workers into the labor market over the next decade, will likely increase the 

ranks and resentment of disaffected groups.  How quickly change will happen, however, 

is debatable.  Iranians who push for change will likely take more risks as overall 

frustration within the country grows.  While conservatives and fundamentalists fight to 

maintain power and some semblance of legitimacy, this shift will affect their platforms 

and methods, particularly as attempts to maintain their hardline agenda will result in 

further isolation.  Most likely change will happen over the period of several generations 

and will not occur because of one single event.  Further, as the RAND Corporation 

suggests, reform over this time will likely take place because of internal debates, 
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maneuvering and elections, rather than through violent confrontation390.  Because of the 

increasing level of personnel in the government with military and security backgrounds, 

it is certainly conceivable that violence might be initiated in Iran should reformers make 

gains391.  Generating crises and unstable political conditions has long been a specialty 

particularly of IRGC forces and a potential scenario in which Western conspiracy was to 

blame for the violence is perfectly imaginable. 

 While clerics may hold less total positions in government compared to decades 

ago, there should be no mistaking that those in power today are in their positions largely 

due to their allegiance to Khamenei and the fundamentalist clerics within the ruling class.  

As such, it is important to note that the real struggle in Iran is not merely a  

politically-centered one between reformers and hardliners; rather, it is also the struggle of 

Islam versus Islam.   The debate within Iran has the potential to influence the rest of the 

Islamic world, as the central issue at hand is how to balance the requirements of a shari'a 

state with the demands of modern life.  A prominent group of senior clergy demands the 

return of power to the people, insists on freedom of speech, religion and assembly, and 

desires a pluralistic political system … and believes these goals are achievable under an 

Islamic system of government.  While reports pertaining to Iran often pay little attention 

to this reality, Grand Ayatollahs Shirazi, Rouhani, Tabataba'i-Qummi, Janati-Sanei, 

Rastegari, as well as Montazeri and other senior reform-minded clerics like them, have 

inspired a generation of progressive clerics and lay activists and will continue to impact 

the debate between Islam and modernity for generations to come.  As such, Montazeri 
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and other critics of the regime from within the clergy could be central to moving Iran 

forward into a revised iteration of the Islamic republic.  While reality may often by 

skewed by those controlling key levers of power in Iran, it is absolutely certain that a 

strong desire for reform exists within a sizable proportion of the country’s clerical 

establishment.  This impulse for change may well serve as the principle reason behind a 

future that includes a  long-awaited realization of the revolution’s original goals and 

promises392.   
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