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“Muslim Politics in the Iranian Context”
Daniel Annenberg


KEY POINTS

· Iranian Politics shaped by colonial rule
· Iranian revolution brought sweeping reforms that challenged its neighbours
· Veil – a political symbol of protest for young women in Iran
[bookmark: _GoBack]

INTRODUCTION
Shi’ism and protest have gone hand in hand since its inception. Political reformists have long played a role in the country’s affairs.[footnoteRef:1] However, for the last 500 years, Shi'ism has repeatedly tried and failed in its quest for societal modernity.[footnoteRef:2] For much of its history decentralised government has prevailed. This centralised wealth and power in the hands of a few, encouraging localised political domination and engendering corruption.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 186]  [2:  Hamid Dabashi, Shi'ism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 228]  [3:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 186] 

Colonial EraPolitically, Shi'ism differentiates itself by being a religion of protest.
H Dashabi, Shiism. 

Iran’s encounter with European colonialism, with its commercial and military power, led to political breakdown and submission. This engendered, what some observers have correctly characterised as, a 'politics of despair'.[footnoteRef:4]   [4:  Ali Mirsepassi, Political Islam, Iran, And The Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 21] 

Pre – 1960s: a period (1926 – 1929) dominated by the Pahlavi Dynasty. They favoured the removal of traditional beliefs and practices, promoting foreign sociological and political ideas.[footnoteRef:5] The bulk of Iranian intellectuals were Westernisers who favoured a rational basis for the economy, law and political rule. The newspapers were often critical of the ulama and religiously conservative values.[footnoteRef:6]  [5:  Akhavi, Shahrough and Sussan Siavoshi. "Iran." In The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World. Oxford Islamic Studies Online, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/article/opr/t236/e0378 (accessed Dec 31, 2018).]  [6:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 192] 

Fighting Back
Early 1960s: the death of the apolitical Ayatollah Boroujerdi brought into sharp focus the place and role of political authority. Many of the leading political ideologues gathered to debate public conduct, religious authority, and revenue distribution. During this period new professional association for jurists, the medical profession, and engineers (to name but a few) helped bring modern political thought into public life.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Hamid Dabashi, Shi'ism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 267 - 268] 

Early 1970s: An 'ideological revolution', shaped by two leading thinkers, took place in Shi'ism. Ruhollah Khomeini's new thought on the place of the ulama radically politicized its role. Ali Shari'ati, through hugely popular essays and speaking events, mobilised a mass of public intellectuals. He saw the ulama as outdated and, having studied in Europe, wanted to establish a full Shi'i political identity built upon the autonomy of the individual.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Hamid Dabashi, Shi'ism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 268] 

1979 Iranian Revolution – Khomeini: The backdrop to his life was the political and cultural 'court-initiated' modernity that arrived with colonialism, the absolutist rule of the Sha, and the widely held view that Iran was the puppet of the United States.[footnoteRef:9] The Shah’s rule characterised by his unwillingness to countenance localised political rule or any political liberalisation. Moreover, he stripped religious institutions of their resources and dealt harshly with any who opposed him.[footnoteRef:10] Khomeini represented his most ardent and successful challenger.[footnoteRef:11] From 1944 he began writing treatise attacking the Pahlavi regime.[footnoteRef:12] Legitimacy for his political and religious views came in the form of a key text; The Authority of Jurist Consult. The ideal form of Islamic government, brought into being by the Prophet, was not merely transitional in nature. It is obligatory that the ulama should return the country to sacred law and rule now, resisting the corrupt governments of this world, until the Twelfth Imam appears.[footnoteRef:13] [footnoteRef:14] After he swept to power Islam moved from being one cultural characteristic amongst many to the defining motivation of the countries cultural, institutional and political identity. Practically this involved the unifying political and religious control in an Assembly of Experts.[footnoteRef:15] His ideas can be summarised into three main ideas: [9:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 189]  [10:  Akhavi, Shahrough and Sussan Siavoshi. "Iran." In The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World. Oxford Islamic Studies Online, http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/article/opr/t236/e0378 (accessed Dec 31, 2018).]  [11:  Hamid Dabashi, Shi'ism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 273]  [12:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 206]  [13:  Hamid Dabashi, Shi'ism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 274]  [14:  Roxanne L Euben and Muhammad Qasim Zaman, Princeton Readings In Islamist Thought(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2009), 158]  [15:  Fattah, Moataz A "Islam and Politics in the Middle East." In The Oxford Handbook of Islam and
Politics. Oxford Islamic Studies Online,
http://www.oxfordislamicstudies.com/article/opr/t9001/e042 (accessed Dec 11, 2018).] 

1. The condemnation of monarchy
2. The Qurʿān and Sunna contain ‘all the laws and principles’ needed by men
3. The opposition to foreign ideas and political doctrines.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 208] 

1980s - Political Opportunism:  The American Hostage Crisis (1980) and the war with Iraq provided adequate cover for violent Islamists to crush descent from socialists and nationalists from within opposition ranks. The fighting, both within and without, only serving to strengthen the Islamizing nature of the revolution.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Hamid Dabashi, Shi'ism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 275 - 276] 

Veil
The veil became a key political battleground. Traditionalists vying to maintain minimal status and public participation for women. Global cosmopolitanism calling for women to throw off the veil and be politically active. As far back as 1948, Khalesi published his treatise on veiling which attempted to steer a course between these two extremes.[footnoteRef:18] Debates over the veil remain in Iran to the present day. It has now garnered global attention thanks to the #mystealthyfreedom social media movement. It encourages Iranian women to take part in acts of political disobedience by posting images whilst unveiled.[footnoteRef:19]   [18:  Hamid Dabashi, Shi'ism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2012), 266]  [19:  Masīḥ ʻAlīʹnizhād and Kambiz Foroohar, The Wind In My Hair - My Fight For Freedom In Modern Iran (London: Virago, 2018), 10] 

Conclusion - Real Political Change?
The recent Arab Spring and its profound political upheaval provided the opportunity for Iran to extend its influence in Arab countries. Although the uprising in Iran was quashed, its Islamist ideology failed to provide a model to other Arab states.[footnoteRef:20]The shortcoming of the many ideologies that have tried to shape Iran’s political past lays in their universal appeal to the founding texts of Islam as a ready-made answer to all its difficulties.[footnoteRef:21] For the Iranian economist and politician Bani Sadr, the aim of an Islamic government is to stop individuals or groups dominating power, to challenge the centralization of power, and to prevent that state acting as an oppressor. Islamic thought may have enabled a revolution in Iran but failed in creating new institutions capable of realising Sadr’s vision.[footnoteRef:22]  [20:  Tarek Osman, Islamism (New Haven: Yale, 2016), 215 - 216]  [21:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 203]  [22:  Nikki R Keddie and Yann Richard, Modern Iran (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 2006), 228 -229] 
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