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Introduction

The Islamic Republic of Iran stands as one of the world’s most distinctive political
systems, forged by revolution and sustained by a unique melding of theocracy and
republican elements. Since the seismic events of the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iranian
politics has defied simple characterization. It embodies the aspiration of a religious
state guided by Islamic law, yet it also retains features of popular sovereignty, such as
regular elections and parliamentary debate. This uneasy coexistence not only shapes
the day-to-day realities of governance but also profoundly impacts the lives of over
eighty million Iranians.

At the center of Iran’s political architecture lies the principle of velayat-e faqih, or
Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist, a concept that grants sweeping authority to the
Supreme Leader, a religious figure charged with ensuring the country’s fidelity to
Islamic values. This role is unmatched in other modern nation-states, creating a
dynamic in which elected officials—from the president to members of
parliament—operate under the watchful gaze of clerical institutions. These overlapping
spheres of influence often set the stage for tension between popular demands and the
priorities of religious oversight.

Despite the presence of regular elections and a vibrant culture of public debate, the
political system in Iran is not fully open. Candidates for key offices must undergo
stringent vetting by the Guardian Council, and unelected bodies frequently wield
authority that overshadows that of democratically chosen officials. The Iranian
judiciary, also deeply connected to the Supreme Leader, interprets and enforces laws
based on Islamic principles, influencing issues from individual rights to the conduct of
political life. Political parties exist, but in practice are often overshadowed by loose
factions that compete within narrow boundaries established by the state.

Iran’s politics cannot be understood without considering the broader social and
regional context. The country’s position at the crossroads of the Middle East, Central
Asia, and the Persian Gulf, as well as its complex relationships with global powers,
influence both domestic priorities and foreign policy strategies. Internally, questions of
economic management, social change, the rights of minorities, and the participation of
women add further layers to the nation’s political tapestry. The ongoing tension
between demands for reform and the imperatives of ideological purity remains a
defining feature of the Islamic Republic’s modern experience.

This book aims to provide readers with a comprehensive guide to Iran’s political

system: its origins, institutions, and key dynamics. Through an exploration of its
constitutional framework, the role of both elected and unelected bodies, the military

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

and security apparatus, and the nature of political competition, we seek to illuminate
the unique logic that drives Iranian politics. Additionally, by examining the broader
issues of human rights, civil society, and Iran’s role on the world stage, the chapters
ahead endeavor to offer a nuanced understanding of a system that continues to shape
headlines and historical currents.

Ultimately, grasping the politics of Iran is essential not only for students of
international relations and Middle Eastern studies but for anyone seeking to
understand a nation whose influence extends far beyond its borders. As Iran navigates
a rapidly changing world—grappling with internal pressures and external challenges
alike—understanding its political system is key to anticipating both its actions and its
aspirations.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Context: From
Monarchy to Revolution

To truly understand the political landscape of the Islamic Republic of Iran, one must
first journey back through centuries of its rich and complex history. Iran, or Persia as it
was historically known, boasts a monarchical tradition stretching back millennia.
Dynasties rose and fell, empires expanded and contracted, but the institution of the
monarchy remained a constant, shaping the national identity and political structure.
This long history of centralized rule, while punctuated by periods of instability and
foreign intervention, laid some of the groundwork for the strong state that would
eventually emerge.

The Qajar dynasty, which ruled Iran from the late 18th century until 1925, marked a
significant period of transition. While they reunited much of the territory after a period
of fragmentation, the Qajars faced increasing pressure from external powers,
particularly Britain and Russia, who vied for influence in the region. This era saw Iran
cede significant territory and become entangled in a web of foreign concessions and
economic vulnerabilities.

Domestically, the Qajar period was characterized by a weakening central authority and
growing discontent among various segments of society. Economic hardship, coupled
with the perception of the monarchy's subservience to foreign interests, fueled calls
for reform. This culminated in the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911, a pivotal
moment that sought to limit the absolute power of the Shah and establish a
parliamentary system, the Majlis. While the revolution introduced the concept of a
constitutional monarchy and a legislative body, its reforms were often undermined by
both internal power struggles and foreign interference.

The instability of the late Qajar era, marked by political disarray and regional
fragmentation, paved the way for the rise of Reza Khan, a military officer who seized
power in a 1921 coup. In 1925, the Majlis formally ended the Qajar dynasty and
proclaimed Reza Khan as the new Shah, founding the Pahlavi dynasty. Reza Shah, as
he became known, embarked on an ambitious program of modernization and
centralization, aiming to transform Iran into a modern, secular state.

Reza Shah's modernization drive included significant reforms in areas such as the
military, education, and the judiciary, often at the expense of the influence of the
religious clergy. He sought to create a strong, centralized bureaucracy and a modern
army. However, his rule was also marked by an authoritarian approach and a
suppression of political freedoms. Despite the push for Westernization and
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industrialization, these rapid changes and the autocratic nature of his rule sowed
seeds of discontent among various groups.

In 1941, amidst the complexities of World War Il, Reza Shah was forced to abdicate by
the Allied powers, who viewed him with suspicion. His son, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi,
ascended to the throne. The early years of Mohammad Reza Shah's reign saw a period
of more open political activity, but this was soon challenged by a growing nationalist
movement.

A key figure during this time was Mohammad Mossadegh, a fervent nationalist who
became prime minister in 1951. Mossadegh spearheaded the movement to nationalize
Iran's oil industry, which had been largely controlled by the Anglo-lranian Oil Company
(AlIOC), a British company. This move was immensely popular in Iran, seen as a crucial
step towards regaining control of the nation's resources and asserting sovereignty
after years of foreign exploitation.

The nationalization of the oil industry led to a major crisis with Britain, which imposed
an embargo on Iranian oil. The ensuing political struggle saw a power struggle
between the Shah and Mossadegh, with Mossadegh gaining significant popular
support. However, the situation escalated, and in 1953, a coup d'état orchestrated by
the United States and Britain overthrew Mossadegh's government and restored the
Shah to full power. This event had profound and lasting consequences, reinforcing the
perception among many Iranians of foreign interference in their internal affairs.

With Mossadegh removed, the Shah consolidated his power, and Iran became a close
ally of the United States during the Cold War. Mohammad Reza Shah continued his
father's modernization agenda, launching the "White Revolution" in 1963. This
ambitious program included land reform, aimed at redistributing land from large
landowners to peasants, as well as initiatives for literacy, healthcare, and the
enfranchisement of women.

The White Revolution brought about significant social and economic changes, leading
to rapid urbanization and a rise in per capita income fueled by increasing oil revenues.
However, the benefits of this modernization were not evenly distributed, leading to
growing disparities. Furthermore, the reforms challenged traditional power structures,
particularly the influence of the clergy and large landowners, generating opposition
from these groups.

The Shah's regime became increasingly autocratic and reliant on its security
apparatus, SAVAK, to suppress dissent. While the country experienced economic
growth, political participation was limited, and opposition parties were marginalized or
outlawed. This combination of rapid, uneven modernization, political repression, and
perceived foreign backing for the Shah created a fertile ground for discontent across
various segments of Iranian society - from the clergy and traditionalists to students
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and intellectuals, and also the urban poor and middle classes who felt left behind by
the economic developments. The stage was set for the dramatic events that would
unfold in 1978 and 1979.
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