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Iranian Islamic Modernities

MaSoud KaMali

Multiple Modernities

The resurgence of modernisation theory in post-WWII engaged many social scientists in 
an effort to plot the world’s development on a linear axis. Modernisation theorists tried 
to integrate different parts of their theory into a coherent theoretical system that would 
serve to explain, in Weberian tradition, the uniqueness of Western civilisation in contrast to 
other civilisations, in such cases as they recognised other societies as civilisations. They were 
generally West-centric intellectuals who saw the West as, in the words of Paul Valery, “the 
pearl of the globe” (Kingston-Mann Esther, 1999 : 3).
 
Such an effort to see the contemporary West as the goal of human history put the theoretical 
uniqueness and constitution of “the West” on the research agenda of many universities and 
research centres. The major body of research conducted by modernisation theorists was not 
concerned about the internal differences among western countries but rather what constituted 
an internally coherent ideal type of “the West” and focused on the differences between this 
and non-Western countries. The rather heterogeneous developments of Western countries, 
developmental patterns called the French model, English model, German model, Swedish 
model, and so forth, were not the main subject of research or interest in a world where the 
narcissistic and capitalistic West was facing its rival, the “Socialist World”. The socialist world 
was considered the Eastern enemy and, as such, non-modern. The fact that the “communist 
enemies” were as modern as the “Western capitalist friends” and that there hardly existed “a 
West” but rather several Western patterns of socioeconomic and cultural developments was 
neglected in the comparative research based on the modernisation theory model. 
 
These theorists promoted the universalism of the Western experiment and saw it as a 
blueprint for non-Western countries to follow. This formed part of the post-colonial world’s, 
and the former “colonialists”, attitudes towards “the rest”. Many evolutionist social theorists, 
and in particular sociologists, tried to present it as the only way towards a lasting system for 
all human societies and thus the ultimate goal of history. It is not only classical modernist 
theorists such as Hegel, Spencer, Marx, and Weber, who believed in the triumph of modern 
“reason in History”, but contemporary sociologists, such as Francis Fukuyama and his ideas 
about “The End of History”, Anthony Giddens “Modernity as our destiny”, and others, such as 
Habermas and Beck who believed, and still believe, that this modernity is the final solution to 
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human problems. The only variety that some of these scholars, such as Habermas and Beck, 
could accept as part of the global modernity project were capitalist or socialist modernities. 
This is still the problem of biased assumption regarding the “uniqueness” of the “West” and 
the West-centric understanding of modern(isation’s) history.  
 
The newly established concept of multiple modernities indicates that the features and 
forces of modernity can potentially be received and developed in different ways in different 
countries. Furthermore, the assumption that modernity has an entirely European origin is not 
reconcilable with historical developments. For instance conscription, which was developed in 
Europe both by French and English governments, is an Ottoman invention which existed long 
before Europe in the Ottoman Empire (Kamali 2006). Or the so well-admired freedom of 
religion, also an Islamic phenomenon. Freedom of religion has been a part of Islamic models 
of governance both in the Ottoman and Persian empires. Bazaars in Muslim countries have 
been at the heart of pre-modern and in many cases of the modern cities. Many features of 
the modern capitalist economy were part of Muslim cities and framed the life of Muslim 
individuals. In addition, the businessmen of the bazaar have not been exclusively Muslims, 
Jews have also been and still are, in countries such as Iran, a part of the bazaar. Contrary to 
the classics of social sciences modernity was not been an exclusively western invention, but 
has had non-western features and forces.
 
A theoretical perspective of multiple modernities should play up divergence and heterogeneity 
rather than homogeneity, and therefore must be a challenge to any simple dualistic, and (in 
relation to each other) paradoxical, models, such as Occident / Orient, modern / traditional, 
gemenschaft / geselschaft, Christian / Muslim, and universal / particular.  Alongside this, it must 
also challenge the generalising concepts of Otherisation, such as the holistic imagination of 
the existence of a simple and homogeneous “Muslim World” or the claimed lack of civil 
society in the “Muslim World”. This conjectural method of Otherising Muslims and Muslim 
societies seems to be experiencing a revival in the post-September 11th 2001 political arena, 
in the form of the “new Orientalism”. 

Iranian Modernities
 
Iran has gone through several modernisations periods with different modernising actors. 
During the reign of Qajar dynasty (1795 – 1925) several statesmen introduced modernisation 
programmes, such as the establishment of new industries, reformation of the army and 
the bureaucratic system, the establishment of modern school system, the reformation and 
modernisation of the financial system, and many attempts to reform the corrupted monarchy. 
One of the most important movements during the reign of the Qajars was the constitutional 
movement and revolution (1905 – 1909) by which a democratic constitutional regime replaced 
the monarchy dictatorship and introduced many modern reforms. However, one can not see 
the modernisation programmes during the Qajars as one homogeneous modernity, but as 
different understandings of modernity and consequently different programmes. Meanwhile 
some of the Qajar statesmen, such as Abbas Mirza (d. 1833) in early nineteenth century, 
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wanted to copy some of the modern institutions of England, France or / and Belgium, others, 
such as Amir Kabir, who was Prime Minister in 1848-1851, had the intention to modernise 
the country from within by providing governmental support to national manufactures. 
 
The constitutional modernity started in 1905 was mainly political. Constitutionalism, 
establishment of new parties, the conflicts and cooperation between political rivals, such as 
the monarch, the parliament, socialists mainly gathered in the Social Democratic party (Hezb-
e ejtemaiyon va amiyon), and Muslim leaders, who played a central role in the Constitutional 
Revolution, militant secularists, and the armed force of the Cossack Brigade). These groups 
disputed over which model of modernity should be established in Iran. While some advocated 
a completely liberal and secular regime, socialists intended to establish a socialist regime, and 
some other liberals claimed an Islamic modernity in which Islam and Muslim leaders play a 
role. The situation was worsened by the interventions of the English and Russians, which 
led to the military coup of 1922 led by the commander of the Cossack Brigade, Reza Khan 
Pahlavi, which turned down the Qajar dynasty and established the monarchy of Pahlavis 
(1924 – 1979).
 
The Pahlavis’ modernisation programmes are among the most lasting and thoroughgoing 
changes in the modern history of Iran. The first Pahlavi, Reza Shah (1924 – 1941) introduced 
several modernisation programmes such as the creation of new industries, a modern and 
permanent army, a modern educational system, emancipation of women for participation 
in educational system, labor market and social life, the establishment of a modern health 
care system, the construction of a modern infrastructure for communication and trade, 
and security for citizens. He changed the traditional relations with “Old colonial Europe” of 
England, Russia and France and approached the “New Europe” of Germany. England and 
Russia took this as an excuse for military intervention in Iran, leading to the replacement of 
Reza Shah with his son Muhammad Reza Shah (1941 – 1979). His first decade in Power was 
marked by the weakness of the central government and the establishment of democratic 
governments. The coinciding period of modernisation (1941 – 1953) was mainly political. 
Many political parities and groups could mobilise new classes which were mainly created by 
Reza Shah’s reforms and struggled for seizure of the political power. The Premiership of the 
liberal nationalist leader of the National Front of Iran (NFI) Muhammad Mosaddeq in 1951 
and the nationalisation of oil industries went against the imperialist interests of the USA and 
England who in accordance with their post-colonial programmes and intentions launched a 
military coup against the democratic government of Mosaddeq in 1953. This led in the arrest 
and execution of many political leaders and the establishment of the Shah’s long standing 
dictatorship.
 
Political stability and the support of the USA for Shah’s regime provided an auspicious 
situation for the start of many rapid modernisation programmes that can best be called 
the westernisation of the country. Rapid modernisation, the lack of democratic participation 
of people, mass movement of lower-rank people from rural areas to the cities, a growing 
urban population, and the creation of shanty towns in major cities led to social and political 
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mobilisation against Shah that resulted in the Islamic Revolution of 1977-1979 (Kamali, 1998, 
2001, 2006).  
 
The political victory of the 1979 revolution brought to power a revolutionary, though 
provisional, government led by the liberal Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan. The new 
government was strongly under the influence of the charismatic leader of the revolution, 
Ayatollah Khomeini. However, many of the members of the new government belonged to 
different political parties and organisations and had their own models for the establishment 
of a new system. On the other hand, there were other influential groups who were not 
directly members of the new government, but part of the new revolutionary leadership, with 
their own paramilitary groups gathered in Revolutionary Committees (Komite-haye enghelab) 
and Revolutionary Guards (Sepahe pasdarane enghelabe eslami). These groups’ plans and 
models for replacement of the anciene regime will be discussed later. In order to provide 
a comprehensive presentation of modernisation projects that the Islamic Republic of Iran 
introduced and the challenges to different modernisation programmes that form today’s Iran, 
we have to start by a short historical overview of post-World War II modernities in Iran.

Iranian Islamic Modernities
 
Islam and Islamic groups with different worldviews and interpretations of Islam have always 
been part of modernisation discourse in Iran. I have elsewhere discussed that the established 
colonial understanding of an incompatibility between Islam and democracy and “modernity” 
is a false theory generated by west-centric social scientists. The belief in the uniqueness of the 
West is nothing but an illusion. This “great illusion” has dominated social sciences for a long 
time and misled many researchers who were investigating the differences between “west 
and the rest”, in particular between the imagined “unique West” and the imagined “Muslim 
World” (Kamali, 1998, 2001, 2006). 
 
The modern history of Iran including the Constitutional Revolution (1905 – 1909), Liberal 
nationalist movement of 1940s, and the Islamic Revolution (1907 – 1909) witnessed the active 
participation of groups with Islamic beliefs in modernisation movements and developments in 
Iran (Algar, 1969 ; Arjomand 1984, 1988 ; Kamali, 1998, 2006).
 
One of the most important properties of modern sociopolitical movements in Iran has been 
the centrality of the relationship between the Ulama (religious scholars and leaders) and 
bazaris (merchants and guilds who gathered in bazaars of Iranian cities). Historically, bazaris 
needed the ulama for legitimisation of their businesses and activities and the ulama needed 
bazaris’ economic support for their religious activities (Arjomand, 1984 ; Kamali 1998). 
However, the economic interests of bazaris have not always been in line with the interests 
of the ulama. The capitalist modern changes that included the engagement of bazaars (the 
traditional economic centre of each Islamic city) with the world capitalist system created a 
situation for bazaris that needed new orientations and strategies. Paradoxically this brought 
the bazaris and the ulama closer in some cases and increased the gap between them in 
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others.  As the modern political scene became more complicated, the relationship between 
the bazaris and the ulama became even more differentiated. 
 
The political events during the reign of the liberal government of Muhammad Mosaddeq 
(1951 – 1953) witnessed such changes in the position of the bazaar in relation to the ulama. 
Although the most influential member of the ulama, Ayatollah Kashani, participated in 
the modern political struggles during the democratic period of 1941 – 1953, he opposed 
Mosaddeq in 1952. The bazaris did not support Kashani in his opposition. When Mosaddeq 
presented a bill to the Majlis concerning the increase of the legal authority of the prime 
minister and the opposition in Majlis managed to stop him, the bazaar of Tehran arranged 
large demonstrations supporting Mosaddeq (Azimi, 1989 : 189). In the face of the more 
complicated society of modern Iran, the indigenous civil society of Iran, based on the close 
relationship between the bazaars and the ulama, started to lose ground. The ulama faced new 
challenges from both the more liberal Muslim leaders such as Mosaddeq and more radical 
young groups, such as Fadaiyan-e islam (Islamic warriors).  
 
The democratic period of 1941 – 1953 challenged the traditional Shia doctrine of divided 
authority between the indigenous civil society and the state. Even those from the ulama 
who had decided to participate in modern civil society had to consider the multiplicity of the 
structure of authority in contemporary Iran. The authority was divided among three main 
actors, namely the government, the Shah, and the Majlis. Hence, the complexity of the new 
socio-political reality, and the absence of a new theological justification for the role of the 
ulama in the new society, left the political sphere to the new political groups such as liberals, 
nationalists, religious radical fanatics, and communists. It did not, however, mean that the 
clergy left the political arena. Some of the ulama participated in the democratic challenges 
to restore the Constitution. Some more radical religious groups, such as Fadaiyan-e Islam, 
used violence against the political and cultural elites as a political means for influencing the 
course of politics. Other religious radicals, meanwhile, such as Mahmoud Taleqani and the 
Society of Muslim Warriors, enjoined the NFI. This meant that the new socio-political mosaic 
of Iran could not be simplified by the traditional categories used by the ulama to justify their 
authority in modern society.  
 
Although clergy had participated in modern movements and modern ideological and 
theological challenges since seventeenth century, two periods of Iranian modern history were 
more crucial for clergy’s theological modernisation. The first period was the years of civil war 
on constitutionalism between 1906 and 1909. The military coup of Muhammad Ali Shah, 
supported by foreign powers, and the overthrow of the constitutional government led to 
a bloody civil war in young constitutional Iran. During this period some of the prominent 
ulama, such as Ayatollah Hai’ri, Ayatollah Tabatabai and Ayatollah Behbahani, participated in 
the struggle against anti-constitutionalists led by Muhammad Ali Shah by providing theological 
justification for constitutionalism. On the other hand, there were some of the ulama, such 
as Ayatollah Nouri, who opposed constitutionalism. The prominence of the constitutionalist 
ulama and their popularity, and theological justification of constitutionalism, isolated the 
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anti-constitutional and conservative ulama. Ayatollah Nouri was arrested by the victorious 
constitutionalists and executed after the victory of constitutionalist forces in 1909. The second 
period was the years of the re-establishment of democracy between 1941 and 1953. The 
main actors of this period were Jenhe-ye azadi-ye iran (National Front of Iran, NFI), under the 
leadership of Muhammad Mosaddeq, and the communist, pro-Soviet Tudeh Party. 
 
Some of the leading Ulama, such as Shari’at Sangilaji (1890 – 1943) criticised some clergy 
for being backward, conservative, and harming Islam. He believed that Islam and modernity 
are compatible and that the established ulama opposed to this are a danger for Islam. The 
internal conflicts of the ulama and the rapid development of the country and the appearance 
of new social groups, such as urban middle and the working classes and new leftist ideologies, 
together with new alliances between the bazaars and the nationalist and democratic groups, 
gathered in the NFI, marginalised the ulama in the political scene of the 1940s and early 
1950s. This was also due to prominent ulama, such as Ayatollah Boroujerdi, prohibiting the 
ulama from participation in the “dirty matter of politics”. This set the stage for radical changes 
among religious groups in Iranian society. The ulama faced a new powerful non-clerical group 
of young and radical groups with Islamic worldviews which propagated radical revolutionary 
changes in society. 
 
The democratic period of 1941 – 1953 witnessed the rapid differentiation of the Iranian polity. 
Many new groups and parties claimed legitimacy based on new political ideas and ideologies. 
Liberals, nationalists, republicans, conservatives, royalists, communists, radical youth religious 
groups, and the ulama were among the most active groups of the time. The increasing 
conflicts in the opposition to the Shah, in particular the conflict between Liberal nationalists 
gathered in the NFI under the leadership of Prime Minister Mosaddeq on the one side, and 
some religious groups by the leadership of ayatollah Kashani and the pro-Soviet communist 
Tudeh party on the other side, paved the way for the Military coup of the summer of 1953. 
Shah succeeded to regain the political control by the American-supported military coup 
of 1953. Mosaddeq was imprisoned and many other political activists were arrested and 
executed.
 
The period after the coup of 1953 until the victory of the Islamic revolution of 1979 was mainly 
devoted to many socioeconomic modernisation reforms which in its main structure followed 
the reforms of Reza Shah (1924 – 1941). The new Shah, Muhammad Reza, continued his 
father’s economic policy in “destroying the social power of the ulama”, namely the traditional 
sectors of society. Many of the ulama’s sources of income, such as vaqf properties, came 
under state control. The traditional allies of the ulama, such as the bazaris, also remained 
subject to state pressure, the state wishing to destroy their socioeconomic power. The Shah 
explicitly spelt out his intentions for reducing the position of bazaars in the society through 
economic development. He believed that the bazaris were a fanatic lot, highly resistant to 
change because their locations afford a lucrative monopoly (Milani, 1994 : 63).
 
Not only the bazaris, but also the ulama faced a decrease in both number and importance. 
During the period 1960 to 1968, the number of madrasahs dwindled from 252 to 138 ; the 
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number of tullab (religious students) was reduced, from 14419 to 7482 (Akhavi, 1980 : 187) 
The clergy felt that they were slowly losing their influence in one of the only spheres of public 
life in which the regime had permitted them to continue to be active: religious education. 
The Shah’s reforms and political attacks succeeded in undermining both their position and 
influence in Iranian society. The Shah accomplished the conversion of the ulama into a 
déclassé stratum (Ibid, 132). 
 
Some of the ulama did not remain silent. The death in 1962 of ayatollah Brujerdi, the most 
prominent ulama in the country, inspired many radical ulama, such as his student, ayatollah 
Khomeini, to break their silence and engage in open political activities. The defeat of the 
revolt of 1963, led by Khomeini, made it more obvious to the ulama that their hegemony 
in the Iranian polity was broken and that they never could win any political victory without 
cooperation with other political and socioeconomic groups in society. Their traditional allies, 
the bazaris, were not as significant as they were in pre-Pahlavi period. New modern middle 
classes, radical non-clergy groups, nationalists, and liberals were also significant. The NFI 
and later Jebhe-ye azadi-ye iran (Liberation Movement of Iran, LMI) by the leadership of 
Mehdi Bazargan, who became the first Prime Minister of the Islamic Republic, were attractive 
alternatives to the bazaris.
 
Many religious modernists, such as Ali Shariati, by criticising the conservative ulama and 
formulating modern interpretations of Islam attracted many students and modern urban 
groups. His critical view on the conservative ulama that was presented in his lectures in the 
Islamic centre of Huseyniyeh ershad and his famous book Mazhab alayhe mazhab (Shari’ati, 
1378 / 1999) was well accepted by young Muslim students and other modern Islamic groups. 
Others, such as Ayatollah Taleqani (1910 – 1979) and Mehdi Bazargan (1907 – 1995) were 
more attractive to the young generation than conservative ulama. Religious modernists 
understood the spirit of the time and tried to establish new institutions to compete with 
traditional religious foundations such as Hozeye Elmiye-ye Qum and other traditional religious 
centres. 

Establishment of a non-cleric religio-political front
 
The decrease in the influence of the ulama led to new groups that came to play significant 
roles in the course of the modern Islamic movements, Islamic revolution and its aftermath 
in Iran. Among these were the LMI, the Muslim Student Associations, Islamic associations 
of engineers, physicians, and teachers, Muhammad Taqi Shariati’s Mashad-based Center for 
the Propagation of Islamic Truth, and several other groups, about thirteen in total (Chehabi, 
1990 : 155). These groups arose almost simultaneously and created new non-cleric religio-
political spheres in Iranian politics. 
 
Among the non-cleric ideologists of the Islamic modernism was Ali Shari’ati (1933 – 1977), 
who had studied sociology at Sorbonne University in the 1960s. He was highly influenced 
by the student revolts and the liberation movement in Algeria on the one hand, and the 
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theories and ideas of Jean-Paul Sartre and Frantz Fanon, on the other (Kamali, 1998). Shari’ati 
was a founder, and one of the most famous members, of the “Huseyniyeh Ershad” – a 
centre for modern religious propaganda away from the geographic locations of madrasahs 
and mosques. 
 
Many prominent bazaris, such as Muhammad Humayun, a prominent wealthy merchant, were 
the traditional allies of the ulama and helped in establishment of the Huseyniyeh. However it 
was not only non-cleric religious modernists who participated in the founding and activities 
of the Huseynieh, but also intellectual ulama, such as Ayatollah Mutahhari, Ayatollah Beheshti, 
Hojjatoleslam Rafsanjani, and Hojjatoleslam Bahonar, who were in close connection with 
Khomeini, and were part of the people participating in Huseyniyeh’s activities. This group of 
intellectual ulama came to play key roles and occupy major positions in the Islamic Republic. 
The location of the Huseyniyeh in the modern part of Northern Tehran, Qolhak, symbolised 
the differences between Islamic modernism, and religio-political subjects and issues discussed 
in this modern institute, and the conservative Islam, and the traditional religious sermons 
presented in the mosques situated in the traditional part of the city. 
 
Although Shari’ati’s lectures at Huseyniyeh were among the most critical of both the Shah 
and the ulama establishment, and many of the ulama including one of those engaging in the 
Huseyniyeh, Ayatollah Mutahhari, tried to convince Khomeini to issue a fatva against Shari’ati, 
he rejected this and remained neutral to the Hosseyniyeh and Shari’ati. Khomeini from his 
exile in Iraq was very well aware of the influence of Shari’ati among young radical religious 
groups and university students. Khomeini himself was formulating a new Shia doctrine and 
knew that many conservative ulama were critical of his so called bed’at (revision in religion) 
with new ideas. However, he reminds the exiled-link between the conservative ulama and 
the new radical religious groups. 
 
Another non-cleric young religious group gathered in Sazeman-e mojahedin-e khalq (The 
organisation of the devotees of people), who were called by the Shah as “Islamic Marxists”. 
This group chose the armed struggle as the only legitimate way of changing the Shah’s 
regime and establishing an “Islamic classless society”. Mojahedin-e Khalq had also tried to gain 
Khomeini’s support for their armed struggle against the Shah, but failed. Once again, Khomeini 
as an experienced political leader rejected to take party for or against one political group in 
order to not loosing any group’s support of him. 

The Islamic Revolution and Islamic Modernisations
 
One of the main reasons behind the victory of the Islamic revolution of Iran in 1979 was the 
clever leadership of Khomeini who, as an experienced politician, propagated “cooperation” 
and “unity” among all oppositional groups, including the leftists. Many unsuccessful uprising 
against, and the brutality of, the Shah’s regime and the intact political and military support of 
the “western” countries of his regime, forced both the liberals and the non-clerics as well 
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as the leftists to gather under the leadership of Khomeini in the course of the revolution 
(1977 – 1979). 
 
Like all other modern revolutions, the religious leadership of the Islamic Revolution believed 
in primacy of politics for changing the ancien régime. Primacy of politics and the seizure of the 
state power by the ulama were completely new in Shia religio-political doctrine (Arjomand, 
1984; Kamali, 1998, 2001). Khomeini’s theory of Velayat-e faqih (Vicegerence of the Islamic 
jurists) legitimated ulama’s seizure of the political power and their participation in the state. 
The struggle over the conditions and terms of participation of the ulama in the political 
system of the country after the overthrow of the monarchy was a mater of controversy 
not only in the rank of the ulama, but also among many groups that supported the religious 
leadership of the Revolution. 
 
The immediate political formation was a compromise between liberals, non-cleric religious 
intellectuals, nationalists and the radical ulama. The negotiations of Paris, where Khomeini 
resided a few months before moving to Iran in February 1979, between radical clergy and 
non-cleric Muslim intellectuals resulted in the appointment of the liberal leader of the LMI, 
Mehdi Bazargan, as the head of the provisional revolutionary government. A few weeks later, 
he became the first prime minister of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Liberals, nationalist and non-
cleric religious modernists dominated the government of Bazargan. The liberal government 
of Bazargan had to face a bigger challenge than the Shah. The ulama by the leadership of 
Khomeini and a strong popular support, as well as armed by a revolutionary interpretation of 
Shiism crystallised in the theory of Velayat-e faqih, had no plans to get back to madrasahs or 
mosques. They wanted to remain the head of the post-revolutionary political system. They 
had a modern zeal, namely to use the political power to reorganise society according to their 
understanding of a good society.
 
The victory of the revolution of 1977 – 1979 was a result of the cooperation between the 
indigenous civil society, the westernised civil society, and the bazaar. The radical ulama with 
the leadership of Khomeini succeeded to seize the leadership of the movement against the 
Shah and launch a radical alternative in the movement against the Shah. Although many 
decades of rapid modernisation and socioeconomic reforms that were aimed at eliminating 
the power of the ulama, the radical ulama showed that they are still a power factor in Iranian 
society. This was partly due to the Shah’s rapid modernisation that created a relatively large 
group of marginalised people who had left their traditional rural milieus and moved to large 
cities after a better life. The disadvantaged groups could be mobilised by Khomeini and other 
radical clergy and became the main “army” of the revolution. 

This unconditional support for the religious leadership of the revolution was, however, an 
exception. During the course of the revolution many other groups, such as liberals, bazaris, 
and urban middle classes, who actively participated in the protests against the Shah, were in 
a permanent negotiation with Khomeini and other radical ulama. This resulted for instance in 
the establishment of the Islamic Republic instead of Khomeini’s demand for an “Islamic state”, 
as well as the establishment of the liberal government of Bazargan. The ulama who always 
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were one of the most powerful group against the idea of republicanism in Iranian modern 
history, accepted this liberal demand as a matter of Real Politic.

Elimination of the dualism between civil society and state
 
The victory of the revolution in February 1979 and the widespread popular support for the 
leadership of the Revolution gave the radical ulama and other clergies an opportunity to 
establish an alternative Islamic modernisation to contrast with “westernisation”. The famous 
slogan of the revolution, “no eastern, no western, Islamic republic” is a good illustration of the 
tension between radical clergy and other groups participating in the revolution. They declared 
an Islamic modernisation alternative to both the western liberal and conservative ones on 
the one side, and the socialist and communist ones, on the other. Many Islamic groups and 
scholars, such as Shariati, Taleqani, Bazargan and Khomeini discussed and presented Islamic 
political and economic alternatives to other modernisation programmes. 

However, like all other revolutions, the political groups, parties and organisations participating 
had no a single homogenous understanding of the new society. From the day after the victory 
of the revolution, a struggle began over the definition of the new regime. Liberals with the 
leadership of the Prime Minister Bazargan claimed a symbolic change in the notion of “Islamic 
Republic”. Before the referendum for the change of the old regime and the establishment 
of the new one, Bazargan demanded that the name of the Republic should be “The Islamic 
Democratic Republic of Iran”. This was challenged by Khomeini and other radical clergy 
who did not allowed the notion of “democratic” associated with both leftist socialists and 
the  westernised liberals to be added to the “independent” name of the “Islamic Republic”. 
Khomeini and radical clergy did not want to make more compromises with the liberals and 
had other plans for the country. They had in mind a society where there was no duality of civil 
society and state, in line with the political model of the “socialist people’s republic”.1  
 
The provisional government of Bazargan tried to preserve and restore many of the old 
regime’s socioeconomic institutions and change and reform its political system. In other words, 
and in contrast to the radical clergy’s will, he had no intention to introduce revolutionary 
changes. As he said in an interview with the Iranian TV a few weeks after the victory of the 
Revolution, “we wanted rain, got inundation”. He and his liberal allies wanted to establish a 
liberal political and economic system combined with “Islamic values”, which in this case meant 
a kind of governmental support for internal production (soft nationalism) and redistribution of 
resources for establishing a welfare system. This first Islamic Bazarganian modernisation which 
had a long theoretical tradition in Iran with its roots in the national movements of 1941 – 1953 
was not long-standing. This modernisation collided with a new and revolutionary group’s 
revolutionary modernisation ideas inspired by radical socialist and nationalist revolutions.
 

1 The fascination of many leaders of the Islamic Republic of Iran in the political and economic model of China 
today is a continuation of such understanding of governance.
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The conflict between radical clergy’s zeal for the revolutionary change of Iranian society and the 
soft Islamic nationalism of the liberal government of Bazargan resulted in many confrontations 
between him and the leader of the Revolution, Khomeini. Bazargan had repeatedly and 
publicly complained about the intervention of clergy in general and of Khomeini in particular 
in the “affairs of government”. In November 1979 a group of students who supported what 
was called “the line of Imam” in Iranian politics, which meant the radical clergy and their 
revolutionary zeal, occupied the US embassy on Takht-e jamshid avenue in Tehran. This 
forced Bazargan to resign. The occupation of US embassy and the resignation of the liberal 
government of Bazargan put an end to a revolutionary period marked by the instability of 
government and the division of political power between the liberal government and radical 
clergy. The period of radical Islamic modernisation and reorganisation of society started.

Governmentalisation of society and socialisation of government  
 
The second period of Islamic modernisation started by monopolisation and homogenisation 
of state power. Radical clergy excluded liberals and later other groups such as the first 
president of the Republic, Abulhassan Banisadr from the political power. One of the major 
actions of radical clergy was to reinforce their authorities as the only legitimised political 
group which exclusive right to reign in an Islamic Republic, in accordance with Khomeini’s 
theory of Velayat-e faqih. One of the most attractive Islamic modern political doctrines in Iran, 
namely, Shariatism (followers of Shariati), was considered as competitor to the doctrine of 
Velayat-e faqih and should be excluded. Many radical clergy had a long-standing opposition to 
Shariati and his sever critics of the ulama. 

The first group of Shariati followers to be determinate was a group called Forghan, with 
strong aspiration for Shariati that started an armed struggle against “polluted ulama” by 
assassinating the commander in chief of the Islamic Republic. This gave the radical clergy the 
best reason to present Shariatism as a dangerous doctrine. Radical clergy, who controlled 
revolutionary courts and armed forces, such as revolutionary committees and revolutionary 
guards, succeeded to eliminate the group by arresting and executing almost all of them. 
Another rival Islamic revolutionary organisation was Mojahedin-e khalq-e Iran (The devotees 
of the Iranian people). The confrontation between the radical clergy and Mojahedin resulted 
in tens of thousands of death and jailed. The brutal attack on Mojahedin and other leftist 
organisations almost eliminated any form of internal opposition to the regime. Many were 
arrested, executed or imprisoned. Others left the country and choose a life in exile. In this 
period Para-military groups were effectively used by radical clergy to eliminate both the 
“liberal” Mojahedin-e khalq and the leftist “threat”.
 
The radical clergy created their own civil political organisations and parties in order to play 
a part even in civil society. One of the interesting modern institutions created by radical 
clergy was the establishment of a modern political party. Clerics led by Ayatollah Mohammad 
Beheshti established the Islamic Republican Party (IRP). The party emerged as the organ of 
the clerics around Khomeini and the major political organisation in the country. The bloody 
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confrontations which followed, resulting from radical clergy’s endeavors to homogenise and 
establish their monopoly over the political power, led to many deaths and executions. The 
political dictatorship and brutality was legitimised as necessary in a time of war with Iraq and 
other foreign threats. 

Establishment of “The Foundation for the Dispossessed”  
 
The seizure of power by the radical clergy created a unique situation in Iran’s modern history. 
The ulama and other clergy, who traditionally participated in social movements and revolutions 
but never claimed any direct participation in the organisation of country and its political 
system, were, for the first time, alone at the top of the political system and controlling state 
power. The revolutionary regime was ideologically committed to assist its major supporter, 
the “army of the revolution”, namely the dispossessed, who were addressed as Mostazafin 
(Kamali, 1998, 2001). The positive experience of the mobilisation of Mostazaf in by the radical 
clergy encouraged them to continue keep the Mostazafin in “the scene” for many reasons. 
Since the victory of the revolution the Mostazafin were used against many groups of Iranian 
westernised civil society. Mostazafin, as the radical clergy’s informal army, were organised 
by the radical clergy in new armed and formal organisations. Komitehaye enghelabe eslami 
(The Committees of the Islamic Revolution) were formed the days after the victory of the 
revolution and another more important armed force, namely Sepahe pasdarane enghelabe 
eslami (Revolutionary guards of the Islamic Revolution) was established in May 1979. Both 
Bazargan and the Republic’s first semi-liberal president, Abulhasan-e Banisadr, failed to put 
these uncontrolled armed forces under the control of the judiciary and government. 
 
In addition, in March 1979, by the direct order of Khomeini, Bonyad-e mostazafan (Foundation 
for the Dispossessed) was established. Among the Foundation’s first actions were the 
construction of elementary schools, bathhouses, and health clinics in villages and low-income 
urban areas and the emphasis on religious charitable giving to the poor. The new foundation 
in time came to be one of the largest conglomerates in the country, controlling hundreds 
of expropriated and nationalised factories, trading firms, farms, and apartment and office 
buildings, as well as two large newspaper chains. Another similar organisation named Jahad-
e Sazandegi (The Crusade for Reconstruction) was also established in June 1979. These 
organisations were to serve as the new regime’s platform, with economic capacity, for 
launching reforms. 
 
The semi-formal Bonyad-e mostazafan, with its enormous economic power, played a crucial 
role in the economic reform programmes of Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani (the president 
of the republic 1989 – 1997). Rafsanjani’s reform programmes were aimed at revitalising 
industries and the private sector. The fact that the presidency of Rafsanjani was limited 
in time and his reform programmes more lasting was one reasons for Rafsanjani’s more 
strategic cooperation with Bonyad-e mostazafan. This made the formation of one of the most 
important political organisation in the Islamic Republic, namely Sazandegan (Constructors) 
by Rafsanjani accurate. Rafsanjani used his influential position in the Islamic Republic to move 
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Iran from the state-controlled economy of the years of war with Iraq (1981 – 1989) to a more 
market-based system. 
 
Bonyad-e mostazafan became one of the most powerful economic actors to come out of the 
state with very good connections in and support from the government. It is a semi-formal 
organisation with many shares in different governmental and private economic projects and 
industries. For instance, it is one of the major owners of the Iranian telephone network 
Irancell.

Colonising civil society

The radical clergy was not only interested in homogenising and monopolising political power, 
but also in colonising civil society. The slogans such as creating “a twenty million army” 
of people by Khomeini, establishment of different Bonyads (Foundations), such as Bonyad-
e mostazafan, Bonyad-e shahid (Foundation of the martyrs), Bonyad-e janbazan-e enghlab-e 
eslami (Foundation of the veterans and disables of the Islamic revolution), Jahad-e sazandegi 
(The Crusade for reconstruction), Dafater-e imame jom’eh (The offices of the Friday prayers) 
and charity organisations and founds were among the attempts of the radical clergy to be a 
part of civil society and its organisations. During the first decade of the reign of the radical 
clergy the main characteristics of governance was based on mobilisation and participation of 
masses in politics (Bashiriyeh, 2002).
 
The Iraqi invasion provided the new regime another effective possibility to control its citizens. 
The war and the economic boycott of Iran by the USA and its allies forced the Iranian 
government to ration many basic foods and other commodities. Local mosques, Shovraha-
ye mahalli eslami (local Islamic associations), and small shops were entitled to distribute the 
rationed foods and basic commodities. These centres and shops became the governments 
extended arms for controlling citizens and in many cases were used by security forces for 
localising and arresting dissidents.
 
The radical clergy increased their political influence in society not only by direct participation 
in government, but also by organising themselves in civil religo-political organisations. One 
of the most important of these organisations was Jame’e-ye rohaniyat-e mobarez-e tehran 
(The association of struggling clergy of Tehran) which had been one of the most important 
religious organ in civil society that legitimised the Islamic government until 1987 when they 
started criticising some of the leaders of the Republic (Bashiriyeh, 2002 : 115).
 
The Islamic regime’s endeavors to eliminate the duality between civil society and state by 
colonising civil society resulted simultaneously in increasing competitions within the groups 
who controlled the government. The diversity of organisations supporting different persons 
in the leadership of the Republic and the alliances and compromises between different rival 
groups created many power centres as well as conflicts. One of the first and major internal 
conflicts emerged after the death of the charismatic leader of the revolution, ayatollah 
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Khomeini. Institutionalisation of “charismatic leadership” (see Weber, 1984) of Khomeini 
created competitions and disputes between two powerful men of the republic, Seyyed Ali 
Khamenei and Ali Akbar Rafsanjani. The conflict resulted in many compromises that led 
to the division of power between Khamenei, as the new righteous Rahbare Faqih (spiritual 
leader), and Rafsanjani, as the new president with extended power. The establishment of 
different power centres encouraged many other groups, both governmental and civil society 
groups, to form new political oppositional organisations. This led to creation of the most 
influential oppositional front, Jebhe-ye 2 khordad (The second khordad front) that brought the 
moderate Muhammad Khatami to power in 1997. 
 
One of the revolutionary values that are established in Iran is the tradition of modern political 
legitimacy. Although the Shia tradition of Velayat (vicegerency of the Hidden Imam), the new 
leader, the faqihs (Experts on Islamic jurisprudence) had to legitimise their leadership by the 
election. As Najafabadi puts it : “In the theory of Velayat-e faqih as the government of the 
righteous, the governance is a result of a contract between people and the religious leaders. 
It is only the faqihs who are entitled to govern, but they must be elected by the people” 
(Najafabadi, 1984). The institution of election and people’s support for the Islamic regime is 
crucial for the political legitimacy of the leaders. This is a problem for the spiritual leader, the 
faqih, Khamenei, when the election brings to power oppositional groups that want to limit his 
power in favor of other power centres, such as the parliament. 
 
The victory of Khatami increased the gap between different radical clergy groups and 
created three political parties in the state apparatus of the Islamic Republic. The first group is 
conservative clergy called Enhesartalaban (monopolists) led by the spiritual leader, Khamenei. 
The second group is led by Rafsanjani and is known as Sazandegan (constructors) with more 
pragmatic worldview and highly market-oriented policies. The third group is reformist and 
moderate, led by Khatami who became the president of the Islamic Republic 1997 – 2005. 
These three groups make the main fronts of the polity of the Islamic Republic. 
 
Sazandegan, with the leadership of the former president, Rafsanjani, has had the major role in 
privatisations, reinforcement of market economy and, as a result, the increasing gap between 
rich and poor. There were two responses to the situation, the radical conservative reaction 
crystallised in the election of Ahmadinejad as the president of the Republic in 2005 on the 
one hand, and the demands of the reformist groups for welfare programmes as a part of their 
electoral campaigns, on the other. 

Decolonisation of civil society
 
Revitalisation of civil society groups, both Islamic, secular, and westernised groups since 
1997 was a sign of the failure of colonisation of civil society. Many Islamic groups that have 

2 See Majmoe-ye bayaniyeha-ye rohaniyon-e mobarez-e tehran (1990 / 1369). Tehran : Ofset publication.
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been directly or indirectly part of the Islamic regime started distance themselves from 
the government and organise themselves as oppositional groups. For instance, “Jame’e-
ye rohaniyat-e mobareze teharn” acts as a political oppositional party which claims the 
intervention of the state in the market, respect for the constitution, enforcement of citizens 
civil rights, progressive leadership, and participation of people in collective decision makings.2  
Even some organisations which have been very close to the government and in many cases 
participated in the government and disappeared practically from the political scene of the 
Republic, such as Sazeman-e mojahedin-e enghelab-e eslami (Organisation of the devotees to 
the Islamic revolution), started acting as an oppositional group since its resurgence in 1992 
(Bashiriyeh, 2002 : 147). Although many limitations, the revitalised civil society increased its 
sphere since the 1990s. The most important groups in today’s civil society of Iran are the 
following associations and parties : 

Associations
  
Majma’e rohanion-e mobarez (The association of struggling clergy of Tehran).
Majma’e niroha-ye khat-e imam (Association of the movements in Imam-line).
Majma’e nemayandegan-e hezbullah (Association of the representatives of the party of 
God).
Majma’e nemayandegan-e advar-e majles (Association of former MP  s).
Majma’e nemayandegan-e khat-e imam (Association of MP  s in Imam-line).
Majma’e eslami-ye banevan (Islamic association of women). 
Daftar-e tahkim-e vahdat (The office of the reinforcement of unity). 
Anjoman-e eslami-ye moddaresin-e daneshgaha (Islamic association of university teachers).
Anjoman-e eslami-ye mohandesan (Islamic association of engineers).
Anjoman-e eslami-ye mo’alleman (Islamic association of teachers).
Anjoman-e eslami-ye jame’e-ye pezeshki (Islamic associations of physicians).

Parties

Sazeman-e mojahedin-e enghelab-e eslami (Organisation of the devotees to the Islamic 
revolution).
Hezb-e hambastegi-ye iran-e eslami (The party of the unity of Islamic Iran).
Hezb-e jebhe-ye mosharekat-e iran-e eslami (The party of cooperation of Islamic Iran).
Hezb-e kargozaran-e sazandegi-ye iran-e eslami (The party of constructions of Islamic Iran).
Hezb-e eslami-ye kar (The Islamic party of labor).
 
In addition there are several other associations, parties, and groups that are not officially a 
member of the reformist front, but are participating in demonstrations, protests, and other 
democratic actions.
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Rethinking modernities
 
The social science method of comparison between different countries has been a matter of 
controversy from very beginning of the establishment of modern social sciences. Herbert 
Spencer in his classical work The Study of Sociology in 1878 warned for methodological 
nationalism that could create biases and unreliable results in sociological studies. I have 
elsewhere discussed the problem of Eurocentrism in social sciences when studying other 
societies in general and Muslim societies in particular (Kamali, 1998, 2001, 2006). The Weberian 
theoretical view of the “uniqueness” of the “West” have created many problems for studies 
of Muslim societies. The methodological nationalism that transfers the particular institutional 
arrangements and history of a society to be a “universal truth” has been dominating in 
sociological field of research for many years.  
 
The tradition of theoretical “meta-narratives” or “master narratives” (Heller, 1994, 
2004) resulted in imaginary creation of ideatypical homogenised “Western” societies and 
developments. This was then used as an unchangeable “touch stone” to evaluate non-
western countries place on an imagined axis of development. Other societies were seen 
through the leans of those theoretical meta-narratives. The strong belief in a linear form of 
development in which all societies transfer from a lower stand to a higher one, from primitive 
to modern, and from undeveloped to developed created a tradition of research according to 
which some “western” countries became the model of development for all other countries. 
Modernisation was considered mostly “westernisation”. The variety of modernities and 
the multiplicity of modern institutions were not recognised. This made the comparison of 
“western” and “non-western” countries on equal terms impossible. If any comparison was 
made, its main intension was to compare two different socioeconomic and cultural systems, 
namely the “modern west” against the “non-modern and traditional rest”. 
 
The theory of multiple modernities opens up the possibility for a more accurate comparison 
between different countries and free social sciences from its “singular modernity” bias. 
Modern changes in non-western countries could be studied and understood on their specific 
historical and social contexts without framing them as something other than the “pure 
western” modernity. The theory of the “uniqueness” of the “West” is not only a myth and 
a “scientific” imagination but also an obstacle to fruitful sociological studies of other forms of 
modernisations programmes and processes. The theoretical approach of multiple modernities 
creates the possibility for comparison between “western” and non-western societies on equal 
terms and conditions without falling in the trap of “linearity of development”. For instance, 
one of these comparisons can be conducted between Iran and Sweden.  
 
In terms of development, Iranian Islamic civil society after the victory of the Islamic revolution 
can be compared with Swedish civil society. The colonisation of civil society which took 
place in Iran after the revolution and the governmentalisation of civil society and vice versa 
have also happened in Sweden following the seizure of power by the Social democratic 
party in 1932 with long-standing consequences for the Swedish political system. Social 
democrats created strong alliances with major unions, such as workers central organisation, 
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Land Organisationen (LO). The cooperation between Social Democrats and LO and other 
unions as well as one of the most influential economic foundation, namely Löntagarfonderna 
(Workers Foundations) was so closely intertwined that some scholars rejected the existence 
of civil society in Sweden (see for instance, Micheletti, 1995). However, Micheletti is trapped 
in the tradition of singular modernity and cannot see the existence of other civil societies 
than the American or liberal ones. The close alliance between the unions and some other 
civil society organisations with the Social Democratic party resulted in a relative stable reign 
of Social democrats under the last seventy years in Sweden. 
 
The relationship between civil society and state is a matter of controversy everywhere. The 
close relations between political parities and some major media in the USA, between the 
rightwing government in Sweden and almost all liberal newspapers, and between Social 
democratic governments and unions in Sweden, Denmark, and Norway are a few examples. 
In other modernities, such as the socialist ones, the colonisation of civil society by the state 
went much further than in Iran.3 In Iran many civil society organisations and foundations are 
supporting the Islamic regime. Many others are struggling for political reforms. The 28 years 
old of the reign of the radical clergy in Iran has created a new situation and new oppositional 
groups that must be studied in its own context. The theory of Multiple modernity is helpful 
in this concern.  
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