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Introduction
Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini, commonly known as Ayatollah Khomeini, was one of the
most consequential figures of the twentieth century, a man whose vision and
determination irrevocably transformed the course of Iranian history and reverberated
across the globe. As the founder of the Islamic Republic of Iran and its first Supreme
Leader, Khomeini presided over a revolution that not only toppled a long-standing
monarchy but also heralded the dawn of the modern world’s first theocratic state led
by clerics. Yet, to reduce his story solely to the years of revolution and rule would be
to miss the depth and complexity of his formative experiences, inner convictions, and
ideological transformation over the decades.

Khomeini’s life journey began in the provincial town of Khomein, charted by early loss
and guided by a deep familial tradition of Shia Islamic scholarship. Orphaned as an
infant, he was shaped by adversity, which instilled in him a resilience and
independence that would characterize his future leadership. The roots of his
intellectual and spiritual outlook were laid in the seminaries of Arak and Qom, where
he immersed himself in Islamic jurisprudence, philosophy, and mysticism. It was here,
among the ancient schools and lively debates of Qom, that he acquired both his
religious authority and the pedagogical passion to mentor generations of students.

A teacher and scholar first, Khomeini’s gradual engagement with politics mirrored
Iran’s turbulent passage through modernity. The seismic shifts brought by the Pahlavi
monarchy’s push for secularization, Westernization, and centralized state control
impelled him to develop a radical critique of unchecked power and the erosion of
Islamic identity. His ideas began to coalesce around the groundbreaking doctrine of
Velayat-e Faqih, envisioning a society guided by religious jurists in the absence of the
infallible imam. Although at first his dissent took the form of religious admonition, over
time Khomeini emerged as a vocal and charismatic architect of Iran’s opposition
movement.

His rise from a scholar in Qom to the leader of an exiled revolutionary movement was
marked by a relentless commitment to his vision, enduring years in Turkey, Iraq, and
finally France, where the international spotlight allowed his message to reach a global
audience. Through the underground distribution of sermons, writings, and recorded
messages, Khomeini galvanized a broad coalition—students, merchants, clerics, and
workers—uniting them in opposition to the monarchy and fueling one of the world’s
most decisive popular revolutions. His return to Iran in February 1979 would forever
alter the nation’s destiny.

As Supreme Leader, Khomeini faced unprecedented challenges: internal power
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struggles, sectarian tensions, war with Iraq, economic hardship, and profound
international isolation. Yet his forceful personality, ideological clarity, and spiritual
authority enabled him to impose an Islamic order that persists today. He both inspired
devotion and provoked fierce criticism, hailed by his followers as a redeemer of Iran
and decried by his detractors as an authoritarian who imposed religious orthodoxy
with an iron hand.

This biography seeks to navigate the nuance and contradiction within Khomeini’s
legacy. It examines his evolution from orphaned child to revered marja‘, from
philosopher-mystic to political revolutionary, and from leader of resistance to head of
state. By understanding the personal, intellectual, and political forces that shaped him,
readers are offered deeper insight into not only the story of Ayatollah Khomeini but
also the tumultuous history of modern Iran and its ongoing struggle to balance faith,
power, and identity in a rapidly changing world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Roots: Family Lineage and Early Life
in Khomein
The story of Ruhollah Musavi Khomeini begins not in the bustling centers of power or
grand seminaries of learning, but in the quiet heart of Khomein, a modest town
nestled within the fertile plains of Iran's central plateau. In the early years of the
twentieth century, Khomein, like countless other provincial towns across the vast
Qajar realm, lived by the rhythms of agriculture and tradition, its pulse steady and
seemingly untouched by the swirling currents of political change and encroaching
modernity that were beginning to stir the nation. It was a place where the authority of
the local landowners mingled with the deep-seated reverence for religious learning.

This was the world into which Ruhollah was born. The precise year of his birth is
sometimes cited as 1900, though the widely accepted date is September 24, 1902.
Regardless of the exact year, his arrival occurred during a period of relative calm for
the family, a brief respite before the storm of personal tragedy would irrevocably mark
his infancy and shape his path in ways he could never have foreseen. The family
name, Musavi, immediately indicated a lineage of distinction, signifying descent from
Musa al-Kadhim, the seventh Imam of Shia Islam, and thus, ultimately, from the
Prophet Muhammad himself. The title "Seyyed," which prefixed the names of the male
members of his family, reinforced this esteemed lineage, placing them within a
respected stratum of society.

Being a Seyyed carried not just social standing but also a certain expectation of piety
and leadership within the religious community. In Khomein, the Musavi family was not
merely respected; they were pillars of the local clerical class, a tradition that stretched
back generations. This was not a family defined by vast material wealth, but by the
rich inheritance of religious knowledge and the spiritual capital accrued over centuries
of devotion and study. Their home, while perhaps not grand, was a hub of learning and
religious observance, a place where the cadence of the Quran and the discussions of
Islamic law were as common as the daily routines of life.

The roots of this particular branch of the Musavi family traced back beyond the
borders of Persia. Ruhollah's grandfather, Seyyed Ahmad Musavi Hindi, had been born
in India before making the significant journey to Iran. The "Hindi" appendage to his
name served as a geographical marker, a reminder of the family's transnational
origins within the broader landscape of the Shia Muslim world. This movement was not
uncommon; there were historical and cultural links between the Shia communities of
Iran and the Indian subcontinent, with scholars and families sometimes moving
between the two regions. Seyyed Ahmad eventually settled in Khomein, establishing
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the family's presence there and laying the groundwork for his descendants' place in
the town's religious fabric.

Seyyed Ahmad’s son, Seyyed Mostafa Musavi, carried on the family tradition.
Ruhollah’s father was a respected cleric in Khomein, known for his piety and his
engagement with the local community's affairs. In towns like Khomein, clerics like
Seyyed Mostafa served as spiritual guides, legal arbitrators based on Islamic law,
educators, and often, advocates for the people against oppressive landlords or distant
government officials. Their influence was deeply woven into the social fabric, derived
from their religious authority and their intimate understanding of local customs and
concerns.

Seyyed Mostafa was married to Hajar Aghazadeh, the daughter of a respected cleric
from the neighboring city of Hamadan. This marriage further cemented the family’s
ties within the wider clerical network of central Iran, linking Khomein to other centers
of religious learning and influence. Hajar was a woman of piety and strength,
characteristics that she would need in abundance following the unimaginable tragedy
that was about to unfold. Together, Seyyed Mostafa and Hajar had several children,
creating a bustling, intellectually stimulating home environment where the youngest
son, Ruhollah, would spend his earliest, albeit tragically short, time under his father's
care.

Life in Khomein at the dawn of the 20th century was far from secure. Despite the
town's relative tranquility, the wider region, and indeed Iran as a whole, was
susceptible to the vagaries of tribal disputes, banditry, and the often-weak reach of
the central government. Justice could be arbitrary, and power was frequently asserted
through force rather than law. Seyyed Mostafa, as a respected figure and advocate,
may well have found himself entangled in disputes, either on behalf of his community
or due to his own status. The precise circumstances surrounding his death remain
somewhat debated, but the outcome was definitive and brutal.

In March 1903, a mere five months after Ruhollah's birth, Seyyed Mostafa Musavi was
murdered. The details passed down through family history and local accounts speak of
a journey, perhaps related to resolving a dispute or pursuing justice regarding a local
issue, that ended in violence. He was ambushed and killed while traveling on the road
between Khomein and the nearby city of Arak. This act was not merely a personal
tragedy for the Musavi family; it was a shock to the relatively stable world of Khomein,
underscoring the fragility of order even in seemingly peaceful rural areas.

The loss of Seyyed Mostafa cast a long shadow over the infant Ruhollah's life. He
would never know his father, experiencing his presence only through the stories and
memories preserved by his family. For Hajar Aghazadeh, the sudden murder of her
husband left her a widow with several young children to raise in a patriarchal society
where a woman’s security often depended on her male relatives. It was a profound
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test of resilience, one she met with the support of her family and, crucially, her sister,
Sahebeh.

Sahebeh, Ruhollah's aunt, stepped in to help care for the children and manage the
household. Together, Hajar and Sahebeh became the primary figures in Ruhollah’s
early life, providing him with care, guidance, and his first introduction to the principles
of his faith and the values of his lineage. Their home became his sanctuary, a place
where the memory of his father was honored and the foundations of his identity were
laid. They taught him the Quran, introduced him to basic religious practices, and
nurtured him through his formative years in Khomein.

Growing up in a household dominated by these two strong, pious women, young
Ruhollah would have absorbed lessons in fortitude, faith, and independence. The
absence of a father figure was a void, but the presence of a nurturing mother and aunt
provided stability and a grounding in the family's religious traditions. He would have
spent his earliest years exploring the alleys and courtyards of Khomein, perhaps
playing with siblings and cousins, experiencing the rhythm of life in a small Iranian
town, while the women in his life shielded him as best they could from the harsh
realities of the world outside their walls, including the one that had claimed his father.

This period, though marked by the foundational trauma of his father's death, was also
one of innocence and early learning. The gentle guidance of his mother and aunt
instilled in him a deep connection to his religious heritage and a sense of belonging
within the respected Musavi clan. They were his first teachers, his first protectors,
shaping his understanding of the world through the lens of faith and family resilience.

However, tragedy was not yet finished with young Ruhollah. The vulnerability of life in
early 20th-century Iran was starkly exposed by the devastating impact of disease.
Around 1918, when Ruhollah was approximately fifteen or sixteen years old, a severe
cholera epidemic swept through the region. This rampant illness, a common and
deadly threat in the era before modern sanitation and medicine, struck his family with
cruel efficiency.

Both his mother, Hajar Aghazadeh, and his aunt, Sahebeh, succumbed to the epidemic
within a short span of time. The loss of these two central figures, who had nurtured
and raised him for over a decade after his father’s murder, was a second, profound
blow. At an age when he was transitioning from boyhood to adolescence, Ruhollah was
left orphaned, stripped of the loving care and guidance that had been his anchor. This
double loss undoubtedly deepened the sense of early adversity and reliance on inner
strength that would become hallmarks of his character.

The death of Hajar and Sahebeh meant that the responsibility for Ruhollah's
upbringing now fell to his older brother, Seyyed Morteza. Seyyed Morteza was also
following the path of religious scholarship and would later become a respected cleric
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in his own right, known as Ayatollah Pasandideh. Taking in his younger brother, along
with other siblings, was a significant undertaking for Seyyed Morteza, demanding
maturity and responsibility beyond his years.

It was under Seyyed Morteza's guardianship that Ruhollah's path towards becoming a
prominent religious scholar would solidify. His brother ensured that he continued his
studies and provided him with the necessary support following the successive traumas
of losing both parents and the aunt who had stepped into a maternal role. The
Khomein household, though diminished by loss, remained a place focused on religious
education and the continuation of the family's scholarly legacy.

Thus, Ruhollah’s very earliest years in Khomein were characterized by a complex
interplay of esteemed heritage, early personal tragedy, and reliance on the remaining
family structure. Born into a lineage of Seyyeds and scholars, he was immediately
marked by a tradition of religious authority. Yet, the violent death of his father just
months after his birth, followed by the epidemic that claimed his mother and aunt
during his adolescence, instilled a harsh awareness of life's fragility and the necessity
of perseverance. These profound early experiences in the quiet town of Khomein laid
the psychological and emotional groundwork for the resilient, intensely focused
individual he would become, preparing him, perhaps unknowingly, for a life defined by
struggle, conviction, and revolutionary change. The lessons learned in that provincial
home, guided first by his mother and aunt, then by his older brother, about faith,
family, and survival, would echo throughout his long and impactful life.
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