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Introduction 
 
 
Just a year before the Islamic revolution in Iran, the Shah claimed: ‘nobody can overthrow 
me. I have the support of 700.000 troops, all the workers, and most of the people. I have the 
power’. In that same year, the American president Jimmy Carter proclaimed Iran was an 
‘island of stability’ (Amineh 1998, p. 460- 464). This illustrates the unpredictability of 
political regime change: in only one year, the unimaginable had happened. The army had 
disintegrated and a revolutionary regime was in place. Unpredictability is one of the central 
features of regime change and of political macro processes in general. This is the case because 
the social world is an open system, deals with a large number of interrelated mechanisms and 
human agency. Still, social scientists have the difficult task to say something useful about 
these processes (see Bernstein 2000). Scenario building is one of the most promising methods 
for thinking about change, which has become increasingly popular in recent years1. Still, this 
method runs the risk of being dismissed as ‘unscientific’, due to the speculation that is 
inherent in it (Nekkers 2006, p. 89).  
 
The study of ‘political regime change’ is one of the main fields of study in political sociology, 
although it has usually been framed as ‘democratization studies’2. Both ‘regime change‘ and 
‘democratization’ have become extremely contested concepts in recent years. The term 
democratization inherently assumes that political regimes will in due time move into a 
democratic direction. This can be seen as ‘Eurocentric’, as it perceives liberal democracy as a 
superior form of government, to which the ‘Third World’ needs to catch up. ‘Regime change’ 
has an even more bitter ring to it, as it has been one of the central concepts of the doctrine of 
the ‘neo-conservative’ movement, in which it plotted to overthrow different regimes around 
the world, including Iraq (Mackay 2002). On the other hand, there are still tens of thousands 
of activists around the world that fight for ‘political regime change’ in their countries, be it for 
an ‘Islamic’, ‘Democratic’, or ‘Socialist’ order. This is not surprising: the political regime is 
one of the social phenomena that is the most relevant for people around the world in their day-
to-day life. Therefore, the social scientist should keep researching this subject with great 
urgency, while acknowledging the controversy surrounding it.  
 
Scenario building as a discipline has primarily been used as a pragmatic tool for companies to 
develop a long term strategy and be able to cope with contingencies (Schwartz 1996, Nekkers 
2006). Bernstein et al. (2000) have situated the method in the International Relations 
discipline. This thesis will explore the usefulness of scenario building for researching 
‘political regime change’, trying to formulate a more substantial theoretical framework. First, 
there will be a short discussion of the ongoing meta-theoretical debate in the social sciences. 
It will be argued that critical realism is the most promising meta-theoretical framework. After 
this, scenario building will be introduced, focusing on the way the different building blocks 
can be linked to existing theories of regime change. In the following section, the theoretical 
framework will be applied to the case of Iran. This country has had a long history of political 
regime change in the last hundred years. Currently, its power struggle with the United States 
gives it center stage in media throughout the world. Scenarios of political regime change in 
Iran should give a good idea of the unpredictability of Iranian politics for the years to come. 
The above leads to the following research question, which will be central in this master thesis: 

                                                 
1 (See for example Aarts & van Rijsingen,  Aarts & van Duine 2008, Perthes 2007 ) 
2 See for example Landman (2003, p. 147-176) or Geddes (1999) for a bibliographical overview  
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How can scenario building as a research discipline help to understand political regime 
change in Iran? 
The times for scenario building have never been better. The economic crisis that emerged last 
year has uncovered the great uncertainty underlying the current social, political and economic 
order(s) around the world. This uncertainty had already started to surface after the ‘September 
11’ attacks. When starting this project around two years ago, the author concluded that we 
might be in the middle of a ‘critical juncture’ in world history, a historical episode in which 
radical changes take place, the effects of which can be felt long afterwards. In this sense it is 
no coincidence that the current president of the United States has got ‘change’ as one of the 
central themes of his presidency. Hopefully, the Social Sciences can help both academics and 
citizens in general to gain more understanding about the world they are living in and how it 
might change in the foreseeable future.    
 
This thesis starts from the authors strong urge to look at political issues comprehensively, a 
bit in line with the notion of ‘integral history’, formulated by Romein (1971, p. 536): ‘with 
this I mean the histiography that takes the thought seriously that psychology, philosophy, 
sociology, the arts – and I could go on for a long time -: that the science of politics, 
economics, religion… all sciences and literatures, of the relationships, not in the last place, 
between groups, sexes and generations…should in one way or the other be included in 
historical research’ (translated by author). Still, this idea is very unpopular in light of the 
current state of the social sciences, based on strong and fundamental differences between 
disciplines (see for example Smith 1998). An integral approach highlights the notion that 
‘everything is connected to everything’, while looking for ways to understand this connection 
in light of a particular research problematic (Romein 1971, p. 545). Scenario thinkers 
instinctively take such an integral approach, looking for demographic, economic, socio-
cultural, technological, scientific, ecologic and political developments as factors within a 
system of interacting processes (Nekkers, p. 60). Still, after acknowledging complexity and 
unpredictability, they construct internally consistent narratives in order to structure thinking 
about the future.  
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1. Theoretical Framework 
 
 
Before explicitly dealing with regime change in the next chapter, this section will deal with 
theoretical issues that should be discussed separately from the subject matter and the case 
under research. After the emergence of post-modernism, a lot of time and energy of social 
researchers is currently devoted to discussing meta-theory, the implicit and explicit theoretical 
assumptions that underlie research. Meta-theoretical debates center around two issues: 
ontology, assumptions on how the world works, and epistemology, what constitutes good 
knowledge. Too much attention to these issues entails the risk of making the social sciences a 
jeu d’espirit, a mindgame like chess (Bernstein 2000, p. 44). It would therefore be quite 
legitimate to keep meta-theoretical assumptions implicit and devote more precious space to 
substantive matters. Still, as Schön & Rein (1994) show, a lot of seemingly intractable 
disagreements can be solved by reflecting more on our ‘metacultural frames’ and 
acknowledging that the social sciences are a ‘situated practice’, influenced by the researchers 
personal background and socially constructed premises (Smith 1998, p. 1). The first section of 
this chapter will therefore be devoted to outlining an explicit meta-theoretical framework, 
while keeping it as parsimonious as possible, not taking up the impossible task of discussing 
all possibly relevant work on the subject. The second section will shortly discuss scenario 
building as a research discipline and the methodological choices that have been made.  
 
Meta-theory is generally researched by the philosophy of science discipline. Some therefore 
argue that it would be better to let members of philosophy departments deal with it (Halliday 
2005, p. 5). The problem though, is that ‘the philosophies of the social sciences are in discord 
and open contestation’ (Smith 1998, p. vii). In practice, this means there are contending 
research schools that generally communicate little with each other, even denouncing the other 
as unscientific (Smith 2001, p.225). The most pragmatic way of dealing with this environment 
is choosing one of the schools as most appropriate and largely adopting the corresponding 
theoretical and conceptual framework. I think it is more useful to contribute to a dialectical 
project that tries to bring the different schools closer together, which might also contribute to 
a more unified and focused community of social scientists (Patomäki & Wight 2000, p. 226). 
One way of doing this is by looking how a meta-theory works out in substantial research.   
 
How positivism has been criticized 
 
Both main-stream Political Science and International Relations are still dominated by 
‘positivism’, ‘behavioralism’, or’ post-behaviouralism’*, this style of political science 
concentrates on observable political behaviour and events…and assumes that explanations of 
that behaviour are ‘susceptible to empirical testing’…It is thus grounded in the position that 
the ultimate objects… exist for the most part independent of and prior to their investigation… 
Moreover… it argues that the world of politics consists of important empirical puzzles to 
which political scientists apply a set of theories and methods in order to provide meaningful 
explanation and understanding (Landman 2003, p. xvii, emphasis added, for IR see Smith 
2001, p. 225). There are a number of reasons why the positivist ontology and epistemology 
have been criticized in recent years.  
First of all the nomological ontology, based on physics, assumes that the social world is 
constant enough to search for law-like theories that account for regularities in social behavior 

                                                 
* The term ‘positivism’ will be used here to refer to these different schools 
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(for example under certain specified conditions, capitalism leads to democracy). In political 
science, there have been very little theories that are really believed to hold throughout space 
and time (Bernstein 2000, p. 44), with the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ (Michels 1911) and the 
‘democratic peace theory’ (of course not uncontested, see for instance Rosato 2003) as 
notable exceptions. Next to very severe problems of conceptualization and operationalisation 
of concepts that feature in testable causal theories, there seems to be a deeper problem. 
According to Bernstein et al. (2000, p. 44) ‘ the quest for predictive theory rests on a mistaken 
analogy between physical and social phenomena’. In physics and chemistry it is possible to 
formulate high probability laws that can be tested on a large sample in a controlled 
environment. Natural scientists admit the limit of the thus formulated nomothetic theories in 
the ‘real world’. In an eco-system for example, there are a large number of interrelated causal 
mechanisms, while the system as a whole is open, influenced by outside factors like the global 
climate and ‘the human factor’. This means even perfect systemic knowledge on one moment 
in time (t) makes prediction of a following moment in time (t+1) impossible. Evolutionary 
biologists have reacted to these problems of complexity and openness of the ecological 
system by acknowledging that their theories are more a ‘narrative of the past’, a past which is 
fundamentally contingent (Bernstein 2000 p. 49). The current heated debate on global 
warming illustrates why this lack of predictability strains the role of science when looking at 
actual problems.    
 
Theories in the social sciences are comparable to those of evolutionary biologists, in the sense 
that they construct consistent narratives of process to order knowledge of the past (Bernstein 
2000, p. 5), like Realism, Liberalims and Marxism in International Relations (Bayls & Smith 
2001, p. 141- 223), although these theoretical schools also claim to have predictive value. 
There are important differences between the natural sciences and the social sciences that 
further limit the viability of positivism. Social scientific concepts are usually heavily 
contested, because they are ideal types, that do not correspond to stable empirically 
observable phenomena (Bernstein 2000, p. 46). There is a constant tension between 
connotation, the socially constructed meaning of a concept, and denotation, the empirically 
observable phenomenon (Smith 1998, p. 241). Think of the different meanings thinkers like 
Marx, Schumpeter and Dahl (Held 1996) give to democracy and the different empirical 
manifestations. A factor that further complicates the matter is the subject-object problem 
(Smith 1998, p. 7). Human beings have the cognitive ability to reflect on their environment 
and use this knowledge to change it. This means social scientific theories, or at least the 
whole of social scientific theories, have an impact on the very object they research. Therefore, 
influential theories have the tendency to be self-fulfilling or self-denying (Bernstein 2000, p. 
51). On the other hand, researchers are themselves situated within a certain culture and within 
a social and political order (Smith 2001, p. 235-236).     
 
It is important to note that the positivist approaches originated in the ‘behavioralist revolution’ 
that started after the Second World War, ‘using disciplined methodologies to generate 
knowledge that would help prevent the horrors of war and fascism and improve the world 
around them’ (Bernstein 2000, p. 43). In this view, fascism and anti-modernism are symptoms 
of irrational thinking. But, as Bauman (1988, p. 485, 494-495) forcefully argues, the 
holocaust would have been impossible without the modern bureaucracy that is the product of 
‘modernity’ (or ‘civilization’, enlightenment’) and emphasizes the use of ‘rationality’ to 
improve the human condition. These considerations problematize the idea of a ‘fact-value 
distinction’ that underlies the positivist approaches and rationalism in general  (Smith 1998,  
p. 76-77, Smith 2001, p. 227).  
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Challenges to positivism: critical theory and post-modernism 
 
The above strong criticisms have led the social sciences to be in a post-paradigmatic stage,  
with different seemingly irreconcilable meta-theoretical schools (Baert 2005, p. 154). Non-
positivistic approaches are very diverse and can be labeled as reflectivist, their only common 
denominator is their rejection of positivist premises. Smith (2001, p. 228). identifies post-
modernism, feminist theory, normative theory, critical theory and historical sociology within 
International Relations* theory. From a meta-theoretical point of view, critical theory and 
post-modernism are the most interesting. 
 
Critical theory denies the ability of social researchers to take an objective stance towards their 
research object. According to Cox ‘Theory is always for someone and for some purpose.. 
There is no such thing as theory in itself, divorced from a standpoint in time and space. When 
any theory so represents itself, it is more important to examine it as ideology, and to lay bare 
its concealed perspective’ . (Smith 2001, p. 235 citing Cox 1996, p. 87). Critical theorists 
criticize ‘problem solving theories’ (like Realism in International Relations) for reifying and 
legitimizing the existing order. Therefore, they try to understand the historical processes that 
produced the current order and think of ways to overcome it. A central concept is hegemony, 
derived from Gramsci, the way in which dominant modern forces create a concept of control 
(van der Pijl 1998) to legitimize their dominance, with the help of organic intellectuals, which 
formulate a systematic frame of thinking that unites different classes in a historic bloc 
(Amineh 1998, p. 9). This seems to refer to the enlightenment narrative of modernity, 
freedom, sovereignty, secularism and democracy, which have dominated Western political 
philosophy and has been frequently reproduced by politicians to legitimate a world order 
based on capitalism and Western domination (see McGuigan 1999, p. 1-2). In this sense 
critical theory entails an interpretation of history accompanied by an ‘utopian element in 
favour of a social and political order different from the prevailing order’  (Smith 2001, citing 
Hoffman 1987, p. 237). It is important that this utopian narrative is carefully formulated, to 
prevent the abuse by allegedly anti-hegemonic leaders like Robert Mugabe or Kim Il-Sung to 
justify their dictatorial rule (See Halliday 2008). This makes the notion of critical theory 
inherently problematic: its products run the risk of  being used as another ‘concept of control’. 
 
Therefore, post-modernists have taken the consequence of the relationship between power and 
knowledge a step further. They argue that every truth-claim is situated within certain power 
relations and is therefore suspect. Contrary to critical theorists, post-modernists don’t see 
scientists as the detached persons who can formulate a ‘good’ meta-narrative to help human 
emancipation. They try to uncover how supposedly objective scientific theories and 
ideologies based on ‘reason’ have been used to subject people. Therefore there are no valid 
truth-claims outside certain discourses. As a consequence, the social sciences can only 
generate ‘little narratives’, which are situated in space and time. This is very problematic, 
because it means the foundations to demarcate ‘good’ from ‘bad’ theory or ‘true’ from ‘false’ 
statements are difficult to make (a relativist epistemology) (Smith 2001, p. 238-242, Smith 
1998, p. 283-296). It should be noted that the emergence of post-modernism is closely related 
to a certain historical era, which has been called the ‘post-modern condition’. Starting from 
the sixties the modern developmental model that could bring prosperity to ‘Third World’ 
countries was exposed as ‘neo-colonial’, ‘really existing communism’ had been exposed as 
totalitarian and identities in ‘the West’ had become much more fluid and less structured 
around meta-narratives ( McGuigan 1999, p. 1-7). This means post-modernism can in some 
                                                 
* Note that meta-theoretical discussions in political science beyond rationalism have not been well developed 
(Sibeon 1999)  
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way be seen as an empirical theory of parts of the social world in the last forty years and even 
as being a meta-narrative itself.  
 
Critical Realism 
 
The developments described above constitute the ‘open contestation’ and the ‘crisis of 
representation’ in which the social sciences find themselves today, in a necessarily incomplete 
and simplified way. Although this richness of perspectives is a good thing, a lack of dialogue 
and debate between them is not. A meta-theoretical school which has tried to bridge the gap 
between positivist and reflectivist approaches is critical realism. Critical realism is a 
relatively young philosophy of science, of which Roy Bashkar is the most important founder 
(Baert 2005, p. 87-88). The rest of this chapter will be devoted to outlining the authors 
understanding of this approach and the way this fits in with scenario building as a research 
method*.  
 
Critical realists see the positivist-reflectivist divide as a false contradiction. Both are too much 
preoccupied with epistemology. Positivists say good knowledge is acquired by looking at 
empirical facts, while reflectivists analyse discourse. Both sides are sceptical about the notion 
of a world outside of observation, positivists see this notion as ‘metaphysical’ and only  
construct theories to account for empirical observations, reflectivists see ‘no reality outside of 
discourse’ (Patomäki and Wight 2000, p. 213-222). Critical realists argue that both sides are 
not necessarily wrong or incommensurable, but look at different aspects of a complex world 
(Patomäki & Wight 2000, p. 226). Therefore social scientist should think more thoroughly 
and explicitly about their view of the world (ontology) and how the social sciences fit in this 
picture (Patomäki & Wight 2000, p. 223).  
 
Ontological realism and epistemological relativism 
 
Ontological realists contend there is a real world outside of a person’s observations. This 
means mechanisms like gravity or the circulation of blood in the human body exist 
independently of human knowledge of them (Patomäki 1996, p. 112-113). The logical 
conclusion that could be derived from this statement when it comes to the functioning of 
science might be that researchers should strive to come as close as possible to a ‘true’ or ‘real’ 
depiction of reality, something a positivist might defend. Here the epistemic problem comes 
in. Because a large part of reality is not directly observable, positive observations can never 
be the only activity for the gaining of knowledge. Researchers will always need to formulate 
theories that account for the non-observable features of the world. These theories can never be 
absolutely proven, because they can only be inferred from the part of reality that is directly 
observable. This conclusion leads to epistemological relativism, the idea that human 
knowledge can never fully account of reality (Danermark 2002, p. 6-11).     
 
Although the limits of empirical knowledge have been recognized by most social scientists, 
the consequences that have been drawn differ radically. Some still believe in the ‘positivist 
project’, that endeavours to identify law-like regularities in the social world (See above). 
Critical realists reject this ‘nomothetic’ approach. Because, like argued above, social systems 
are ‘open systems’, historical patterns do not necessarily say much about the future and even 
perfect systemic knowledge on one moment does not make predictions about a future moment 
possible that are 100% certain. (Bernstein 2000, p. 48-50, see above). This can be compared 
                                                 
* This theoretical framework is partly based on earlier papers for Capita Selecta Social Sciences and Conflict 
Resolution & Governance  
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with natural phenomena, like the weather system. Where scientists know much about all kinds 
of mechanisms and processes that produce certain kinds of weather, only short term 
predictions are possible, with a quite significant amount of uncertainty (Smith 1998, p. 304). 
Consensus with regard to long-term climate predictions among scientists can not be found. 
Rather than relying on absolute truth claims, critical realists advocate ‘judgmental 
rationality’, this implies: that it is possible to give good, even if context-sensitive, temporal 
and contestable, reasons for the validity of a judgement about truth (Patomaki 1996, p. 113, 
accent added). This means trusting the ability of human beings to engage in reasoned dialogue 
and argumentation with regard to the social world they are part of.         
 
Relationship between structure and agency 
 
One of the central themes within critical realist ideas with regard to social sciences is the 
relationship between agents, ‘relatively autonomous, creative beings who ‘construct’ the 
social world’ (Sibeon 1999, 139-141), and structures, ‘the conditions within which actors 
operate, encompassing social norms, rules and so on’ (Lewis 2001, 18) which ‘are imposed 
by geography, by social hierarchy, by collective psychology and by economic need’ and other 
forces that are ‘long-lived ... and hard to change overnight’ (Braudel 1994, 27-28 cited by 
Adeney & Wyat 2004, p. 6). Critical realists both reject ‘determinism’, the idea that history is 
determined by structural circumstances beyond the reach of actors and ‘voluntarism’, the idea 
that ‘society is no more than the construct of autonomous individual people’. Critical realists 
focus on the interplay between structure and agency (Lewis 2002, p. 17-18).  
 
Social structures ‘are pre-formed in the sense that they are the (often unintended) product of 
actions undertaken not in the present but in the past’ (Lewis 2002, p. 19), think for example 
of a language, a constitution or a religion. Material structures are able to persist independently 
of the actions of agents (Baerd 2005, p. 96, Patomäki 1996, p. 118) like the natural climate, 
eco systems, or landscapes. This does not mean that material structures can not be changed by 
(intended or unintended) actions by agents, see for example the influence of CO2 emissions 
on the world climate or human landscape management. From a naturalist point of view, ‘A 
mechanism is one of the processes in a concrete system that makes it what it is’. This would 
mean ‘fission or fusion, stirring or negative feedback, parenting or punishing, education or 
publication, work or trade’ could all be seen as belonging to the category of ‘mechanism’ 
(Bunge 2003, p. 182). When assuming a qualitative difference between a natural and a social 
world as argued above, it would be a ‘categorical error’ to call a human action a mechanism 
(Patomäki 1996, p. 118). It would therefore be more suitable to see natural structures as 
entities that can be reproduced or transformed by mechanisms (such as mating or predation in 
an ecological system), where human action is one of the possible ‘external influences’ (See 
Bernstein 2000,  p. 49). Social structures are entities that get transformed or reproduced by 
(intended or unintended) actions by agents, with natural mechanisms as possible external 
effects (think of natural disasters, harvests, etc.). Both social and natural structures enable and 
constrain the possibilities of action by agents (language enables an agent to communicate with 
agents who speak the same language but constrains communication with other agents who do 
not speak the same language (Lewis 2002, p. 19), the structure of gravity enables agents to 
play tennis, but constrains their ability to fly).  
 
Meaning for social sciences: causality and complexity 
 
The ontology outlined above helps social scientists to formulate narratives that try to define 
the causal complex that surrounds a certain concrete episode, state of affairs or event. Any 
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kind of method that helps to increase knowledge of this complex are permitted, different 
theories are only incommensurable when they refer to the same ontological phenomenon, in 
which case the best theory should be defined through judgmental rationality (Patomäki & 
Wight 2000, p. 226). Agents are always embedded in structure in three ways: 
-An agents personality is formed through antecedent events and experiences, some of which 
are related to certain choices in life. 
-An agent is situated in certain social relations, with their own complex (group) dynamics 
-An agent is situated within layered and pre-formed material contexts, with their specific 
power relations. Think for example of a certain position in a company in combination with a 
certain familial situation. These structures are constantly reproduced or transformed in 
relational ‘spatio-temporal episodes’, partly due to an agents intentional and reasoned actions 
(Patomäki & Wight, p. 231, 232)3. Finally it is possible to define the different causal factors 
in a social setting: 
‘1. historically constructed yet also idiosyncratic (unique) corporeal (bodily) actors, who are 
both internally and externally related to each other 
2. intentional action, the meanings of which are socio-historically structured 
3. regulative and constitutive rules implicated in every action and constitution of actors 
4. resources as competencies and facilities, brining about also productive and destructive 
capabilities 
5. relational and positioned practices, which might be organised in a manner of 
accomplishing collective identities and actors, and which are often – also in other cases – 
(inter)dependent’ (Patomäkki & Wight 2000, p. 232) 
 
These causal factors within a social setting can be illustrated by looking at a concrete 
example: the conflict between Iran and the United States. In this conflict, different unique 
corporeal actors (1) play a role, like Barack Obama, president of the United States. Obama is 
historically constructed (1) in the sense that his personality is formed by past actions and 
events, think for example of his time as a community worker and the marriage with his wife 
Michelle. In this time he has also developed some of his unique competencies (4), like his 
extraordinary talent for public speaking. Furthermore, he derives his agency from his position 
as president of the United States, a practice organized in a manner of accomplishing the 
collective identity of the state (5). This position is guided by the historically sedimented 
structure of regulative and constitutive rules (3), like the provision that the president is 
automatically ‘commander in chief’. In the relationship with the Iranian state, another 
practice organized to accomplish a collective identity, Barack Obama has got certain 
productive and destructive capabilities (4) to engage in intentional action (2). An example of 
a destructive action would be the ordering of a military attack, which might destruct part of 
the resources of Iran to produce nuclear weapons. A more productive action was Obama’s 
‘Nowrooz message’ to the Iranian state and people. This speech act appeals to the socio-
historically structured meaning (2) of this Iranian tradition.   
                                              
               
From critical realism to scenario building  
 
Critical realists try to understand social phenomena within their causal complex. When we 
recognize that concrete episodes are constituted by ‘structures, powers and tendencies’  that 
have historical roots (see above), it can be concluded that researchers need to apply 

                                                 
3 To give an example more closely to the subject matter of this thesis: when president Ahmandinejad of Iran 
threatens to ‘wipe Israel of the map’ this is a spatio-temporal episode which reproduces the Iranian-Israeli 
relationship of mutual enmity  
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‘retroduction’ (Pattomäkki & Wight 2000, p. 224) in order to understand such an episode or 
phenomenon. One of the problematic sides of retroductive explanations of complex 
phenomena , is accounting for change. As said earlier, extensive systemic knowledge at one 
point in time does not necessarily give a lot of insight into the state of the same system in 
another point in time (p. 8). Think for example of the huge change Iran has gone through in 
just fifteen years during the ‘White Revolution’ (Amineh 1998, p. 181-383, chapter 3). 
Furthermore, as argued above, purely historical explanations entail the risk of being 
deterministic. 
 
One methodology that can help in this regard, thinking about change in a complex 
environment, is scenario building. This analytical tool assumes the unpredictability of the 
future by constructing different plausible stories of possible paths to the future’ (Berstein et 
al. 2000, p. 53-54). By constructing such stories, the researcher is forced to identify those 
structures and agencies that he suspects to drive a certain phenomenon towards a concrete 
state at a future point in time. Scenario building as a discipline has primarily been developed 
in the business world, to develop long-term strategic plans (Nekkers 2006). This practical 
functionality is an important proof of the value of this methodology to understand a complex 
social environment.   
 
To make scenario building applicable to the subject matter under research in this thesis, 
political regime change, a conceptual framework needs to be developed that takes account of 
some of the social scientific work on this subject, which will happen in chapter 2. In chapter 
3, the retroductive phase, an attempt will be made to understand more of the causal complex 
of the Iranian political regime, by broadly exploring different episodes of its contemporary 
history. This part will be reasonably substantial as ‘Parsimony comes later, after 
not before an analysis of complex causal possibilities’ (Bernstein 2000, p. 55). Chapter 4, the 
converging phase, will focus on different aspects that should be relevant for the possible 
future development of the Iranian regime, making use of the conceptual framework of chapter 
2. This analysis will be the basis of the scenarios in chapter 5.  
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2. Scenarios and political regime change 
 
 
One of the advantages of scenario building for companies, is that it forces employees to 
reflect on the factors that really determine their organizations’ future. While most workers 
might initially think of aspects that are related to their day-to day work, the 
transactional/work environment (figure 2), or the internal work processes of their companies, 
they will realize in time that the most influential factors lie outside the direct control of 
themselves and their company, the contextual environment in figure 2. The economic crisis 
that is currently raging will have made this understanding insistently clear to almost anyone.  
For the modern nation-state, the situation is markedly similar, although the idea of national 
self determination is an important notion. The state, in its effort to accomplish the collective 
identity of the nation (see above), is to a large extend dependent on a range of factors beyond 
its control . This is especially the case in a globalised world, as can again be illustrated by 
looking at the current economic crisis. Still, there are important differences between states and 
companies and also between different states. This chapter will propose a conceptual 
framework that can be used to analyze states and their contextual environment, as a 
preparation for writing scenarios. Some of the concepts that are used here will be further 
defined in chapter 4, when they are applied to the concrete case of Iran.      
 

 

Figure 2: Environmental layers of a Business/Organization (Nekkers 2006, p. 60) 
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Power as ‘master concept’ 
 
This thesis will use the term power as a ‘master concept’, or ‘container concept’. Such a 
concept is necessary to understand the relationship between structure and agency when 
looking at a complex phenomenon4. First of all, it needs to be stressed that the term power 
should be stripped from its normative connotation. Certain manifestations of power, like 
torture, bribe, or murder, should be denounced from a normative perspective, but here the 
term is used in a broad and abstract way, as thinking about the state, political regimes and 
‘regime change’ necessarily involve questions of power. According to Scott: ‘power is the 
production of causal consequences…this idea of power as causal power is also integral to the 
very idea of human agency: to be an agent is to exercise causal powers that produce specific 
effects in the world. These human powers comprise the’ transfromative capacity’ possessed by 
human agents. To act is to have causal powers, and these powers constitute the ‘potency’ that 
defines an organism as a human agent. Power is ‘an actor’s general ability to produce 
succesfull performances’ (Scott 2001, p.1). This means the word ‘power’ is a way to 
understand the temporal relationship of reproduction and transformation between agency and 
structure (see above p. 11). An agents exercise of power involves socially structured choices, 
one of these choices can be to not exercise certain powers, which means the notion of power 
involves the idea of the potentiality of different concrete outcomes (Scott 2001, p. 5)5.  
 
A specific form of power is social power, ‘a form of causation that has its effects in and 
trough social relations’ (Scott 2001, p. 1).  Scott distinguishes four elementary forms of 
social power: force, manipulation, signification and legitimation. These elementary forms 
work on the lowest level of analyses: that between two persons, one who exercises the power 
and one who has the choice to comply or resist (Scott 2001, p. 2) Force ‘involves imposing 
physical restrictions or emotional suffering on another person’ , for example by inflicting 
pain or locking someone up, manipulation involves the use of physical resources to influence 
the actions of a person, for example by offering or withholding ‘money, credit and access to 
employment’ , signification involves emotional persuasion through cognitive symbols, like 
flags or religious idols (example added), legitimation involves persuasion trough arguments 
and ideas (Scott 2001, p. 12-16, drawing on Giddens 1984 and Wrong 1979). The first two 
forms, force and manipulation, are more dependent on the calculated material interests and 
therefore on ‘instrumental rationality’, while persuasion and signification involve 
‘communicative rationality’ (Scot 2001, p. 6-12). Therefore this qualitative difference has 
sometimes been termed the difference between ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ power (Nye 2004).    
 
Structures that constitute power relationships 
 
What structures enable and constrain agents in the (possible) use of causal powers? Nekkers 
identifies six interrelated structural dimensions in a certain territory: 
 

• Demography: the makeup of the population in a certain territory, its size, dispersion, 
level of education and division in ethnic, linguistic, religious and/or age groups 
(social cleavages) 

• Economy: organisation of the economy, level of industrialisation, state of 
infrastructure, role of state in economy, dispersion of wealth in society, position in 
global/regional economy    

                                                 
4 Other examples of such concepts are ‘identity’ (Castells 2004) , ‘production’ (Amineh 1998, p. 10, citing Cox 
1987, p. X), ‘culture’ (Landes 1998)  or ‘capital’ (Bourdieu 1985)  
5 The most extreme example of a power-potentially is the nuclear weapon.  
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• Socio-cultural structure: the cultures that constitute identity for different societal 
groups 

• Technological and scientific structure: the state of technology in a country, the way it 
is dispersed and the way it has been socialized in different societal and economic 
sectors, the state of scientific enquiry in the country. 

• Ecology: physical-geographic structure of the country, possible ecological problems, 
presence or absence of natural resources like energy, drinking water, arable land, risk 
of natural disasters like floods, earthquakes 

• Political and institutional structure: the legal and practical function of state 
apparatuses, state decision making and the execution of state policies (see below), 
but also the dispersion of ideologies in societies and the extend of political  
participation.   

(Nekkers 2006, p. 60, some examples added) 
 
Structural change 
 
The above structural dimensions change constantly, but some changes are more predictable 
than others. The most constant sort of change is the inherent structural process. The age 
segmentation in society for example changes according to past and present birth, death, 
immigration and emigration ratios.  Technology changes through cycles of innovation, think 
for example of the improvement of data storage for micro chips. Next to these relatively 
predictable processes, more unpredictable changes occur through ‘critical junctures’ 
(Mahoney 2000) such as crises, revolutions, wars, shocks and natural disasters. These are 
episodes that bring about a lot of structural change in a relatively short time period6. The 
demographic structure of Iran, for example, has been shaped by at least two critical junctures: 
the war with Iraq, which caused the death of more than a million persons and the birth politics 
after the war, which led to a population boom. The ‘information technology revolution’ has 
had a big impact on technological structures throughout the world (Castells 2000, p. 28). In a 
political sense, critical junctures are seen as defining moments in which a number of political 
futures are possible in a country, and where powerful agents play an important role in 
determining which path will be taken (Manhoney 2000 p.513)7.  
 
Agency/leadership/elites 
 
As argued above, agents are only ‘relatively autonomous, creative beings who ‘construct’ or 
‘shape’ the social world, to the extend that they are empowered by their personal background 
and their historically obtained position within social and material structures (p. 12). This 
historical contingency makes the role of agents relatively idiosyncratic. Still, some 
generalizations can be made. On a societal level, the above mentioned elementary forms of 
power are mostly exercised by more or less hierarchically organized and tightly structured 
collectives. The agents on top of these organizations can be called elites (Scott 2001 p. 31). 
Next to historical chance (what Machiavelli called ‘fortuna’), elites gain their position 
through their possession of certain personal assets (virtue).  Scott defines four ideal typical 
power holders: the lions, who are experts in the execution and threat of force, the foxes, who 
are experts in inducement by cunning and intrigue, buying the cooperation of allies while 
withholding benefits to opponents, the bears base their power on formal legitimacy, acquired 

                                                 
6 See for example Castells 2000, p. 28, Halliday 2005, p. 167, Klein 2007 
7 It should be noted that it is possible that the role of agents during critical junctures is simply more manifest, 
while this role is normally more hidden.  
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through their official position within an organization, and finally the owls deriver their 
authority from their (allegedly) superior expertise (Scott 2001, p. 18-23). Next to these ideal 
types, that are explicitly linked to the elementary forms of power, another personal attribute 
that can gain prominence of an individual within a social structure is charisma. Charisma is 
hard to define and ‘always extraordinary’. It is a ‘special gift of body and mind’ that makes a 
person seem out of the ordinary, or even supernatural. This virtue is frequently linked to a 
certain ‘historic mission’ that is connected to the personality and life history of the 
charismatic person and which needs to be fulfilled by him and his followers (Scott 2001, p. 
148-151). In this way, a wide range of personalities, like a construction worker, a playwright 
and a painter, can play pivotal roles in history. The above mentioned ideal typical attributes 
are not mutually exclusive, they can be combined within the same person. When forming a 
collective, agents can bundle their personal attributes and in this way strengthen each other. 
The nature of a collective partly determines which personal attributes can give prominence to 
a specific agent in this collective (Scott 2001, p. 16-17). In universities for example, the owls 
could be expected to be dominant8, while the martial skills of lions are likely to be more 
appreciated in a tribe or criminal gang.        
 
Examples of organizations are states, universities, mosques and businesses, but also criminal 
gangs or tribes. These collectives can again be organized in larger networks, like international 
organizations, global research programs, cartels, mafias, or jirga’s9. This highlights the 
relational dimension of the exercise of power (Tilly 2000, Scott 2001, p. 135). Elites can 
decide to use the organization’s powers to convince, induce, or force another organization to 
cooperate with them, or impede the functioning of another collective. In this way a mosaic of 
partly overlapping power relations can exist, in which different agents need to operate. On the 
other hand, the successful exercise of power can enable a limited number of agents, or even a 
single agent, to obtain a high level of dominance over a large number of other argents. Inter-
organizational relations are partly negotiated by elites in face-to-face encounters, which 
reinforces the importance of the personality of leaders and constitutes a part of their power.  
 
The state 
 
The modern state has become the dominant organization in the modern era. Following from 
the theoretical framework in the last chapter, the state is not a given, but a complex, relatively 
persistent structure that has emerged through a historical process (Tilly 1985, Smith 2001, p. 
237). A state can be seen as an organisation that exercises authority over a certain territory, 
backed by a formal monopoly of violence. This monopoly of violence is formal to the extent 
that other states and citizens in the state’s territory accept it. Although the degree of actual 
authority that states can exercise over their territory differs a lot from case to case and from 
time to time and there might be a number of territorial disputes between different states and 
within states (Scholte 2001, p. 20-21, Scott 2001, p. 33-36, Linz & Stepan 1996, p. 17-18)  ). 
Modern states exercise their authority through ‘state apparatuses’, ‘the executive, legislative, 
administrative, judicial, and repressive organs through which the surveillance and control of 
those who live within the state’s jurisdiction are ensured’ (Scott 2001, p. 33). These 
apparatuses exercise ‘canalised power, working through institutions to produce regular and 
persistent patterns of action’ (Scott 2001, p. 16). Decisions about state actions (policy) are 
taken by a limited amount of actors that are active within the state apparatuses (Scott 2001, p. 
33-37). This decisions can be regulated by ‘political institutions’, the formal (recorded in an 

                                                 
8 Although it can for example be argued that the recent bureaucratization of universities gives more prominence 
to the ‘bears’   
9 Afghan tribal assembly 
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official document) and informal rules that guide decision making within a state and together 
form the political regime (Dahl 1998, p. 83-84). The elites that control the state use the 
elementary forms of power, what Michal Mann calls ideological, economic, military and 
political forms of power (Smith 2001, p. 238, Scott 2001, p. 24), in order to reproduce and 
strengthen their authority. They can for example order the repression of a demonstration or 
revolt, control and/or regulate the economy, picture themselves in front of a flag or another 
national symbol, denounce their political opponents inside and outside the country, or outline 
a new policy plan. State elites operate within several interconnected spatial dimensions. First 
of all the internal dimension: the bureaucratic politics inside the state apparatuses (Halliday 
2005, p. 28) and the ideological factionalism between state elites (Rakel 2008, p. 66). 
Secondly, the state-society relations, the relationship between the state and the population at 
large10. Thirdly, the international relations with other states, international organizations and 
the populations of other countries, with transnational relations functioning outside the official 
state-state relationships.  
 
Democracy as ideal type 
 
Although there are similarities between states with regard to the organization of the state 
apparatuses, political regimes differ significantly as a result of a complex of factors, for 
example different geopolitical positions, different historical trajectories, differences in 
socioeconomic development and differences in cultural tradition (See Linz & Stepan 1996, p. 
38-54 ).Democracy has become the dominant political regime in the modern era (Fukoyama 
1989), although the extend to which the ‘really existing democracies’ function properly is 
contested (Klein 2007). The next pages will feature the author’s understanding of an ideal 
type of  democracy. This is not meant to be an ideal type in the normative sense of the word, 
but should help clarifying the working of non-democratic regimes like Iran.  
 
Originally, the Greek word demokratia means ‘rule by the people’. Most scholars see the 
political system of Athens, where political decisions where made by a citizens assembly, as 
the first example of a democratic political system. The idea was that this system would ensure 
that political decisions are made in agreement with ‘politically equal’ citizens (Held 1996, p. 
1-33, Dahl 1998, p.35-37 ). A citizen is an individual that is recognized by the state as a 
member of the political community within its territory (Axford et al. 2002 p. 37). In modern 
countries, that are inhabited by millions of people, a political system where all citizens can 
directly make political decisions in such kind of assembly seems practically unviable. 
Therefore, modern countries need other political institutions to strive for democratic decision 
making on state action (Axford et al. 2002, p. 166, Dahl 1998 p. 91). Ideally, these institutions 
should ensure effective participation (ability to inform others of a political view), equality in 
voting, the gaining of enlightened understanding (opportunity to know about possible political 
decisions and their consequences) and exercise of final control over the political agenda 
(what issues require political decisions) by citizens. Citizenship should be granted to all 
adults that permanently live in the country. This would lead to the equality of all citizens with 
regard to the making of political decisions (Dahl 1998, p. 38).     
 
Even in Athens, a city state with only around sixty thousand citizens, the above ideals for 
political equality could not be reached. Especially effective participation of all citizens was 
impossible, because it simply takes too long to listen to the political opinion of every citizen. 
This problem exacerbates when the amount of citizens that encompass a political community 
                                                 
10 These are spatial dimensions in the sense that the state is located within concrete buildings within the country, 
which gives the insider-outsider distinction a quite literal denotation  
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is higher (Dahl 1998, p. 106-109). Another problem that is inherent in decisions on state 
policy is that citizens will never fully agree about the desirability of a certain policy and some 
policies will necessarily cause harm on certain parts of the citizenry. Therefore there is always 
some sort of majority rule necessary for the taking of decisions about state policy. Also, some 
minority rules are necessary to prevent against the ‘tyranny of the majority’ (Dahl 1998, p. 
46-54., 124-127).  
 
The political institutions that Dahl finds essential to come as close as possible to the ideals of 
political equality stated above are elected officials, free, fair and frequent elections, freedom 
of expression, insurance of access to alternative sources of information, insurance of 
associational autonomy and inclusive citizenship. To shortly summarize his argument: 
because it would be practically impossible for every citizen to engage directly in decision 
making, there should be elected officials that fulfil this tasks. In this way, people can elect the 
persons that come closest to expressing their views. This officials should be held accountable 
for their decisions by free, fair and frequent elections. Every citizen should have the 
possibility to express himself about the viability of different state policies, to ‘ensure he can 
effectively participate in political live’, make sure that all policy options can be weighed in 
the decision making process and problems are addressed that citizens find important. To be 
able to acquire some sort of understanding about the consequences of different policies, 
alternative and independent sources of information are necessary. Citizens should get the 
chance to form independent associations, to be better able to discuss policy options, make 
sure that that their opinion will be heard and be informed about the opinion of other citizens. 
Finally, citizenship should be inclusive to prevent discrimination against excluded groups that 
would make them politically unequal (Dahl 1998 76-78, 83-99).       
 
Ideally speaking, democracy only relies on the ‘soft’ forms of power (signification and 
legitimation) for the choice of representatives and the selection of different policy options. 
Democracy as the ‘ institutional arrangement for arriving at political decisions in which 
individuals acquire the power to decide by means of a competitive struggle for the peoples 
vote’ (Huntington 1991, p. 6, citing Schumpeter 1947, p.269) should insure against the use of 
force to influence a person’s opinion by securing freedom of expression and against 
manipulation by the provision of alternative sources of information. Although the extend to 
which democracies succeed to do this will never be perfect, non-democratic regimes always 
explicitly use the other forms of power to dominate state decisions, for example by harassing 
the opposition or censoring newspapers. Those regimes might combine these practise with the 
use of symbols and argumentation (Huntington 1991, p. 7-8, Linz & Stepan p. 38-54).          
    
The conceptualisation of power stated above can serve as a starting point for the building of 
scenarios and already shed some light on the relationship between structure and agency in 
regime change. Power is explicitly seen as the ability of agents to ‘transform’ their 
environment, enabled and constrained by different structures. This means agents, be it 
organizations or groups, can use their power to struggle for a place within the state 
apparatuses. The extend to which this struggle is successful is influenced, but not determined, 
by the structural dispersion of power in society. This means an agents personal endowments, 
knowledge of structure and creativity to cope with his environment also influences his 
success. Scenarios should look at the way actors use their power to uphold a political system, 
how this power is embedded in the structural environment, what different options can be 
thought of that could change this political system and structural environment in the future and 
to what kind of possible future regime this could lead . 
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Wrap up 
 
This chapter contains an effort to capture some of the complexities surrounding political 
regimes, further grounding the claim made in the introduction that regime change is a 
fundamentally unpredictable process. It introduced the four elementary forms of power, the 
six structural dimensions in which these are grounded and the personal attributes that help 
agents to exercise these powers. It established that agents usually exercise their power in 
collectives (or social structures), that differ in the way they are organized and partly overlap 
each other. In the next section, the state was shortly introduced as the dominant organization 
in the modern era, functioning in different interconnected spatial dimensions. The chapter 
ended with outlining an ideal type of democracy, a regime type that has been dominant 
around the world in the last two decades, at least in theory. The next chapter will finally 
discuss the case of Iran.   
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3. Retroductive phase: An exploration of 
Iranian history and geography 
 
 
In order to gain a better understanding of the causal complex surrounding the Iranian political 
regime, this chapter will explore different episodes of Iranian history. This exploration will be 
preceded by a short geographical introduction, just to give the reader an idea what country is 
being discussed. The historical part will follow the principle of ‘contemporary history’, 
stating those facts that are deemed important for understanding present and future. 
 
Geographical facts (Central Intelligence Agency 2008) 
 
Iran is situated in the Middle East, bordering the Gulf of Oman, the Persian Gulf, and the 
Caspian Sea, between Iraq and Pakistan.  
 

 
 
Figure 3: Iran within the ‘Greater Middle East’11  
 
 
 
 

                                                 
11 URL: http://www.homepagez.com/pakhistory/Middle-East-map.gif  (April 2009) 
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Its capital Teheran, with a population of around ten million by far the largest city, lies at the 
foot of the Alborz mountains in the north of the country. Note the Persian Gulf and straight of 
Hormuz in the South, which are among the main transport routes of crude oil. 
 

 
Figure 4: Iran      Source: Encyclopedia Brittanica 2001 
 
Iran has got a population of around 66 million  people on 1.648 million square kilometres of 
land, which makes a population density of 39.84 people per square kilometre compared to 
466.45 people/sqkm in the Netherlands. The labour force consists of around 46 million 
people, or 71% of the population. The population is relatively young, with a median of 26 
years, compared to 40 years in the Netherlands. With a birth rate of 16.89/1000 citizens, 
compared to a death rate of 5.69/1000 and a negative migration rate of 3.28/1000, the 
population currently grows with 0.792% per year. Religiously speaking, the population 
appears to be quite homogenous with 89% officially being registered as Shia Muslim and 
small minorities of Sunni Muslims, Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians and Baha’i’s. Iran knows a 
great ethnic diversity with 51% Persians, 24% Azeri’s and a lot of other big ethnic minorities. 
 
According to the CIA factbook, ‘Iran's economy is marked by a bloated, inefficient state 
sector, over reliance on the oil sector, and statist policies that create major distortions 
throughout. Most economic activity is controlled by the state. Private sector activity is 
typically small-scale workshops, farming, and services…Relatively high oil prices in recent 
years have enabled Iran to amass nearly $60 billion in foreign exchange reserves, but have 
not eased economic hardships such as high unemployment and inflation’ (CIA Factbook 
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2007). The GDP per head is 8700 dollar, similar to Turkey, Brazil and Romania. Both 
inflation and unemployment were around 15% in 2007, according to government sources, 
while there is a shortage of skilled labour. Around 40% of the population lives below the 
poverty line, which means employment does not ensure a decent standard of living. Iran is 
home to a vast amount of natural resources. Oil reserves are estimated at 132.5 billion barels, 
4th of the world, although oil production is only about half of the United States with 3.979 
million barrels per day, compared to 7.6 million barrels. Estimated gas reserves are even 
greater with 26.6 trillion cubic meters, only exceeded by Russia with 47 trillion cubic meters. 
Gas production is only 83.9 billion cubic meters per year though, which is just about enough 
to meet domestic demand. Most important trading partners are China, Japan and several EU 
countries.  
  
History 
 
As argued in the first chapter, history should not be seen as determining the future (Halliday 
2005, p. 322), but as a constant source of enabling and constraining structures, grounding the 
future options for action by agents. Therefore, critical realists reserve a central place for 
retroduction in their research (Patomaki & Wight 2000, p. 224).  The analytical role of history 
is important in a number of respects. In the first place, history is a reminder of the constant 
cycles of continuity and (sometimes radical) change in a certain country, which can assist the 
imagination of future changes. Secondly, history is an important source of meaning for 
leaders and ‘ordinary people’ alike to make sense of contemporary situations and justify their 
actions (Halliday 2005, p. 202-214 ). Thirdly and most importantly, history shows some of the 
recurring problems with which different generations of agents have had to deal and will 
probably have to deal in the future. This chapter will therefore start with a comprehensive but 
concise view of Iranian history12, which will function as the empirical backbone of this thesis. 
Where possible, references will be made to concepts outlined in the previous chapter and to 
important concepts in political science, that can help clarifying certain historical situations.       
 
1. Pre-modern history 
 
Rueschemeyer et al. define the pre-modern social, political and economic structure as 
important for the modern future of a country. According to Amineh (1998, p. 73), Iran knew a 
‘multiple social structure’, with several relatively autonomous social units (separated by the 
deserts and mountains),  based on different modes of production. The pastoral nomads 
depended on their cattle for their persistence, knew a tradition where martial skills and status 
where very important and  a hierarchical, tribal structure, with the ‘khan’ at its top. Due to 
their mobility they occasionally engaged in trade to acquire assets their cattle couldn’t 
produce. Agrarian communities were either based on kinship, where family heads were the 
highest authority, or on a ‘peasant/lord’ relationship, where peasants needed to contribute 
parts of their production to the lord, in exchange for their protection. Cities were administered 
by military and scribal notables. Other inhabitants were the clergy (ulama), traders and 
craftsmen (bazaari) and the workers and apprentices, with an under class of street salesmen, 
beggars and slaves. The common denominator of these social units is their hierarchical 
organization (Amineh 1998, p. 47-52).  
 
Different imperial dynasties managed to create a state structure, making use of the 
hierarchical organization of the different social units to levy taxes and draft soldiers. These 
                                                 
12 This approach is inspired by the book: ‘the Middle East in International Relations’ by Fred Halliday, who also 
uses historical chapters to outline analytical issues afterwards. 
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dynasties started as nomadic tribes that managed to conquer a territory and submit other 
tribes, cities and villages. The success of a dynasty depended to a great extend on the 
‘statecraft’ of their rulers in both conquest and internal organization of the state. Although 
successful state formation meant political submission for lower social units and their leaders, 
the advantage for them was relative stability and protection against tribal invasions13. 
Therefore, the leaders of different social units frequently supported the state by administering 
tax collection and assigning soldiers for military service. Empires were administered from a 
capital, where the royal court was a display of the wealth acquired by taxation, trade and 
looting. This displays of wealth were material, as can still be seen in different historical sites 
in Iran, but also in the form of the support of scientists, poets and other scholars. Periods of 
strong state presence where alternated by imperial breakdowns, when rural communities and 
cities were forced to function autonomously and where vulnerable to invasions of foreign 
tribes, while tribes fought among each other for dominance (Brittanica 2001, Amineh1998, p. 
73-75, Mattin 2007). 
  
Iran knows a rich imperial history. The first empire on Iranian soil was the Elamite empire, 
that is seen as one of the most ancient civilisations, located around the province that is now 
Khuzestan in the South-West of Iran and lasted from 2700-539 BC. Around the 9th century 
BC, two Indo-European peoples, the Medes and the Persians, became dominant in Iran.  The 
Medes established a kingdom with present day Hamadan at its centre, from around 650 to 550 
BC. This kingdom formed the basis for the Achaemid Empire founded by Cyrus the Great, 
which was dominated by the Persians from the province that is currently called Fars, with 
Persepolis as its capital. Persians and Medes were seen as equals in this empire, which made 
both of these peoples gradually amalgamate. As can be seen below, the Persian empire was 
very large, ranging from Libya and parts of Greece to the West, to India and Afghanistan in 
the East.  The empire prospered by maintaining a high quality infrastructure, unified system 
of taxation and law, and tolerance of local diversity. The Achaemid period saw the emergence 
of Zoroastrianism, founded by Zoroaster around 600 BC. This religion is based on the 
antitheses of truth and lie, making it dualistic, in contrast with the polytheism of earlier 
Iranian religions.   
 
After the Achaemid empire suffered from imperial overstretch, Alexander the Great 
conquered its territory and burned Persepolis in 330 BC. This was the interlude to a relatively 
short (330 - 248 BC) period of Greek rule, although its cultural influence remained strong 
until approximately 10 AD. The Parti, originally a nomadic people, settled in  Parthia, which  
would presently be in the East of Iran. They founded an empire that would last from 248 BC 
until 224 AD (see figure 2). Their rule was divided in a ‘phil-Hellenistic’ period, with strong 
Greek cultural influences and an anti-Hellenistic period, where the local nobility had the 
upper hand and resisted foreign influence. The Parthians were weakened by continuous 
fighting with the Romans and were finally beaten by the Sassanids, who originate in the 
province of Fars. They gradually established a big empire that lasted until 642 AD, building 
on the history of the Achaemid period, with an absolute monarch and a strong bureaucratic 
class. This era was marked by periodical religious tensions. The Christian faith had been on 
the rise in Iran in the second century AD. This became politically significant when the Roman 
empire adopted Christianity as its official faith in 339.  Zoroastrianism was directly associated 

                                                 
13 According to Mattin (2007, p. 430-433) the nature of tribalism is very important for premodern history.  Due 
to their mobility tribes were able to evade stronger but less mobile imperial forces and penetrate deep into the 
Eurasian continent. This added to the patrimonial structure of different social units, caused by the necessity of 
self-defense. Only after the emergence of gunpowder, the European and Ottoman powers managed to protect 
themselves from tribal attacks. 
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with the Sassanid state, which led to persecution of Christians, that varied in intensity with the 
reign of different emperors (Encyclopedia Brittanica 2001).  
 

 
Figure 5: Achaemenid Empire 559 BC – 330 BC (Brittanica 2001) 
 

 

Figure 6: Parthian Empire 250 BC – 226 AD (Brittanica 2001) 
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Figure 7: Sassanian Empire: 226 AD- 651 AD (Brittanica 2001) 
 
The Christian and Judaic faiths became increasingly popular with the people, which 
significantly weakened the Sassanid state (Cleveland 2004, p. 6). This, together with 
continuous battles with the Byzantine empire, explains the inability of the Sassanids to defend 
their empire sufficiently against the Arab invasions that started in the sixth century. The 
incorporation within the ‘Islamic-Arabian’ empire in this century can be seen as one of the 
major turning points in Iranian history. Although Iran  would eventually retain its distinct 
culture, language and sovereignty, the complex relationship with Islam and the Islamic world 
would remain vital for Iranian history up until today.      
          
The initial success of Muhammad (app. 570-632), the prophet of Islam, was the unification of 
the different Arabian tribes within a common religious, legal and lingual framework,  making 
use of his diplomatic, military and commercial skills and the extraordinary power of the 
narrative of the Quran (Cleveland 2004, p. 8-18).  His successors, the ‘caliphs’, eventually 
managed to aim the extraordinary martial skills of the Arabs, developed through years of 
intertribal conflict, away from internal fighting towards imperial conquest. This was not only 
the beginning of an Islamic empire, but of an Islamic civilization. The empire would 
eventually range from Spain in the West to Pakistan in the East. The first caliphs that 
succeeded the prophet as leader of the Islamic community (umma), were appointed by the 
close circle around Muhammad that started the Islamic movement. These caliphs managed to 
maintain a certain degree of authority, although significant political and social turmoil 
remained. This turmoil turned into a civil war, when Ali, a nephew of the prophet, was chosen 
as caliph in 656. Ali opted for greater equality among Muslims and claimed the house of 
Muhammad should lead the umma. This claims were contested by Mu’awiyah, the governor 
of Syria. The resulting power struggle was eventually won by Mu’awiyah in 661, when Ali 
got assassinated. This power struggle forms the basis for the enduring schism between ‘Shi’a’ 
and ‘Sunni’ Islam (Cleveland 2004, p. 13-15). Shiites claim a special political and religious 
role for the descendants of Muhammad, where Sunnis make a division between the caliphs as 
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temporal political leaders and the ulama (clergy) as authority with regard to Islamic 
jurisprudence and doctrine.     
 
According to Cleveland: ‘To understand the development of Islam and Islamic civilization, we 
must recognize that the Middle East region into which Islam expanded was a rich repository 
of centuries of accumulated intellectual exchanges, religious experiences, and administrative 
practices. Islamic society built upon these existing foundations and was shaped by them. As 
Ira Lapidus has written, “the civilization of Islam, though born in Mecca, also had its 
progenitors in Palestine, Babylon and Persepolis” (Cleveland 2004, p. 1, citing Lapidus 
1990, p. 3). This wider influence on the Islamic world by different cultures started with the 
founding of the Ummayad empire, by Mu’awiyah. The Ummayad dynasty settled in 
Damascus and adopted a lot of practices from the Byzantine empire. The upper echelons of 
this empire were exclusively reserved for Arabs and its policies were generally pro-Arab.  
This led to increasing discontent in non-Arab areas, which in turn affected the material 
success of the empire (Cleveland 2004, p. 16). A revolutionary movement emerged, headed 
by Abbu Muslim, in which Iranians played a minor role. This movement managed to 
overthrow the Ummayad house in 750 and brought power to the Abbasid dynasty. The 
Abbasids declared all Muslims as equal, regardless of their ethnic origin. The capital was 
transferred from Damascus to Baghdad, which they founded in Iraq, on the west bank of the 
Tigris. The Abbasid empire was more open to Iranian influences, adopting a bureaucratic 
structure modelled on the Sassanid imperial bureaucracy and employing Persian bureaucrats 
and scholars in the royal courts. The Abbasid Empire is seen as a high point in Islamic 
history, with unprecedented prosperity, dazzling intellectual achievement, and general 
political stability (Cleveland 16-17).   
    
The empire gradually disintegrated into smaller entities, where different empires and 
kingdoms maintained their own syntheses of local historical influences and Islam. Baghdad 
remained important as a political power centre, example of imperial greatness and symbol of 
the Islamic caliphate, until it got conquered and looted by the Mongols in 1258, which also 
meant the end of the Abbasid caliph. A distinct Iranian identity re-emerged in the North, 
where different tribes lived relatively isolated from the influence of the caliphate, separated 
from the rest of the country by the Alborz mountains. They got converted to Islam by Shi’ite 
leaders who fled prosecution from Baghdad and established independent empires in Iran and 
beyond. The most successful among them were the Buyids, who managed to defeat the 
Abbasid army in 945 and relegate the caliph to a figurehead. The symbolic power of the 
Caliphate was maintained, but the Buyids exercised political power. The 10th and 11th century 
also saw the renaissance of Persian language, history and culture. A written version of Persian 
was created, that has survived time with very little change. A lot of remarkable poets were 
also active in this period, sometimes writing in both Arabic and Persian. 
 
This ‘Iranian intermezzo’ lasted until 1055, when the Seljuks, a Turkish people, started to 
dominate the Islamic world. This world was increasingly disintegrating though, with the fight 
between different denominations of Islam as one of the divisive elements. ‘Infidel’ powers 
started to invade, starting with the crusaders in the 11th and 12th century. From 1220 until the 
16th  century, different Mongol invasions devastated the Middle East, which is seen as a dark 
period in its history (Cleveland 2004, p. 33-35). The period from the beginning of the 13th 
century until the end of the 16th century is characterised by the rise and decline of small 
Islamic kingdoms and empires within a context of regular Mongol invasions. A new ‘imperial 
syntheses’ was established in the 16th century. The Ottomans, a Turkish people from Anatolia, 
established an enormous empire, ranging from Algeria in the West, until Iraq in the East, 
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Hungary in the North and Egypt in the South. This empire was based on Sunni Islam, a 
modern state system, army and navy and relative tolerance of local cultures. 
 
The Safavid empire became one of the main contenders of the Ottoman empire from the 16th 
until the 18th century. The Safavids where Turks or Kurds and started a Sunni Sufi14 
brotherhood in Azerbaijan, north West Iran, at the end of the 13th century. Their followers 
were different Turkic tribes. Isma’il, who inherited his function as head of the order in 1494 at 
the age of seven, transformed it into an imperial institution. Isma’il was Shi’ite and claimed to 
be the direct descendent of Muhammad and therefore entitled to political and religious 
authority. He forced the Safavids and the inhabitants of the territories they conquered to 
become Shi’ite. Isma’ils army initially got defeated by the Ottomans in 1510, but he and his 
followers gradually managed to conquer a great territory, that extended from Eastern Anatolia 
and Iraq in the west to parts of Afghanistan in the east (Figure 4). The main battleground 
between the Ottomans and the Safavids was Iraq. The Ottomans saw themselves as the heirs 
of the Sunni caliphate, for which Baghdad was of great symbolic value. The Safavids wanted 
to control Kerbala and Najaf, the two most import shrines for Shi’ism. Isma’il occupied 
Baghdad in 1508, destroyed Sunni religious shrines and tried to convert the population with 
force. The Ottomans managed to recapture Baghdad in 1534 and restored their authority, until 
in 1624, when Shah Abbas occupied Baghdad again and massacred many Sunni inhabitants. 
After the Ottomans finally re-conquered Iraq in 1638, the seeds of an enduring Shi’a-Sunni 
divide in this country were planted (Cleveland 2004, 51-56).  
 
2. The start of the modern period: Western dominance and nationalist opposition  
                       
The Safavid empire was the last state on Iranian territory that remained relatively independent 
from international forces. By developing a slave army, the state became less dependent on 
tribal power struggles for the exercise of its authority. It managed to negotiate with the 
emerging Western powers and the Ottoman empire on an equal footing and accumulated as 
much wealth (Amineh 1998, p. 73-77). Its decline in the beginning of the 18th century has 
been attributed to different factors. The financial basis of the empire eroded due to the decline 
of the value of silk, an important export asset, and the emergence of naval trade, which 
undermined the centrality of Iran as a trading centre between Europe and East-Asia. 
Furthermore, the leadership of the ruling dynasty became weaker, which led to an increase of 
internal fighting. This led to the sudden collapse of the Safavid state, as an Afghan tribe 
invaded the country and sacked its capital city, Isfahan in 1722. Shortly afterwards, Nader 
Shah managed to drive the Afghans out and conquer and loot India, stealing the famous Koh-
i-Noor diamond and the Peacock Throne (decorated with gemstones and gold), but was killed 
in 1747 due to his cruel rule (Brittanica 2001). He had alienated the ulama, by renouncing 
shi’ism as the official state religion15. The following period was characterised by anarchy, 
until the Qajars, a Turkic tribe, managed to capture the throne in 1796 and establish their 
capital in Teheran. During their reign, the historical pattern of the rise and fall of empires, 
alternated by decentralised periods of tribal struggle, was ended, due to the emergence of the 
capitalist world economy (Amineh 1998).   
 

                                                 
14 Sufism is a manifestation of Islam that emphasizes mysticism before jurisprudence 
15 The exact content of Nader Shah’s religious reform is not clear, Amineh (1998, p. 74) speaks of a change of 
the official state religion to Sunnism, whereas other sources mention a ‘reconciliation of Shi’ism and 
Sunnism’(Columbia encyclopedia (2007) and a less aggressive form of Shi’ism  (Brittanica 2001). The most 
important point here is the breaking of the direct link between the state and the Shi’a religion that was 
established by Isma’il and the development of the ulama as an independent social and political force.   
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Figure 8: Savafid empire on its greatest extend16 
 
The seventeenth and eighteenth century featured an important theological innovation for the 
Twelver denomination of Shi’i Islam, which is predominant in Iran. A new school emerged, 
that argued that the interpretation of Islamic sources by religious scholars was necessary to 
give guidance, in situations where the Qu’ran or the Hadith did not give clear answers, when 
people were confronted with moral problems. People should therefore follow the most learned 
scholars, the ‘marja-e taqlid’ (source of emulation). This led to the centralization of religious 
authority towards a limited number of scholars, followed by a centralization of the 
administration of religious taxes. These moral and financial sources constituted the growing 
power of the clerical class, which was also strengthened by their strong bonds with the bazaar 
(Amineh 1998, p. 54-55).        
 
The religious structure that evolved into the twentieth century is summarized here: 

‘Such mujtahids have been accorded the title of ayatollah. Occasionally an ayatollah achieves 
almost universal authority among Shias and is given the title of ayatollah ol ozma, or grand 
ayatollah. Such authority was attained by as many as seven mujtahids simultaneously, 
including Ayatollah Khomeini, in the late 1970s.  

To become a mujtahid, it is necessary to complete a rigorous and lengthy course of religious 
studies in one of the prestigious madrasehs of Qom or Mashhad in Iran or An Najaf in Iraq 
and to receive an authorization from a qualified mujtahid. Of equal importance is either the 
explicit or the tacit recognition of a cleric as a mujtahid by laymen and scholars in the Shia 
community. There is no set time for studying a particular subject, but serious preparation to 
become a mujtahid normally requires fifteen years to master the religious subjects deemed 
                                                 
16 http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/en/e/e7/Safavid_Empire_1501%E2%80%931722_%28AD%29.PNG 
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essential. It is uncommon for any student to attain the status of mujtahid before the age of 
thirty; more commonly students are between forty and fifty years old when they achieve this 
distinction.  

Most seminary students do not complete the full curriculum of studies to become mujtahids. 
Those who leave the madrasehs after completing the primary level can serve as prayer 
leaders, village mullahs, local shrine administrators, and other religious functionaries. Those 
who leave after completing the second level become preachers in town and city mosques. 
Students in the third level of study are those preparing to become mujtahids. The advanced 
students at this level are generally accorded the title of hojjatoleslam when they have 
completed all their studies.  

The Shia clergy in Iran wear a white turban and an aba, a loose, sleeveless brown cloak, 
open in front. A sayyid, who is a clergyman descended from Muhammad, wears a black 
turban and a black aba’ (US Library of Congress, 1987) 

From the late eighteenth century onwards, Iran increasingly became subject to the spheres of 
influence of the different rival empires that took centre stage in the emerging world economy. 
Amineh (1998, p. 83) speaks of the ‘peripheralization of the Persian empire in the capitalist 
world economy’. This peripheralization had a number of effects. The state was very weak, 
with income from taxation gradually diminishing. It could only maintain itself by repression 
and ‘divide and rule politics’, inciting different social units against each other. The authority it 
exercised was minimal, leaving local leaders with a lot of autonomy. The state budget was 
purely spent on the maintenance of its own institutions. A standing army could not be 
maintained, making the state dependent on the tribes for its military power.  
 
This atmosphere was ideal for the penetration of the great powers, with their superior military 
and economic power. Russia and England competed for dominance in Iran. Iran lost a number 
of wars against both the Russians and the English, continuingly weakening the Iranian state 
and diminishing its territory. The only reason why the Qajar state maintained some of its 
authority was the balance of power between the Russian empire in the north and the English 
empire in the South. One of the main results of these wars was the extortion of favourable 
trading rights by both powers. After 1860, the competition between Russia and England was 
fought economically, maintaining a system where the Iranian state borrowed money with 
which it paid English and Russian companies to build infrastructure, increasing the state’s 
dependence in the process. Furthermore, both the English and the Russians negotiated with 
local leaders for trading rights, directly undermining the central government (Amineh 1998, p. 
71-91). As the country’s infrastructure improved, the Iranian economy became gradually 
integrated into the world economy, exporting mostly primary goods like wheat, dried fruit and 
rice, but also secondary goods like carpets.  
 
This led to the fundamental transformation of the social structure in the country (Amineh 
1998, p. 91-93). All social units became partly or fully geared to world market production. 
This led to unemployment in those segments that could not compete, especially the traditional 
craftsmen (producing textile and other goods that were produced on an industrial scale in 
Europe) and the peasants. These popular sections became part of the new Iranian labour class, 
mostly working in Russia or the Caucasus. The agrarian sector became more important in 
comparison to the pastoral sector, increasingly dominated by an aristocratic class that 
managed to acquire lands the central state had to sell in order to maintain itself. The pastoral 
sector sold animal products like wool and dairy products. The indigenous Iranian traders  
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functioned as intermediaries between foreign traders and the local market, becoming 
increasingly subordinated to foreign capitalists, which could use the dominant position of 
their states to strengthen their position. The incorporation into the world market initially lead 
to increasing affluence for parts of the population, but this situation changed when the prices 
of primary products structurally started to diminish after 1871 (Amineh 1998, p. 93-100).  
 
This decrease of living standards led to the increasing dissatisfaction of large strata of the 
population, aimed at the imperialistic foreign interference and the impotent and despotic rule 
of the state. Some strata managed to organise themselves on a national basis, due to the 
improved infrastructure, especially the bazaari, the ulama and the intellectuals. The bazaari 
were dissatisfied with their subordinated position vis-à-vis foreign traders and the increasing 
inflation and taxation. A large part of the ulama was against the absolutist nature of the state 
and the foreign interference in Iranian politics. The intellectuals were an emerging group, 
heavily influenced by the Western ideas of the enlightenment, centred around liberalism, 
state-secularism and sovereignty, that they tried to translate into an Islamic discourse. These 
three groups formed different factions, divided over issues like the role of religion in society, 
but united in their opposition to the absolutist state. The oppositional factions organised in so-
called ‘Andjomans’, revolutionary cells. As the economic situation in Iran declined at the end 
of the 19th century, the Andjomans started to work together against the state. This resulted in 
two uprisings, the ‘tobacco uprising’ in 1891, against a tobacco concession the shah granted 
to a British company and the ‘constitutional revolution’ of 1906, when the Shah submitted to 
the wish of the Andjoman for a constitution limiting his power (Amineh 1998, p. 97-108).    
       
The constitution provided for the establishment of a parliament (majlis) that controlled the 
government, and a commission of five religious scholars that controlled if the laws that were 
drafted by the majlis didn’t contradict Islamic law. One of the most important reforms was the 
privatisation of the ownership of land, which provided for the emergence of a landowning 
class, another was the establishment of press freedom, leading to the appearance of several 
newspapers and magazines. A lot of local andjomans became powerful in the local 
administration. The Russians and British did not approve of the constitutionalists, fearing for 
their influence in Iran. In 1907 both countries drafted a treaty that officially divided Iran into 
two spheres of influence, Russian in the North and British in the South, with a neutral zone in 
the centre, and also providing for the strengthening of the Shah. The majlis rejected the treaty, 
which lead to a coup by the Shah, that initially failed in 1907, but succeeded in 1908, with 
help of a Russian cozak brigade. The Shah’s victory in Teheran didn’t mean the end of the 
revolutionary forces though, as the andjoman in the North, particularly in Tabriz, with support 
of the workers from the Kaukasus, started a new revolution and managed to recapture Teheran 
in 1909. The revolution was definitively broken in 1911, when Russia and England invaded 
the country and enforced the establishment of a conservative cabinet (Amineh 1998, p. 108-
114).    
  
The period from 1911 until 1921 was characterised by anarchy and economic hardship, as 
many different power centres struggled for control. Germany, France and the United States 
tried to increase their influence in Iran to counter Brittish and Russian dominance. The central 
state was extremely weak, giving tribal leaders the opportunity to strengthen themselves. Iran 
functioned as a battlefield in World War I. The nature of Russian influence changed 
dramatically after the Bolshevik revolution of 1917. Russia renounced its imperialist control 
over Northern Iran, supporting the local socialist forces, while also pragmatically engaging in 
negotiations with the central government. This gave England the opportunity to dominate 
large parts of Iran, especially controlling the oil rich regions, patronizing local tribal leaders. 
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The English dominance almost resulted in the establishment of a British protectorate with the 
signing of the Anglo-Persian treaty in 1919. Before the treaty could be ratified though, heavy 
protests broke out, led by many factions that were also active during the constitutional 
revolution and supported by the United States and France. In the North, the authority of the 
central government was directly challenged by leftist militia, supported by Russia.  These 
developments prevented the Anglo-Persian treaty from being ratified. The anti-governmental 
forces lacked coordination and leadership, but became increasingly united behind a nationalist 
and modernist programme. The leftist forces supported such a programme with the idea that 
the creation of a bourgeois nationalist state was necessary to end imperialism and create the 
conditions for a socialist revolution (theory of stages) (Keddie 2003, p.73-80). 
 
3. The first Pahlavi Shah 
 
The lack of coordination between the nationalist factions prevented a new revolution, but the 
general disorder and weakness of the state were the ideal conditions for a coup d’etat. This 
coup was executed in 1921 by Colonel Reza Khan, a commander in the Cosscak Brigade, in 
cooperation with Sayyed Zia ad-Din, a pro British journalist, and backed by the British forces 
in Iran. A new government was formed, with Sayyed Zia as prime minister and Reza as war 
minister. Their programme was based on the demands of the modernising forces, establishing 
a strong central government that could exercise its sovereignty. The government managed to 
normalize relations with the Great Powers, while suppressing different tribal uprisings in the 
North. Reza became increasingly powerful as his grip on the army increased and the army 
became stronger. He made Sayyed Zia resign, as well as his successor Qavam as-Saltaneh. In 
1923 he sent the Qajar king into exile and in 1925, he let himself be crowned shah Pahlavi, 
feigning an ancient dynasty going back to the old Persian empires. The shah cooperated with 
the different political factions, including the clerics, the liberals, the conservatives and the 
leftists, when this suited him to reach his goals. This made Iran function as a constitutional 
monarchy for some years, with the shah enjoying wide political support (Keddie 2003, p. 80-
88).   
 
The shah embarked on a modernising campaign:  

• further strengthening the national army, with as high point the conscription law of 
1926 

• setting up a secular educational system 
• enforcing Persian as the national language 
• Stimulating a national culture based on its pre-Islamic past 
• forcing the tribes to settle in sedentary villages  
• stimulating industrialization and the improvement of infrastructure 
• diminishing the power of the clerics by:  

o seizing their lands  
o secularising the judicial system  
o Requiring males to dress in a Western manner and forbidding headscarves in 

public space  
o forbidding religious ceremonies.  

 
This modernizing campaign was financed by more effective taxation, higher import duties and 
royalties from oil, which became an increasingly important industry, although still largely 
controlled by Britain (Cleveland 2004 p. 86-91). As the power of the shah increased, his need 
to work together with different social forces diminished. By manipulating elections, 
forbidding political parties, controlling the media and detaining and sometimes killing 
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opponents, he managed to fasten his political grip, making him increasingly autocratic 
(Amineh1998, p. 147-149). His power base rested in the army, the bureaucratic class he 
patronized and the landlords, that ruled the countryside but mostly lived in the cities and 
belonged to the shahs circles, where the shah used state power to become the landlord with 
the most land himself (Cleveland 2004, p. 187-190, Amineh 1998, p. 157). Reza shah ended 
the anarchy and unlimited foreign incursions of the end of the 19th century and the beginning 
the 20th century, which had devastated the country. This stability came with a price, as the 
Iranian population was subjected to the autocratic rule of the shah, which became increasingly 
arbitrary and repressive (Amineh 1998, p. 153). Amineh (1998, p. 15-31, 127-134) 
conceptualises this situation as a  ‘Hobbesian state formation’, which means the state 
becomes a ‘leviathan’, a monster that is created to end the endless power struggle between 
different political forces within a country. This leviathan demands the total subjection of the 
country’s citizens in return (Peperstraten 1999, p. 63-70). The term Hobbesian state is more 
suitable in a descriptive sense than in an explanatory sense. Whereas national political unity 
was not necessary for a long time in Iran, due to the relative isolation and autonomy of its 
social units, the incursion from outside powers, first the Mongols, later the European powers, 
made a strong state necessary. This importance of protection from outside forces in the 
process of state formation has been powerfully argued by Mackinder (1904). Next to this, the 
ability of such a leviathan to control the rugged Iranian territory became only possible with 
the emergence of a modern bureaucracy, a modern army and a modern infrastructure. The 
leviathan was therefore as much necessary to prevent outside incursions as it was necessary to 
prevent internal conflict and could only emerge this strongly in modern conditions.   
 
As the importance of oil increased, the Iranian state tried to assert pressure on the AIOC, the 
British controlled Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, for a larger share of the profit. The AIOC 
functioned as a state within a state though, within the oil rich Khuzestan province. Although a 
somewhat better concession got signed in 1933, the shah suffered a serious loss of face and 
was seen by many as a British puppet. To decrease the political influence of the Sovjet Union 
and especially England, and to ensure the flow of capital for further industrialisation, the shah 
improved Iran’s ties with Germany, a newly emerging power. The Iranian ruling class was 
also sympathetic to the nazi ideology of racial pureness and glorification of the past. German-
Iranian trade increased to 32 percent and the Iranian weapon industry grew with German 
support. The  bonds with Germany were a pretext for England and Russia to invade and 
occupy Iran once again in 1941, after Germany declared war on Russia. Reza shah abdicated 
his throne in favour of his son, Muhammad Reza, who became the new shah (Amineh 1998, 
p. 166-170). This meant the ‘leviathan’ was temporally eliminated by foreign intervention. 
Iran functioned more like a constitutional monarchy, although the shah retained a lot of 
influence, especially in the military.  
 
4. The second Pahlavi Shah  
 
Different foreign powers struggled for oil concessions, while internal political forces 
organized in conservative, separatist, nationalist and socialist/communist currents and 
religious forces also re-emerged. The result was a new period of instability, political struggles 
and economic problems. The ‘ancién regime’ initially controlled the state after the war, but 
was unable to initiate economic improvement, in spite of support from American advisors. 
This was as result of corruption and the inability to negotiate a better oil concession with the 
AIOC. A growing opposition of nationalist and leftist forces managed to take control of the 
majlis and got united around the programme of Muhammad Mosaddeq, a charismatic 
nationalist intellectual. He promised economic modernisation, land reform and a higher share 
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of oil profits for Iran. Mosaddeq also aimed to limit the powers of the shah. The majlis 
decided to nationalize the oil industry in 1951, after which Mosaddeq became premier. The 
British responded by successfully organising an international oil boycott against Iran, which 
crippled the Iranian economy. Attempts to reconcile the AIOC and Iran, initiated by the 
United States, failed. Conservative circles in Brittain and the United States managed to paint 
Mosaddeq as a dangerous radical, that would lead Iran into the arms of the Soviet Union. The 
bad economic conditions and the perceived betrayal from the United States led to an upsurge 
in leftist and anti-Western sentiments. This led some religious leaders to abandon Mosaddeq’s 
coalition, due to his secular policies and out of fear for a socialist revolution. Although he 
remained widely supported, the CIA, under the Eisenhower government, managed to mobilize 
a coalition of baazari, some religious and military leaders and the shah against Mosaddeq, 
overthrowing him in August 1953 (Keddie 2003, 105-131).  
 
The coup resulted in the gradual establishment of an ‘ iron curtain on Iranian 
politics’(Cleveland 2004, p. 293 citing Abrahamian 1982 p. 450), meaning political decision 
making was restricted to the shah and a close circle of advisors around him. Political 
participation was reduced to a minimum. The shah was resolved to maintain his position, 
which he nearly lost in the preceding years. This aim was supported by the Western powers, 
who saw a loyal Iranian government as vital for their interest in the Middle East. Especially 
the United States would play an important role in Iran in the coming 25 years. The forces that 
had opposed the shah were either imprisoned, killed, or forced into exile. Mossadeq was 
imprisoned and stayed under house-arrest until his death in 1967. A large repressive apparatus 
was crafted with help from the West, centring around the army and the SAVAK, the secret 
service. This new ‘leviathan’, together with the end of the oil boycott and a more acceptable 
oil contract with Western companies, provided the much needed stability after years of 
turmoil. (Cleveland 2004, p. 293, Amineh 1998, p. 216-218).  
 
Although the shah and his confidants controlled the repressive forces of the state, they were 
initially unable to exercise full authority, due to continuing opposition from landowners,  
liberal intellectuals and  the National Front, a coalition of both secular and religious 
nationalists. This opposition increased when the economic situation deteriorated between 
1958 and 1960. An attempt by supporters of the shah to rig the election of 1960 resulted in 
large scale protests. The unrest made clear to the shah that reforms were necessary to 
consolidate his regime and end the economic crisis. Ali Amini, a liberal intellectual with good 
ties to the United States, was appointed as prime minister and ruled by decree for 15 months. 
He managed to implement some reforms, but lacked social support and was ousted by the 
shah when he proposed to cut the defence budget. The National Front did not support Amini 
due to internal contradictions and distrust of his bonds wit the US. As a result of the division 
within the opposition, the shah managed to strengthen his grip on the state. To strengthen his 
power base, he embraced the programme of factions of the modern middle class and liberal 
intellectuals. This programme became known as the ‘White Revolution’. Only parts of the 
ulama met the plans of the shah with significant opposition, led by Ayatollah Khomeini. He 
led a rural insurgency in 1963 that got repressed by the state. Khomeini was initially 
imprisoned and in 1964 forced to leave the country (Amineh 1998, p.  218-227, Keddie 2003, 
p. 140-148, Cleveland 2004, p. 293-295). 
 
The White Revolution was a programme to modernize the country. In practise, the most 
important features were the redistribution of farmland, the state-led industrialisation, the 
literacy campaign and the improvement of infrastructure. These plans were executed by an 
extensive bureaucratic force of more than 300,000 civil servants, created with help from 
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American advisors and primarily financed by profits from the oil sector, which grew rapidly 
(Amineh 1998, p. 224-226). The effects of these reforms were profound. The land reforms 
broke the power of the absentee landlords as a class, by distributing large parts of their land to 
peasants. Most peasants didn’t profit though, because the land they received was not, or 
barely, enough for subsistence. They were forced to work at state-led co-operations, for other 
farmers, or in the cities. To stimulate production, the state facilitated credit for modern 
farming equipment, partly supplied by multinational companies. This state-led capitalism did 
not lead to a much higher production, because the new techniques were not used in a suitable 
way for the particular circumstances of the Iranian eco-system (especially with regard to 
water scarcity). One of the most important effects of the reforms was the emergence of 
government authority in the countryside and a sense of social and political awareness among 
rural groups (Keddie 2003, p. 148-156, Amineh 1998, p. 278).  
 
Industrialisation and development of infrastructure were coordinated by special state agencies, 
in which the shah and a small top elite made all the important strategic decisions. This elite 
was mostly educated in Western countries and influenced by Western ideas about 
modernisation and secularisation. The state elite controlled the allocation of large sums of 
capital, acquired from taxation, oil revenues and loans from the United States, following 7-
year development plans, although the degree to which this economic planning was really 
followed is contested (Amineh 1998, p. 224-230, Keddie 2003, p. 156-157). Over time, the 
influence of foreign capital was restrained by tariffs and the weight of tax-income decreased, 
making oil income even more important as source of capital accumulation. The state elite 
controlled this oil-money either directly through state agencies and banks, or indirectly 
through the issuing of permits to private companies. The capital that did not remain in the 
pockets of the elites was mostly spent on large capital-intensive industry and infrastructure 
projects. This led to large economic growth rates, in some years even above 10%. Although 
this led to a rise in employment, large parts of the population did not profit from the growth. 
Most of the industry produced luxury goods that regular Iranians could not afford.  A lot of 
foreign employees needed to be attracted to fill the high skill posts in different industries. 
Urbanisation and population growth led to congestion, pollution and a rise in housing prises, 
exacerbated by the presence of foreign expatriates. More labour intensive branches of 
enterprise, like the cotton industry and the carpet industry, declined due to a lack of 
investment. Generally, the population did not get richer, nor got poorer, but saw a small part 
of the population and the foreign expatriates get excessively rich (Keddie 2003, p. 156-166, 
Amineh 1998, p. 285-317).        
 
Like his father, the shah legitimised his rule with references to Iran’s imperial pre-Islamic 
past, defining himself as leader on the path to the ‘great civilisation’. Different state-
corporatist institutions were founded to mobilize factions of the population in support of this 
ideal of the common good, like trade unions, guilds, political parties and the earlier mentioned 
rural co-operations. These institutions functioned as tools for control and patronization, not 
enabling real participation (Amineh 1998, p. 228-236) . The white revolution meant a radical 
transformation of the social structure in Iran. In the rural areas the landlords disappeared as a 
class, to be replaced by a landed upper class, middle class and proletariat (see above). In the 
cities a modern bourgeoisie, middle class, labour class and proletariat emerged. Next to these 
modern strata, traditional social groups in the cities consisted of the ulama, the bazaar and the 
urban poor, that were mostly migrated from the countryside (above, Amineh 1998, p. 360-
368)   From 1975 onwards Iran entered a severe recession, due to several structural economic 
problems:  inflation, congestion, a shortage of skilled labour, inefficient state planning and 
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corruption, exacerbated by lowering oil prices caused by a recession on world scale (Amineh 
1998, p. 323-338, above).  
 
The recession decreased the ability of the state elite to contain the different social forces, 
which gradually led to a revolutionary situation (Amineh 1998, p. 3). The Iranian revolution 
came as a big surprise in the whole world and its significance is still unclear. The shah’s 
regime was based on a contradiction that led to its ultimate downfall. As Linz and Stepan 
(1996) argue, the regime was initially based on ‘sultanism’ that tends to ‘arise whenever 
traditional domination develops an administration and a military force which are purely 
personal instruments of the master… Where domination… operates primarily on the basis of 
discretion…The non traditional element is not, however, rationalized in impersonal terms, but 
consists only in the extreme development of the ruler’s discretion’ (p. 51, quoting Weber 
1978, 231-232). A sultanistic regime is thus primarily based on the leaders well being and the 
well being of his subjects is dependent on his discretion (see also Amineh 1998, p. 228-230). 
As argued above (p. 34) the shah came to the conclusion in the years after the anti-Mossadeq 
coup that only the formation of an alliance with a faction of the modern middle class could 
guarantee the survival of his regime. This means the Iranian regime was still based on a 
sultanistic division of power, but embraced a radical modernization programme, that led to a 
revolution from above, a transformation of the totality of Iranian society initiated and 
controlled by the state (Amineh 1998). When the regime failed to win the favour of the 
modern classes it created and the myth of its legitimation as the pursuer of the common good 
was exposed, the naked truth of a sultanistic dictatorship became clear to society as a whole 
(Cleveland 2004, 297).  
 
After 1963, the regime repressed all real expressions of opposition. This caused the large 
majority of the regime’s critics to either stay silent or live in exile. The only opposition inside 
the country initially consisted of radical guerrilla organisations, that tried to destabilize the 
regime by assassinations and bombings, but did not have a lot of sympathy among the 
population and were effectively repressed by the SAVAK (Amineh 1998, p. 375-382). The 
dissidents outside the country and in prison tried to formulate a narrative that fundamentally 
opposed the shah’s regime. As this regime legitimated itself as defender of secular 
nationalism and was actively supported by the United States, the most important counter-
narratives which were formulated by different dissidents were radically anti-imperialist and 
pro-Islamic (Amineh 1998, p. 409). The most important voices of the opposition were Ali 
Shari’ati and Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini.  
 
5. Rising discontent and the Islamic revolution 
 
Shari’ati was a philosopher, sociologist and historian. He managed to formulate a 
revolutionary Islamic ideology as syntheses between Western philosophy and Islamic 
thinking. As a professor at the Sorbonne in Paris, he was influenced by radical leftist thinkers 
like Sartre, Camus and Fanon, that were particularly critical of Western imperialism. Shari’ati 
saw the history of the world as a constant struggle between good and evil, where evil is 
conceptualised as the idea of chaos against the idea of unity and harmony17, and as the elite 
that tries to suppress the masses. Islam would be able to emancipate the masses and create a 
harmonic society, if it would manage to envision and implement a total vision of society on 
the basis of (the Shi’ite interpretation of) the Quran, which would automatically be a classless 
society. The intellectuals are the vanguard that overthrow the tyrannical state and rule on the 
                                                 
17 Note the similarity with Zoroastrian thinking as shortly outlined above. Nekuee (2006) also argues the 
persistent importance of Zoroastrian thinking for the ‘Iranian ethos’ 
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basis of a revolutionary programme based on the Quran (Amineh 1998, p. 417-432). They 
should choose the person with the most developed inner qualities as their leader, the imam, 
that should lead the umma, ‘the society of individuals that think in the same way, walk on the 
same path, take their steps together, have the same goals, are responsible, [and] are on the 
road to a single, direct, clear, stable and collective destination’ (Amineh 1998, p. 431-432, 
citing the citation of Shari’ati  in Dabashi 1993, p. 118). Shari’ati was very critical of the 
majority of the ulama, that legitimated despotism (Amineh 1998, p. 431). His works were 
especially popular among students and managed to convince secular intellectuals that Islam 
could be a progressive and revolutionary narrative. He returned to Iran in 1964, where he 
initiated a lot of discussions with Islamist thinkers, was imprisoned several times and 
eventually fled to London in 1977. He died there under suspicious circumstances, at the age of 
43 (Amineh 1998, p. 417-423).  
 
Ayatollah Khomeini was the main exponent of a new generation of militant clerics that 
radically opposed the monarchy and especially its reliance on Western support. The clerics  
had been in the defensive for a long time against the forces of modernization and were 
successfully branded as ignorant, hypocrite and old fashioned (Nekuee 2006, p. 16-17, 
Amineh 1998, p. 391). Khomeini and his followers, like Ali Khamenei, Akbar Rafsanjani and 
Ali Montazeri, propagated an offensive and self-conscious political philosophy of Islam, with 
its own answers to problems and dilemma’s in the modern world. These problems could be 
tackled by an Islamic state that would be led by Islamic jurists, provide social justice, oppose 
Western imperialism and Zionism, and impose the shari’a to ensure the Islamic lifestyle of its 
citizens. Khomeini was born in 1902 in Khomein, a small village, followed a broad religious 
and philosophic education in Arak and Qom and became a respected mujtahid in the 1930’s. 
He started to openly criticise the shah and the secular intellectuals in the 1940’s. Khomeini 
became one of the most prominent scholars in 1962, when Ayatollah Borudjerdi, who had 
been the dominant scholar until that moment, died. Khomeini used his time in exile to write 
books on many subjects. Among those subjects was the idea of ‘velayat-e faqih’ (rulership of 
the jurispudent), a state led by Islamic scholars. He stimulated his growing following inside 
and outside Iran to organize itself, also propagating an ascetic lifestyle that would be 
necessary for the revolutionary leadership (Keddie 2003, p. 191-195, Amineh 1998, p. 396-
401). The ideology of the new radical ulama spread through a network of mosques, Islamic 
charities and the bazaar. This network could not be effectively repressed by the SAVAK 
(Amineh 1998, p. 465) .  
 
The structural economic crisis forced the regime to seek the support of the modern social 
classes, labour as well as modern middle class. These attempts failed, because the right 
balance could not be found between the interests of both groups, leading to fractures within 
the state class and gradual disintegration of state corporatism (Amineh 1998, p. 339-352). 
These developments, together with increasing pressure from Western human rights groups 
and the human rights narrative of the Carter administration, led to a necessity for the shah to 
liberalize his regime, which happened in 1977. Moderate intellectuals used this new space for 
opposition to criticise the regime and asked the shah to adhere to the universal declaration of 
human rights and the constitution. Mutual distrust led to a failure of the shah and the moderate 
forces to reach a power sharing agreement. A defaming article in a state controlled newspaper 
against Khomeini led to a protest demonstration by his sympathizers in Qom. 14 people got 
killed in the confrontation with the police. This incident was the impetus for a broad 
mobilization of Islamic social forces against the shah, mobilized by the militant ulama, 
making use of Shi’a rituals, symbols and institutions. The regime reacted with severe 
repression, while still trying to foster an agreement with more moderate forces. These 
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negotiations failed, while the anti-shah demonstrations attracted more and more support, 
culminating in a demonstration by 500,000 people on 8 September. This date is still known as 
‘Black Friday’, because the army attacked the masses and reportedly killed 4,000 people. 
 
The other opposition forces saw Black Friday as a sign that further negotiation with the shah 
was useless and started to join the radical Islamic movement. Khomeini became increasingly 
accepted as the leader of a revolutionary alliance that would topple the shah. The lower strata 
of the bureaucracy and the workers started to join the opposition, further weakening the 
regime by strikes. The maximum amount of people that participated in a demonstration was 5 
million. The shah tried to divide the opposition by appointing a liberal prime minister, but 
Khomeini branded all people who would cooperate with him as traitors, which prevented the 
revolutionary coalition from falling apart. Khomeini formed revolutionary committees that 
could function as alternative to the government institutions. On January the 16th  1979, the 
Shah left the country. On January the 24th, Khomeini returned to Iran after 15 years of exile, 
where 5 million people welcomed him. After a short struggle with the guerrilla forces, the 
army declared its neutrality on February the 11th , affirming the success of the revolution 
(Amineh 1998 p. 468-474).  
 
6. Iran under Khomeini 
 
Although Khomeini was widely accepted as leader of the revolution, he initially promised not 
to exploit this position to monopolize power in the hands of him and his followers. Therefore, 
he supported the creation of a civilian provisional government, led by the Islamic liberal 
Mehdi Bazargan, which both the United States and Russia accepted. This government lacked 
the power to execute its policies though, due to the earlier collapse of the state apparatuses. 
The radical Islamic groups, organized in the Council of the Islamic Revolution, formed a 
shadow government which proved more effective, through its grassroots network of mosques, 
revolutionary councils and revolutionary courts, and by appropriating the Shah’s bonyads, the 
powerful funds that effectively controlled large parts of the economy, under the guise of being 
social welfare funds. They also created a party around the leadership of Khomeini: the Islamic 
Republican Party. The conflict between different revolutionary factions escalated after 
Khomeini supported the hostage taking in the American embassy by radical Islamic students. 
This led to the resignation of Bazargan and the increasing dominance of the Islamists, which 
they used to push trough the new constitution of the Islamic Republic (Buchta 2005, p. 5-11, 
Keddie 2003, p. 240-262).  
 
The new constitution made the president and the parliament, as democratically elected 
institutions, secondary to religious oversight by the ‘supreme leader’ (faqih) and the ‘council 
of guardians’, a commission of religious scholars and jurists, either directly or indirectly 
appointed by the supreme leader. The leader was appointed by a ‘council of experts’, 
consisting of clerics elected by the people, based on his religious and political credentials. As 
leader of both the umma and the state, the leader had a wide range of powers. He could veto 
decisions taken by both the executive and the legislature, dismiss the president when he lost 
the confidence of the parliament or the council of guardians, appoint the head of the judiciary, 
the friday prayer leaders and the heads of the ‘bonyads’. Next to the official state institutions, 
the radical Islamists maintained paramilitary militia, especially the Revolutionary Guard 
(Pasdaran), created by Khomeini in May 1979, and the hezbollah (Keddie 2003, p. 240-262).   
 
Khomeini, as uncontested political and spiritual leader, was appointed as faqih for life. The 
opposition forces remained strong for a while, but never formed a united front against the 
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growing dominance of the ‘Khomeinists’. The paramilitary forces disrupted demonstrations 
by the opposition and closed their newspapers and party bureaus, while some non-
Khomeinists were initially tolerated within the elected institutions. Abdolhassan Banisadr, an 
independent politician, served as the first president of the Islamic Republic. He tried to unite 
the armed forces and rationalize the state institutions, but was opposed by the Islamists, who 
dominated the parliament and the judiciary. In 1981 Banisadr lost the confidence of Khomeini 
and fled to Paris. Other opposition groups resorted to violence, especially the autonomist 
National Republican Party, that managed to occupy the Northern city of Tabriz, and the 
Mujahedin Khalq, a leftist militia, that started a terror campaign which claimed hundreds of 
lives. Both forces were successfully repressed, although the Islamists resorted to mass 
executions and torture to achieve this (Keddie 2003, p. 240-262).         
 
Next to the internal challenges, the Islamic Republic was challenged by outside forces, that 
were partially a response to calls to export the revolution to its neighbours and material 
support for armed groups in several Middle Eastern countries. Saddam Husayn feared the 
Shi’a majority in Iraq would challenge his regime, empowered by the example of the Islamic 
Revolution. These fears were substantiated when the Shi’ite Al-Dawa party attempted to 
assassinate the Iraqi foreign minister, Tariq Aziz, and Minister of Culture and Information 
Latif Nayyif Jasim, in 1980. These threats were coupled with the Iraqi desire for regional 
hegemony, the calculation that Iran’s army was severely weakened as a result of the 
revolution and the idea that the Arab minority in Khuzestan would be more sympathetic to 
Iraq than to the Islamic Republic. These considerations led to the catastrophic decision by 
Husayn to invade Iran, on 22 September 1980, which would ‘lead to the longest conventional 
war of the twentieth  century, a horrible conflict that cost hundreds of billions of dollars and 
took hundreds of thousands of lives’ (Cleveland 2004, p. 416).     
 
In the first month, the Iraqi army managed to occupy 26.000 square kilometres of Iranian 
territory, but had underestimated the Iranian resistance. As a result of the revolutionary 
fervour, the Basij (Popular Mobilization Army, or People's Army) managed to mobilize at 
least 100.000 volunteers, who joined another 100.000 soldiers that were sent to the front in 
November (Iran Chamber Society 2008). These forces were lightly equipped, but managed to 
make up for this by their high morale, although they suffered heavy losses. The Iraqi army 
was pushed back behind its own border, where most of the remainder of the war would take 
place. Iraq offered a settlement in 1982, but Khomeini vowed that the war could only be 
ended after Saddam Husayn would be removed18. The most important offensive weapon of 
Iran was the ‘human wave’ tactic, in which large amounts of soldiers were meant to overrun 
the enemy. Ranging in age from only nine to more than fifty, these eager but relatively 
untrained soldiers swept over minefields and fortifications to clear safe paths for the tanks 
(Iran Chamber Society 2008). In this way the Iranians combined the forces of the Pasdaran, 
the regular army and the Basij. Although the Iranians came close to capturing Baghdad and 
especially Basra, this did not happen. Iraq resorted to the use of chemical weapons and bought 
large quantities of convential weapons and ‘dual use materials’, especially from the Sovjet 
Union, France, Germany and the United States, financed by loans worth between 50 and 60 
billion dollars from the small Gulf states and Saudi-Arabia. The United States started to 
intervene on the side of Iraq from 1984 onward, as it wanted to prevent Iran from controlling 
too much of the oil reserves in the region. This intervention, together with the Iraqi threat to 
attack Iranian cities with chemical weapons, led to Iranian acceptance to end the war in 1988 
(Cleveland 2001, p. 415-419, Iran Chamber Society 2008). Khomeini described this decision 
                                                 
18 According to an Iranian diplomat, this is one of the instances where history could have taken another course 
(Halliday 2007). 
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as ‘  as bitter to me as drinking a cup of poison’ (Buchta 2005, p. 13). The war had cost the 
lives of approximately 262.000 people.    
 
During the war ‘Khomeini supporters set about reforming the state, the economy, and society 
along lines that were deemed true to Islamic-revolutionary dogmas. The result was the 
Islamization—between the years 1979 and 1982—of the justice system, schools, and 
universities, the nationalization of most of the economy, the establishment of a foreign policy 
that was hostile to the USA and was aimed at exporting the revolution, the enforcement of the 
Islamic dress code for women, the revocation of freedom of the press and of the freedom to 
form political parties, and much more’ (Buchta 2005, p. 6-7). The period until the end of the 
war and the death of Khomeini in 1989, what Buchta terms ‘the first republic’ could be seen 
as the totalitarian period of the Islamic Republic. According to Linz and Stepan, in this 
regime type,’ a regime has eliminated almost all pre-existing political, economic and social 
pluralism, has a unified, articulated, guiding, utopian ideology, has intensive and extensive 
mobilization, and has a leadership that rules, often charismatically, with undefined limits and 
great unpredictability and vulnerability for elites and non-elites alike’ (Linz & Stepan 1996, 
p. 40). This means the state apparatuses are used in an effort to shape the totality of society 
towards a predefined utopian goal and a significant part of the population believes in the 
possibility of achieving this goal. In such a period, the symbolic power of state elites is very 
strong, as the willingness of sacrifice in the war shows (See Nekuee 2006, p. 33, Halliday 
2005, p. 221).   
 
Such a totalitarian order does not necessarily imply a personal dictatorship, as the ideology 
transcends personal authority. Even though Khomeini had the last word, a range of 
differences of opinion and conviction were already visible within the Khomeinist 
‘nomenclatura’ in the first years after the revolution. Fierce ideological battles took place 
between the radicals, who propagated state control of the economy and egalitarianism, and 
the conservatives, backed by the majority of the clerics and the bazaar, who were against too 
radical state intervention, that would threaten their economic interests. With the backing of 
Khomeini, the radicals were able to push through extensive economic nationalization, 
although some important policies were blocked by the conservative-dominated Guardian 
Council. Another important dilemma evolved around the question if the state should pursue 
the revolutionary goals and ideology at all cost, or ensure its own survival (Rakel 2008, p. 66-
68). This can be illustrated by the ‘Iran-Contra’ affair, in which Iran bought weapons from the 
United States, via Israel, both sworn ideological enemies, in order to prevail in the war against 
Iraq (Cleveland 2001, p. 416). Another such a divisive event was the mass killing of 
imprisoned regime opponents in 1988. These killings led to a breach between Khomeini and 
the person who was initially meant to succeed him: Ali Montazeri. Montazeri was the most 
respected scholar among Khomeini’s followers, but protested against the killings as too harsh 
and against the spirit of Islam. Khomeini reacted by asking Montazeri to retire as his official 
successor (Buchta 2005, p. 14-25). 
 
This presented the revolutionary leadership with a fundamental problem: apart from 
Montazeri, all of Khomeini’s followers were not higher in rank than hojjatoleslam, while 
ayatollahs and grand ayatollahs in Iran generally did not approve of the concept of velayat-e 
faqih. It became clear to Khomeini that the structure of the state had to be reformed in order to 
ensure its survival. He even claimed that ‘the needs of the Islamic state outweighed Islamic 
law, including such basic commandments as prayer’ (Keddie 2003, p. 260).This ‘forced 
Khomeini, who was already sick and dying, to assemble a council to revise the constitution… 
The members of this body decided on a number of constitutional changes that officially 
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sanctioned the separation of the highest religious authority (marja‘ iyyat) from the highest 
political power (velayat). The stipulation that a vali-ye faqih had to be acknowledged and 
accepted as a marja‘-e taqlid by the majority of the people was deleted. The symbolic power 
of the position of supreme leader was therefore severely weakened, as it was no longer based 
on the authority obtained from a leading position in the Shi’a religious hierarchy. The 
political-institutional power of the position of supreme leader was strengthened though, 
especially with the creation of the ‘Expediency Council’, which arbitrates legislation rejected 
by the Guardian Council and is appointed by the Supreme Leader. The executive was also 
strengthened by removing the position of prime minister and enabling the president to appoint 
the council of ministers. These event marks the beginning of a new period in the history of the 
Islamic Republic, what Buchta calls the ‘second republic’(Buchta  2005, p. 25).   
 
7. Khamene’i and Rafsanjani 
 
After Khomeini died in June 1989, Hojjatolislam Seyyed Ali Khamene’i was chosen as his 
successor. Khamenei’i had been president from 1981 onward, functioned as commander of 
the armed forces until 1987, and was especially close with the Pasdaran and the wider security 
establishment. As president, he favoured the conservative faction, against radical prime 
minister Moussavi. He got promoted to the position of Ayatollah by the state, although this 
was not accepted by the clerical establishment. This establishment was pressured by militia 
not to be too critical of the supreme leader. If they would be, they risked being prosecuted at 
the Special Court for Clergy, created in 1987 (Keddie 2003, p. 261-262). Hojjatolislam 
Hashemi Rafsanjani became the new president in 1989. He had been speaker of parliament 
from 1980 onward and had led Iran’s war effort in the last year of the war. According to 
Takeyh (2006, p. 39), Rafsanjani, who played an important role in the Iran-contra affaire 
(Moslem 2002, p. 67),  ‘defies easy characterization’ when it comes to his political and 
ideological believes. He appears to be led by a ‘mixture of realism and self-interest’ and is 
connected to a small circle of  ‘technocratic protégés with critical positions in professional 
associations, the modern business community and state bureaucracies’. This circle can be 
called ‘right wing modernists’ (Buchta 2005, p. 28) or ‘pragmatists’ (Rakel 2007, Takey 
2006). Both Rafsanjani and Khamenei would play pivotal roles in Iranian politics after the 
death of Khomeini. Buchta (2005, p. 28) even calls the 8 years of Rafsanjani’s presidency the 
Rafsanjani/Khamene’i Duumvirate.     
 
It can be argued that the Islamic Republic entered a ‘post-totalitarian’ period after the end of 
the war and the death of Khomeini. Linz and Stepan developed this typology on the basis of 
research on Post-Communist states, that turns out to be quite relevant in the case of Iran (Linz 
& Stepan 1996, p. 42-51). According to Buchta (2005, p. 29), in 1989, the ‘population that 
was exhausted by war and the turmoil of the revolution… was also faced with a wartime 
economy that had collapsed’. In this situation, there is a ‘growing disjunction between official 
ideological claims and reality’ (Linz & Stepan 1996, p. 48) . This means the state elites’ use 
of symbolic power to ensure compliance by the population or other parts of the state is less 
effective. This can have several consequences, some of which develop gradually and some of 
which can be reversed or resisted by the regime. Linz and Stepan (1996, p. 42-51) distinguish 
consequences for ideology, pluralism, mobilization and leadership: 

• The revolutionary ideology does not disappear as official state canon, but keeps 
existing as a social fact. State elites can not attack the fundamentals of the ideology 
and too pronounced opposition from civil society is repressed. The regime 
increasingly legitimizes itself on the basis of (economic) performance, which implies 
an increasing mismatch between ideology and real policies.  
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• The elites try to create more predictable institutions to canalise differences inside the 
regime to ensure the stability that is necessary for economic progress. Extensive 
institutional pluralism (or factionalism) can develop within the regime, but only 
within the revolutionary movement, explicit outsiders are not tolerated within the 
regime. Next to this, extensive social pluralism can emerge, also called a ‘second 
culture’ or ‘parallel culture’. This culture aims at the ‘de-totalitarization’ of the 
regime and tries to conquer its own social, cultural and even economic spaces that 
resist or escape totalitarian control (p.51). Important examples of these spaces are 
blogs, magazines or other media aimed at expression of members of the parallel 
movements. Leaders of these movements are frequently imprisoned, but are still able 
to maintain a following and create enduring organisations in civil society. These 
leaders are frequently disillusioned former members of the revolutionary movement. 
The post-totalitarian regime still uses the ‘coercive resources’, inherited from the 
totalitarian period, but in a more predictable and less brutal manner.      

• Leadership is more technocratic and less based on charisma. Leaders are not 
exclusively recruited from the revolutionary movement, but also from the bureaucracy 
and other state institutions (like the Revolutionary Guards). A ‘post-revolutionary 
bourgeoisie’ of state sector managers and leaders of state protected businesses can 
emerge, that profit from the ‘growing but subordinate private sector, especially in 
agriculture, commerce and services’ (p. 43).  

• To make a career in a post-revolutionary country, it is still necessary to participate in 
‘ regime created mobilization vehicles’ (think of the Friday Prayers, or the ‘Al Quds 
day’19, the Bonyads (or Nehads) (Moslem 2002, p. 33-34) but to some extend also the 
elections), but these ‘have lost their intensity’ and ‘generate more boredom than 
enthusiasm’ (p. 49) for most people: ‘The networks of ritualised mobilization in a 
post-totalitarian regime can produce a “cost” of time away from technocratic tasks 
for professionals and a cost of boredom and flight into private life by many other 
people’ (p. 50). This means a lot of people just try to ignore the political situation and 
try to lead a normal live within the relatively protected sphere of their home.  

 
Before discussing the Rafsanjani-Khamene’i period in more detail, there should be a note on 
factionalism in post-Khomeini Iran. After the regime entered its post-revolutionary phase, the 
political factionalism inside the revolutionary movement (institutional pluralism) has 
gradually become more apparent. Many concepts have been used to describe these factions, 
both inside and outside Iran (Moslem 2002, Rakel 2008). The terms used here are especially 
based on connotation and may differ with labels used inside the country. Political factions 
inside Iran are loosely organized and have significant internal differences. Their members 
generally formulate their positions on the basis of different narratives on the nature of the 
religious state, different proclamations by Khomeini, different revolutionary slogans and 
different interpretations of the constitution (Moslem 2002, p. 90-99). These are the social 
structures that enable and constrain the use of soft (symbolic and argumentational) power by 
the different factions. The material structures, that constitute the power of different factions, 
lie within the different official and semi-official institutions and different popular 
constituencies (Moslem 2002, p. 82-142). Following Moslem (2002, p. 82-142), there are four 
specific issues about which these factions differ: 

1. The nature of the economy:  
o Based on modern industrial production, or a more traditional combination of 

trade and agriculture, in which the bazaar plays a central role? 

                                                 
19 Annual day, marking the Iranian opposition against the ‘Zionist regime’ 
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o Should wealth be redistributed by the state and to what extend is an 
accumulation of wealth and a display of wealth acceptable? (the left-right 
axis) 

2. Which institutions are more important? The religious institutions, led by the faqih, or 
the republican institutions, led by the president and the majlis? 

3. Should the revolution be actively exported? (for example by supporting foreign armed 
groups) Should the country develop relations with the West and especially with the 
United States?  

4. What rules should the population follow with regard to socio-cultural behaviour? 
Should this be based on ‘traditional fiqh’ (directly tractable to the Quran and the 
Hadith), or on dynamic fiqh (more loose interpretation, based on rationality and the 
interpretation of the spirit of the Quran and the Hadith in light of modern problems)? 
To what extend should non-Iranian and non-Islamic cultural expressions be 
prohibited? What does this mean for the position of women? To what extend should 
the state use violence to enforce these rules?  

Table 1 gives a schematic overview of the different factions, their ideological positions and 
their main institutional an popular power bases. It functions as a background for the historical 
descriptions below.  
 
Faction Economy Priority for 

Republicanism/Faqih 
Foreign Relations Religiopolitical 

views 
Major power 
base 

Old Left Socialist Republican Export 
revolution/Against 
relations with 
United States 

Moderate, 
support 
dynamic fiqh 

Popular 
support, 
revolutionary 
courts, 
revolutionary 
committees    

Modern Left 
(Reformists) 

Social 
Democratic 

Republican Pragmatic Liberal, 
support 
dynamic fiqh 

Youth, 
women, 
modern 
middle class 

Neo-
fundamentalist 

Socialist Faqih Export 
revolution/Against 
relations with 
United States 

Conservative, 
support 
traditional fiqh 

Hezbollah, 
parts of 
IRGC, Basij, 
Faqih 

Traditional 
Right 

Right 
Pro-Bazaar 

Faqih Pragmatic Conservative, 
support 
traditional fiqh 

Bazaar, 
conservative 
clergy, 
Bonyads, 
Guardian 
Council, 
judiciary, 
Faqih 

Modern Right Right 
Pro-
Industry 

Republican Pragmatic Moderate, 
support 
dynamic fiqh 

Modern 
bourgeoisie, 
state 
technocrats 

Table 1 : Factions in post-Khomeini Iran (based on Moslem 2002, p. 99-141, Rakel 2008, 70-
76) 
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After the war, the Iranian regime faced a number of tough challenges. The population had 
grown from around 36 million in 1979 to more than 53 million in 1989 (Nationmaster2008). 
There was a growing popular discontent, fuelled by the decline of the economy during the 
war. Next to the costs of the war, an estimated 592 billion dollar (Rakel 2008, p. 91), the 
economic policies of the regime were not helpful either: ‘For nearly a decade the government 
controlled domestic prices and imposed a wage ceiling, kept the exchange rate of foreign 
currencies artificially overvalued, subjected imports to government allocation, required a 
variety of permits for establishing new industrial enterprises, refused to allow foreign 
investment in Iran, and provided subsidies for nearly all basic foodstuffs…transferred the 
management of industries to young inexperienced revolutionaries while nearly a million 
professionals fled the country…according to Rafsanjani, rather than creating a healthy, just 
and independent economy, these…years  resulted in…economic stagnation, rising 
unemployment, an increase rather than a decrease in dependency on the West, and chronic, 
soaring inflation (Moslem 2002, p. 147). These problems were exacerbated by Iran’s 
diplomatic isolation after the war and the fragmented nature of the state, with its risks of 
institutional deadlock20. In this situation, it became clear for the revolutionary establishment 
that the economic recovery required for the survival of the regime could only be achieved by 
partly ‘de-revolutionalizing’ and rationalizing the state, making it less institutionally complex, 
enabling a more centralised leadership. Rafsanjani was widely accepted as being the only 
person that would be capable of leading this challenge (Moslem 2002, p. 142).  
 
Rafsanjani initiated a multi-facetted reform programme, some aspects of which were more 
successful than others. One of the most important changes was ideological. He claimed that 
technocratic skills should be highly esteemed, not only revolutionary fervour. His cabinet 
therefore mostly consisted of Western-educated technocrats. He also challenged the idea that 
Muslims should always be ascetic, claiming that people were allowed to enjoy the material 
sides of live when not in a crisis situation. Therefore, the most important goal of his 
government was economic reconstruction. Foreign policy should be more pragmatic, based on 
the state’s economic and political interests. A restoration of the relationship with the United 
States should therefore not be dismissed on principle. Another important feature was his 
position to sociocultural issues: he favoured important political and economic roles for 
women and freedom for the press to criticize the government. It is important to note that 
Rafsanjani needed political support from other factions, that partly disagreed with his policies, 
as the old left controlled the parliament from 1989 to 1992 and the traditional right controlled 
the position of supreme leader and the council of guardians throughout his term, and the 
parliament from 1992 onward (Moslem 2002, p. 142-155, 194). 
 
Rafsanjani and his modern right faction favoured a model that partly resembles a modern 
coordinated market economy. In this economic model, the state plays an important role in 
facilitating infrastructure, ensuring a high level of education among the work force, regulating 
the market and setting macro-economic goals for indicators like employment, economic 
growth and inflation levels. An independent banking system facilitates long-term investments 
for businesses, which partly coordinate among each other and the state with regard to the 
diffusion of technology and the setting of product standards, and with strong labour unions 
with regard to wage bargaining and work circumstances21 (Rhodes & van Apeldoorn 1997, 
Soskice 1999).  

                                                 
20 Moslem (2002, p. 42) goes as far as to claim that: ‘if one uses Tilly’s definition of a state (differentiation from 
other organizations in society, autonomy, centralization, and formal coordination of its parts) as a yardstick in 
Iran, one could argue that a state in its true sense does not exist in the Islamic Repbulic. 
21 It can be doubted if Rafsanjani would favour strong independent labour organizations 
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The first FiveYear Plan, approved by both the Guardian Council and the parliament, had as 
goals: ‘strengthening the defence program, restoration of the old war-damaged industrial 
infrastructure through structural adjustment policies… improvement of the quality of the 
public’s cultural standards with special emphasis on the younger generation, economic 
growth aimed at an increase in per-capita income, achievement of social justice, provision of 
the basic needs of the population, reform of judicial and executive management procedures, 
the safeguarding of individual and social rights… a better organized geographic distribution 
of developmental plans throughout the country…privatization of state-owned industries, 
downsizing of the state with emphasis on its supervisory rather than interventionist role, an 
increase in investment in infrastructure and industrial output, gradual reduction of the 
dependence on oil revenues, and a projected increase in state revenues through taxation 
(Moslem 2002, p. 164). The revival of the nuclear programme, that had been initiated by the 
shah, but had contracted after the revolution and was damaged during the war, is expected to 
have been restarted in this period (Takeyh 2006, p. 136-137)  .   
 
The programme was successful in reconstructing infrastructure, setting up an accessible and 
high-quality university system, achieving industry based economic growth (an average of 7.5 
percent for the first three years of the Five year plan), increasing tax collection, bringing down 
the budget deficit, reducing unemployment, and stimulating cultural programmes, lead by 
minister of culture Mohammad Khatami. Other aspects were less successful though. 
Privatisation largely failed, due to the unwillingness of the bazaari to invest in modern 
industry, the absence of a strong independent modern bourgeoisie, barriers towards foreign 
investment, and governmental corruption. Inflation soared due to a large trade deficit, 
increased liquidity, increased government and domestic spending, short term speculation and 
cartel formation by the bazaari (Moslem 2002, p. 187-190, Keddie 2003, p. 263-269). 
Reconciliation with Western countries was hampered by the Rushdie affaire22, the allegation 
of the support of the Iranian leadership for the assassination of oppositionists in Europe, Iran’s 
hostility towards Israel and the support of militant islamist anti-Israeli groups like Hezbollah 
and Hamas. President Clinton even severed the economic sanctions against Iran in 1995 
(Keddie 2003, 267-268)       
 
The government reacted to the economic problems by fixing the exchange rate and 
implementing tariffs to curb imports, levying higher taxes and prices for governmental 
services, controlling the bazaar, punishing overchargers and later even by setting up 
government and bank controlled chain stores and directly controlling the money supply 
(Moslem 2002, p. 189-213). These measures brought the economic model in Iran closely back 
to the one under the shah. A strong inteventionist state, especially aimed at industry based 
economic growth and subordinating the traditional economic classes. In his memoirs, 
Rafsanjani also explicitly mentions his support for the modernist ideas of the white 
revolution, except for the suppression of the Islamic faith (Moslem 2002, p.129-130).   
  
While Khamene’i and the conservative right faction had initially supported Rafsanjani’s 
reconstruction programme, they became increasingly more critical after the elections of 1992. 
The conservatives dominated the parliament after those elections with the help of the 
Guardian Council, which blocked a lot of prominent leftists from running. Khamene’i also 
started to support the conservatives and criticize the government more openly.   

                                                 
22 On February 1989 Khomeini issued a fatwa against Salman Rushdie, a Indian born British writer, sentencing 
him to death for publishing The Satanic Verses, which Khomeini deemed blasphemous.  Rushdie went 
underground, but other persons connected to the publication were assassinated (Keddie 2003, p. 262) 
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The increased taxation and state control of the economy hurt the bazaaris, the traditional 
supporters of the conservative right. They also opposed the liberal posture of Rafsanjani’s 
government towards socio-cultural issues and its choice of technocrats for governmental 
positions instead of clerics and revolutionaries. Rafsanjani was forced to appoint the 
conservative Ali Larijani as minister of culture and guidance in 1992, which meant the 
beginning of the ‘systematic undoing of Khatami’s agenda in the cultural sphere’. Larijani 
started a coordinated campaign for the Propagation of Virtue and Prohibition of Vice 
(PVPV), together with other conservative power centres. The Basiji’s were officially 
sanctioned by the parliament to assist the law enforcement agencies to uphold ‘Islamic 
behaviour’, representatives of the supreme leader tried to cleanse the universities of dissenting 
students, Rafsanjani’s brother was replaced as head of the Radio and Television agency, 
mosques were supported as centrums of culture and a lot of critical newspapers were forced to 
close. The new parliament also watered down the increasing state interference in the 
economy, resisted the appointment of certain technocrats and resisted foreign investments 
(Moslem 2002, p..186-240). Another setback for Rafsanjani was the failure to bring some 
revolutionary institutions (particularly the Revolutionary Guards and the Bonyads) under 
government control (Moslem 2002, p. 191-194).  
  
8. Khatami and the reformists 
 
After being blocked from power, the left used its time to contemplate on its ideological 
orientation. Like many leftist factions around the world they moderated their views with 
regard to the role of the state in economy and to the export of the revolution. Their new 
narrative centred around power sharing, independent grassroots associations, political parties, 
the rule of law, individual rights and freedom, especially for minorities and women, press 
freedom, integration within the international economy, strong diplomatic ties with other 
nations and a reconciliation with the West. They founded this argument on a pluralist reading 
of Islam and liberal theories of the Islamic state. Some even went as far as rejecting the idea 
of velayat-i faqih, or at least played down the importance of the faqih and the clergy in 
general. These ideological positions constitute the evolution of leftist thought in Iran from the 
old to the modern left, or reformists (table 1, Moslem 2002, p. 245-265, Keddie 2003, p. 269-
284).  
 
The person embodying this message was Mohamad Khatami, the former minister of culture. 
He managed to win the presidential elections of 1997 with a landslide, on a moment that the 
conservatives expected to conquer the last power centre. Khatami’s victory appeared to be an 
opportunity for students, journalists, intellectuals and (woman-) activists to recapture the 
space for less traditional forms of cultural expression, formulate their demands towards and to 
some extend criticize the regime. The reformist parliament that got elected in 2000 also tried 
to empower the republican institutions, limit the power of the parallel institutions and reform 
the family and press laws. These initiatives were largely blocked by the conservatives though. 
The Guardian Council blocked legislation, the Revolutionary Guards openly threatened the 
reformists, the vigilante groups attacked students, journalists and activists, and the judiciary 
closed journals and arrested numerous critical persons from different backgrounds. The most 
dramatic backlash took place in July 1998, when at least nine dissidents were murdered, in 
2000, when prominent reformist Said Hajjarian was wounded in a murder attempt and in 1999 
and 2000, when student protests were severely repressed. These events mark the willingness 
of different conservative elements to use all means necessary to stay in power and prevent a 
fundamental change of the political regime. The traditional conservatives increasingly needed 
the coercive power of the vigilante groups and the revolutionary guards, in which the neo-
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conservative faction plays an important role, in spite of their important political differences 
(table 1, Keddie 2003, p. 269-284, Moslem 2002, p. 245-265). The consequences of this 
alliance would become clear in the years to come.        
 
Khatami’s government was more successful in foreign policy. Building on the realist foreign 
policy of Rafsanjani, diplomatic ties with Europe were restored, ties with Russia and China 
were further strengthened, ties with former Soviet Republics in Central Asia and the Persian 
Gulf were improved and the groundwork was laid for increased cooperation with countries 
like Pakistan, India and Venezuela. Russia and China were especially important as strategic 
partners, selling weapons and nuclear technology. China became important as importer of 
Iranian oil and, next to the European countries and Japan, as supplier of consumer and capital 
goods for the Iranian market. European companies also invested in Iranian oil projects, 
although the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) currently develops the majority of the 
Iranian oil fields by itself.  (Rakel 2007, p. 158-170, Keddie 2003, p. 270-272, EIA 2007). 
Khatami also made an overture towards the United States in an interview with CNN in 1998, 
where he called for a ‘dialogue of civilizations’. This notion emphasized the Iranian 
admiration of some aspects of Western political tradition, which the reformists tried to 
synthesize with Islamic principles. The United States responded by lifting the embargo on 
Iranian carpets and pistachios, but issues like Iran’s anti-Israeli position kept the relationship 
between both countries from further improving. The US-Iranian relationship deteriorated 
again after September 11, when president Bush mentioned Iran as being part of the ‘axis of 
evil’ in 2002, especially because of its support for different militant groups around the world. 
Another setback in the same year was the revelation of a member of the Mojahedin Khalq that 
Iran had a covert nuclear programme. This put pressure on Iran’s relationship with the 
European union, as well as its neighbours and the larger international community (Keddie 
2003, p. 270-272, Takeyh 2006, p. 136-140). 
 
The record of Khatami’s government with regard to the economy is mixed. It did not break 
with the general policies of Rafsanjani: aiming for economic growth with a mixture of foreign 
investments, state led development projects, support for the private sector, rationalisation of 
the economic environment and partial privatisation. Economic growth was generally high, 
averaging 5.5 percent from 2000 to 2005, which made Iran approximately as wealthy as in the 
top years of the shah. This growth was accompanied  by an increase in jobs, although not 
enough to cover the explosive growth of the labour force. Iran managed to attract more 
foreign direct investment and both export and import rose, partly because the exchange rate 
was unified in 2002. Like Rafsanjani, Khatami failed to curb the large role of the government, 
the bonyads and the bazaar in the economy. The inflation was still high (above 10%) and 
there was no significant export oriented industrialisation, which meant the Iranian economy 
remained dependent on oil for its export. Khatami also failed to significantly alleviate poverty 
(IMF 2008, WTO 2008, p. 40, Rakel 2008, p. 98-102, Keddie 2003, p. 273-274, 324, 341-
342). 
 
The Khatami period signifies the limits of liberalisation in post-totalitarian Iran. The social 
pluralism that was initially established did not lead to real political and economic pluralism. 
Even the more liberal interpretation of the narrative of the revolution by the reformists was 
eventually not tolerated. The reactions of the conservative factions led to a backlash that, after 
the voice by activists and politicians was repressed, resulted in the exit of many of them into 
social live, or quite literally out of the country (Ansari 2008, p. 692, Linz & Stepan 1996, p. 
50). After the repression of the reformist movement and the waning of its public support, the 
conservatives looked for ways to consolidate their power. They looked with envy at the 
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charisma of Khatami and the ability of the reformists to mobilize large parts of the population, 
and saw the need for them to find a mass base of their own, to be able to dominate the 
republican part of the regime. As the conservatives could not achieve this by developing 
better economic plans and the majority of the population did not share their social agenda, 
they needed a re-totalitarisation of the regime. This meant a revitalization of the 
revolutionary narrative and a search for charismatic leadership. As a faction that was a 
relative outsider from the centre of Iranian politics, the neo-fundamentalist faction was in the 
best position to lead this effort at re-totalitarisation (Ansari 2007, 2008, Moslem 2002, p. 134-
141).         
  
9. Ahmadinejad and the neo-conservatives 
 
As a faction, the neo-fundamentalists were ‘even looser than other factions and…made up of 
individuals surrounded by cronies who act like a pressure group within the system…While 
those associated with this faction use similar rhetoric and support each other’s actions, by 
and large they act independently’ .Until the majlis elections of 2004 and the presidential 
elections of 2005, they did not control any of the institutions and… major centres of power in 
Iran (Muslem 2002, p. 135). The common denominator of this faction is therefore its 
narrative, Mehdi Nasiri, one its ideologues, formulates it like this: ‘We believe that Islam is 
against a capitalist-style economy, amassing of wealth and polarization of society. To 
confront such corruption we believe that force must be used. We believe that the faqih 
commanded it, it must be obeyed even if it is against our views and desires…We believe that 
[Western] liberal culture can threaten our [Islamic] culture and must be seriously 
confronted…We aim to confront cultural unfetteredness and deviation from the values of the 
revolution’. As table 1 shows, the neo-fundamentalists agree with the traditional 
conservatives with regard to the need for traditional Islamic regulations of social life, the 
importance of the role of the supreme leader and the subordinate role of the republican 
institutions. They disagree about the economy, especially about the accumulation of wealth by 
the bazaari, and they are more radical with regard to relationships with the West, which they 
see as an enemy to be fought (Moslem 2002, p. 134-141).  
 
As mentioned above, the neo-fundamentalist narrative was especially popular with the 
vigilante groups, known as Ansar-e-Hizbollah, that used violence to resist the policies of the 
modernists. The Ansar consist of parts of the urban poor and war veterans (Basijis) who claim 
to be forgotten in the post-war reconstruction effort. Next to the political violence mentioned 
above, the most severe violence took place against women that did not live up to their moral 
standards23. The Ansar groups would ‘organize independent anti-improper veiling gatherings 
throughout the streets of Teheran where demonstrations dissolve into brutal attacks on 
incorrectly dressed women’ (Moslem 2002, p. 138). Even more brutal were the serial killings 
of prostitutes by Hizbollahi in Teheran, Mashad and Kerman. Although the perpetrators in the 
first two cases were convicted and executed, some fundamentalists hailed them as heroes and 
martyrs. The murderers in the Kerman cases were even exonerated by the higher court of 
Teheran in 2007, although the Supreme Court is currently reviewing the case (Ansari 2008 p. 
693-694). Although these actions of the core constituency of the neo-fundamentalists were 
effective in curbing the public’s enthusiasm for the reformists and creating a general sense of 
apathy among the public, they needed a more refined narrative that attracted broader mass 
appeal and a more charismatic and qualified leadership. The effort to achieve these goals was 
led by Ayatollah Misbah-Yazdi (Ansari 2007, p. 23-28, Ansari 2008). 

                                                 
23 PVPV see above 
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Misbah-Yazdi is an influential and intellectual cleric residing in Qom, who supports the neo-
fundamentalist views summarised above. He ‘initiated a proactive programme 
of intellectual engagement (with the aim of better understanding the enemy) with 
the West and its ideas, by sponsoring his students to study at western universities’ (Ansari 
2008, p. 692),  in order to develop a leadership class supportive of his ideas. This would be ‘a 
new generation of articulate conservatives who would present the case for authoritarianism’ 
(Ansari 2007, p. 24). The new conservative narrative was built around different themes:  

• The inevitable failure of reform and its project to reconcile Western and Iranian 
political thought and traditions 

• The need for Iran to resist Western cultural and political influence and the moral and 
economic excesses associated with this influence 

• A kind of nationalism that portrayed Iran as victim of history and foreign 
machinations (as exemplified by the ‘axis of evil’ speech’) 

• A return to the revolutionary fervor of the war period 
• The sacred role of the supreme leader as appointed successor of Khomeini. Khomeini 

was idealized as a kind of new Mohammad, with Ali Khamene’i being the ‘Ali of the 
age’, a parallel with the Imam Ali.  

• The special role of the conservatives that were close to Khamene’i 
• The need to support the ‘oppressed’, especially the war veterans and the poor.  

The supreme leader and other conservatives especially tried to rally the countryside behind 
this new narrative (Ansari 2007, p. 23-28, Ansari 2008, p. 69-692).  
 
The first setback for the reformists was the city council elections, where the conservatives 
won, due to a turnout of only 15%. This was followed by an electoral victory for the 
conservatives in the parliamentary elections of 2004, partly due to mass disqualifications of 
the Guardian Council and alleged electoral fraud. The newly elected parliament in turn voted 
against the ratification of the Non-Proliferation Treaty additional protocol, which virtually 
eliminated the chance of a deal with Europe and the wider international community about 
Iran’s nuclear programme, which would have meant a political success for the reformists 
(Ansari 2007, p. 28-32). This worsening international climate formed the background of the 
presidential elections in 2005. The conservatives were determined to gain the presidency this 
time, which they had unexpectedly failed to do in 1997. The most serious opponents were 
reformist Mehdi Karrubi and Rafsanjani, who positioned himself as the only person who 
would be able to clear the national and international mess. The traditional conservative 
candidates, Mohammad Baqer Qalibaf and Ali Larijani, were initially counted on to win, with 
Larijani being supported by Khamene’i, but they did not manage to attract enough popular 
support, probably because they were deemed too close to the establishment (Ansari 2007, p. 
32-36).  
 
A relative outsider was Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. He had been major of Teheran from 2005 
onward. Ahmadinejad embodied different aspects of the neo-fundamentalist message, an 
image he and his supporters tried to strengthen as much as possible. He had served in the war 
and devoted a few years of his live to teaching the basij. He had always had a simple and 
devout life-style, outside of the wealth that the establishment (quite literally) embodied. As 
major of Teheran, his most remarkable policy was ‘re-interring the remains of war martyrs in 
key public locations throughout the city so that citizens could be reminded of and duly 
commemorate the sacrifices of the people during the war’ (Ansari 2007, p. 29). Combined 
with his self-conscious, optimistic and populist image, these features brought Ahmadinejad 
some popularity among the population. Therefore, Khamene’i decided to support 
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Ahmadinejad in his last week of campaigning, providing him with ‘a nationwide campaign 
organisation’. The ‘IRGC command and the Basij Militia were effectively operating as ad hoc 
party activists; turning out voters, monitoring election stations, and at times simply buying 
and selling votes’ (Ansari 2007, p. 36). This helped Ahmadinejad reaching the second 
position in the first round of the elections behind Rafsanjani. All other contenders accused 
Ahmadinejad and his cronies of fraud, but Rafsanjani prevented a crisis by deciding to run 
against him in the second round. Making use of his position as outsider and the promise of 
redistributing the oil money, together with the manipulation and fraud of conservative power 
centres, helped Ahmadinejad to win the second round of the presidential elections with a wide 
margin, fulfilling the conservatives’ dream of controlling all power centres in the country. 
This meant a successful re-totalitarisation of the Iranian regime, termed the ‘third Islamic 
revolution’ by Ahmadinejad, although the majority of the population did not share his 
enthusiasm (Ansari 2007, p. 32-39).          
 
After his election, Ahmadinejad took a number of measures to consolidate his rule and the 
dominance of his faction24. An important part of this was a build-up of his own personal 
charisma. Important in this regard was his millenarian believe in the ‘imminent return’ of the 
twelfth Imam, also called the Mahdi, for which Ahmadinejad would prepare the country, by 
resisting Western influence, providing social justice and protecting society from ‘unislamic’ 
influences. This connection with the twelfth Imam reached a high point when Ahmadinejad 
claimed that a green light appeared behind him in a speech for the UN general assembly, 
signifying his direct connection with the Mahdi  (Ansari 2007, p. 42).  
 
In foreign policy, Ahmadinejad escalated the attitude towards the West and Israel. He ended 
the temporary moratorium on the enrichment of uranium, called for Israel to be ‘wiped of the 
map’ and questioned if the holocaust ever took place. These actions were part of a narrative of 
Iranian nationalism, with the nuclear programme as the source of national pride and progress, 
that the ‘bulying powers’ were trying to stop. With a ‘letter to president Bush’, Ahmadinejad 
portrayed himself as the champion of the fight against an unjust world order and exposed the 
false claims of the Americans as ‘champions of democracy’. Iran especially focused on 
improving its standing in the Muslim world and as a regional ‘superpower’. Ahmadinejad also 
purged the Iranian embassies of reformists to install his ideological allies there.  
 
That these efforts were not purely based on rhetoric became clear in a number of events. The 
war between Israel and Hizbollah and the electoral victory and subsequent Western boycott of 
Hamas were signs of both Iran’s rising regional power and the Western ‘hypocrisy’. These 
images were only strengthened by the events in Iraq, especially the Abu Graib incidents and 
the dominance of Shi’a forces in that country. Another success for Ahmadinejad was the 
successful enrichment of uranium, which was celebrated as a national victory (Ansari 2007, p. 
67-90, 73, Ehteshami & Zwiri 2007, p. 97-140). He also faced a number of serious setbacks 
though. Iran faced three rounds of sanctions from the UN security council. Although China 
and Russia watered down these sanctions, their support for the resolutions signifies their 
unwillingness to allow Iran to develop nuclear weapons and their lack of reassurance that 
Iran’s nuclear programme is peaceful (Ansari 2007, p. 58). Some commentators, like Joska 
Fischer (2008) and Seymour Hersh (2006), even predicted a possible attack by the United 
States and/or Israel on Iran’s nuclear facilities, which has not happened so far. Furthermore, 
the strained relationship with the EU has been a serious blow for the Iranian banking sector 
(Ansari 2007, p. 82) and impaired investments in the energy sector (de Tijd 2008).           
                                                 
24 Many aspects and consequences of Ahmadinejad’s ruling period will only be sufficiently clear with the benefit 
of hindsight. 
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These foreign developments form the background for the domestic situation. It has been 
widely claimed that Ahmadinejad’s foreign policy primarily served a domestic agenda. An 
important development in this regard was the steadily rising oil price from the start of his 
presidency onward. This rise might have had something to do with his own rhetoric and the 
growing instability in the Middle East, as well as rising demand from developing countries 
like China and India, a weak dollar and general doubts about other sectors of the world 
economy, which led to speculation (Al Jazeera 2008). Another important development was 
the more direct involvement of the IRGC in politics. A lot of members of Ahmadinejad’s 
cabinet have a background in the Revolutionary Guards and a lot of development contracts 
have been given to the IRGC and companies affiliated with the IRGC. Furthermore, 
Ahmadinejad purged a lot of technocrats from the ministries and did not ensure the new 
ministers had sufficient technocratic skills, which negatively influenced the state’s 
governance capabilities. Still, the high oil prices ensured the government had of a lot of 
liquidity at its disposal to spend. Ahmadinejad’s government broke with the two former 
governments’ strategies of trying to diversify the economy. Instead, a lot of capital was 
channelled to the IRGC and the religious foundations, institutions that are non-transparent 
towards the public and the republican institutions. Another part of the capital was directly 
spent as ‘cash-handouts to the poor, distributed with great fanfare on the president’s many 
tours of the country’ (Ansari 2007, p. 81) . These policies could be typified as clientalism: the 
attempt to buy political support by the extension of direct economic benefits to certain groups. 
Coupled with decrees to lower interest rates, more capital was made available to the 
population to improve its living conditions. Although some sectors of the population might 
have benefited in the short run, the increased liquidity caused inflation to soar to more than 20 
percent, harming the Iranian economy as a whole. Like during the privatisation period under 
the Rafsanjani government (see p. 45), the newly available capital was not spent in productive 
sectors of the economy, but channelled abroad or invested in real estate instead, which meant 
unemployment remained very high (Ansari 2007, chapter 4, Ehteshami & Zweiri 2007, 
chapter 4).   
 
The repression of dissent has been intensifying during Ahmadinejad’s term in office. The 
victims range throughout the groups that might form a danger to the ideology of the 
conservatives: women’s rights activists, religious minorities, ethnic minorities, students, 
bloggers, journalists and intellectuals. Rahim Jahanbegloo, a prominent liberal intellectual, 
and other American-Iranian intellectuals were incarcerated and released after forced 
confessions of trying to incite a ‘velvet revolution’. Universities were purged of critical 
students and scholars, with a cleric appointed as head of the Tehran University and some 
students banned from studying (Ansari 2007, p. 76-77, Karimi 2008). Still, dissenting voices 
have not been completely silenced. Especially the women’s rights movement remains very 
active, which can be illustrated by the ‘one million signature campaign’ for women’s rights 
and the recent blocking of a stricter family protection law by women’s activists (Amini 2008, 
International Support for Women’s Campaign 2008). The Internet in general and web logs in 
particular, have been another platform for voicing dissent, with Farsi being ‘the fourth most 
frequently used language for keeping online journals’ (Alavi 2005, p. 2). This means a 
‘parallel culture’ still exists in Iran (see p. 42), although the pressure against this culture is 
increasing. Shirin Ebadi, who won the nobel peace prize in 2003 and is seen as leader of the 
women’s movement, has been extensively attacked by the state media and threatened to death 
(Rooz 2008a). The same goes for Abdollah Nouri, one of the leaders of the reformists 
(Karami 2008) . Recently, a Sunni school has been burned down in the Sistan and Baluchistan 
province (Rooz 2008b), a Sufi centre of worship was destroyed in 2006 (Radio Free 
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Europe/Radio Liberty 2006), Kurdish activists have been sentenced to death and murdered 
(Aghai 2008, Ahmadi 2007) and the parliament is considering a law that would allow 
bloggers ‘promoting corruption, prostitution and apostasy’ to be sentenced to death (Amini 
2008b).  
 
Criticism of Ahmadinejad has been mounting from different sides. The rationing of petroleum 
sales in 2007 lead to violent riots. That Iran still needs to import gasoline with its large oil 
reserves, signifies the lack of real investments in its economy (EIA 2007, p. 7).  A group of 
economists has sent three letters to criticize Ahmadinejad’s economic policies (Omidvar 
2008a). Two heads of the central bank have been dismissed, after resisting the lowering of 
interest rates (Mehrani 2008) and more than half of Ahmadinejad’s original cabinet has been 
either dismissed or has resigned, apparently because Ahmadinejad does not tolerate criticism 
(Sigarchy 2008).  Former government officials like Rafsanjani (who heads the powerful 
Expediency Council) (Rooz 2008c), Khatami (Rooz 2008d) and former nuclear negotiator 
Rohani (Hafezi 2008) have also harshly criticized different aspects of Ahmadinejad’s policies. 
A more serious challenge comes from the traditional conservatives’ faction. Although they 
initially cooperated with the neo-conservatives to defeat the reformists, the political 
differences between both factions have become increasingly clear. The inflation and 
international isolation has had negative consequences for the bazaar, one of the most 
important constituencies of the traditional conservatives. Furthermore, the traditional 
conservatives oppose the increased spending and clientalist policies of Ahmadinejad’s 
government. Rafsanjani became the new head of the council of experts after his faction won 
the elections for this council in 2007. The traditional conservatives won the city council 
elections and the 2008 majlis elections, amid new allegations of fraud. The new parliamentary 
speaker is Ali Larijani, who quit as nuclear negotiator in 2007 (Ansari 2007, p. 85-90, Rooz 
2008c, Rooz 2008e). Under his leadership, the majlis has been increasingly critical of the 
government, even threatening to prosecute it over breaking the financial oversight rules 
(Raufinejad 2008). Ahmadinejad and the neo-conservatives have reacted harshly to their 
critics, accusing several high clerics and rival agencies of corruption (Rooz 2008f, Niknahad 
2008a). The supreme leader has generally been positive about Ahmadinejad, even asking him 
to ‘work like a person who is planning to work for another five years’ (Niknahad 2008b). 
Although on the short run the totalitarian combination of charisma, an utopian narrative and 
an international crisis might protect Ahmadinejad and his faction from criticism, the 
increasing disjunction between the official ideology and reality (see above) might once again 
end their dominance. If they will smoothly transfer their power back to other factions, remains 
to be seen. Furthermore, the appeal of Ahmadinejad’s charisma and narrative, especially his 
defiance of Israel and the United States, remains substantive in countries around the Middle 
East, even if his domestic support is waning (Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty 2008).    
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4. Converging phase: making sense of a 
complex reality 

 
 
Chapter 3 is an exploration of Iranian history, an attempt to understand some of the 
complexities surrounding Iranian politics. Before translating this empirical exploration into 
scenarios for the future, it will be necessary to make a more explicit connection to the 
concepts outlined in chapter 2, make some generalizations with regard to the structures and 
agencies that might be expected to drive Iranian politics in the future, and the critical 
uncertainties surrounding these structures25 (Neelen 2006, p. 125).  It will therefore also be 
needed to analyse some wider trends on the global and regional level that are expected to 
influence Iran in the foreseeable future. The global economic crisis that currently  rages, 
serves as a reminder of the uncertainty of a lot of factors that many would have deemed 
relatively stable only a year ago. Firstly, there will be a short discussion of the current 
political regime in Iran, compared to the democratic ideal type outlined in chapter two. This 
will be followed by an analysis of the five other structural dimensions: demography, economy, 
socio-cultural, technology and science, and ecology. The next section will elaborate on the 
international dimension, both with regard to global and regional issues. After that, there will 
be a discussion of the different political forces in Iran, their exercise of power and the role of 
agency in these forces. The chapter will end with the outlining of the driving forces 
underlying the scenario’s in the next chapter. 
 
The political regime in Iran  
 
As argued in chapter 3, the Iranian regime can be characterised as ‘post-totalitarian’. Khatami 
and the reformers tried to steer the regime closer to a democratic ideal type, while the last 
years featured an effort at ‘re-totalitarisation’. As outlined in chapter two, a democratic 
regime consists of the following institutions:  

• elected officials 
• free, fair and frequent elections 
• freedom of expression 
• insurance of access to alternative sources of information 
• insurance of associational autonomy  
• inclusive citizenship      

 
The constitution already limits the extend to which officials are elected, with parallel 
institutions like the office of the supreme leader, the Guardian Council and the Expediency 
Council. The non-elected institutions are especially strong within the judicial and repressive 
organs of the state, while the presidency and parliament, as elected institutions, do have 
important legislative and executive powers. Elections to these offices are subject to review of 
the Guardian Council that officially vets the candidates, based on their ‘Islamic credentials’. 
In practice, this has meant candidates need to belong to the inner circle of revolutionaries, or 
the second generation of insiders, that has made its career within the state institutions (see p. 
                                                 
25 Some information and analyses in this chapter will inevitably overlap with chapter 3. Still, it clearly adds to 
the quality of the thesis to combine a historical exploration with a conceptual analysis. The historical exploration 
has the advantage of understanding the chronology and the interplay of different factors in concrete episodes.  
The conceptual analyses highlights those factors that have had recurrently influenced Iranian politics and the 
way in which they might influence future events. For another example of such an approach, see Halliday (2005).      
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42). This means elections in Iran only meet the criterion of frequency, while especially the 
right of active participation (the right to run for office) has been severely limited. Although 
past elections, for example during the Khatami years, have been relatively fair, it seems 
electoral fraud has been more widespread in the last two elections (the presidential election of 
2005 and the parliamentary elections of 2008), while active participation has also been even 
more limited (Chapter 3, p. 49-52).  
 
The expression of alternative opinions has been relatively free for some periods of time, in the 
beginning of the terms of both Rafsanjani and Khatami. Still, these periods were both 
followed by severe backlashes, in which persons with alternative opinions with regard to all 
kinds of matters, like gender relations, human rights, minority rights and labour rights, have 
been actively persecuted by the repressive and judicial organs of the state. So far, those organs 
have been unable to silence alternative voices completely though, with activists like Shirin 
Ebadi still speaking out. Recently, the measures that are used to restrict freedom of expression 
appear to have become more severe, with the murder of several activists and death threats 
against others. The same goes for the dissemination of alternative information. A wide range 
of newspapers had been allowed to publish for some time during the governing period of 
Khatami, but alternative sources of information have been actively repressed later. Especially 
Internet and foreign satellite channels have served as alternative sources of information for 
Iranians, but satellite dishes have been officially forbidden in 1994, which has lead to several 
police crackdowns (IPS 2006). Dissenting voices and alternative sources of information on 
the Internet have been battled through filters and legal persecution, which might get harsher 
when the new law against the owners of dissenting blogs is passed. An example of limits to 
the freedom of association in Iran is the harsh crackdown of a strike by the Teheran bus 
company labour union and the persecution of its leader, Mansour Osanloo (Amirabadi 2007). 
Inclusive citizenship has been especially problematic for religious and ethnic minorities, 
which will be more extensively discussed below (chapter 3).  
 
Demography, culture & religion 
 
An important demographic variable in Iran is the relative youth of the population (with a 
median age of 26), which is related to the ‘baby boom’ after the Iran-Iraq war. This 
contributes to ‘Malthusian’ pressures with regard to factors like employment, poverty, food 
security, water security, housing, electricity supply, congestion and pollution. Health care in 
Iran is relatively good, which has contributed to an average life expectancy of 70.86 years 
(Keddie 2003 p. 286-289, CIA factbook 2008) A related factor is urbanization. Currently, 
67% of the Iranian population lives in an urban environment (CIA Factbook 2008). This has 
lead to familiar urban problems like social dislocation, crime and drug abuse (Keddie 2003, p. 
285-292. see Kaplan 2000). The negative migration ratio of 0.328 % is likely to signify a 
continuing ‘brain drain’.  
 
There are several interrelated factors that should be taken into account when looking at the 
structural constitution of identity in Iran: religion, nationalism, ethnicity and gender (see 
Castells 2004). Broadly speaking, religion can be divided in an individual and a communal 
component. Individually, it is ‘an attribute of human nature...to find solace and refuge in 
religion...The fear of death, the pain of life, need God, and faith in God, whichever of God’s 
manifestations’ (Castells 2004, p. 12). In certain socio-historical contexts, which have been 
termed the ‘axial civilizations’ this attribute of human nature has lead to a fundamental 
‘ tension between the transcendental and mundane orders’: the ‘consciousness of death and 
the arbitrariness of social arrangements’. To deal with this ‘problem of salvation’, different 
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‘transcendental conceptions’ were developed in different times and places, in order to 
‘bridge’ the ‘chasm’ between these orders and ‘reconstruct…human behaviour and 
personality…based on the higher moral or metaphysical order’. These conceptions were 
developed by a ‘new elite of scholars and clerics’, of which ‘examples would include the 
Jewish prophets and priests, the Greek philosophers and sophists, the Chinese Literati, the 
Hindu Brahmins, the Buddhist Sangha, and the Islamic Ulema’. The new conceptions became 
‘institutionalised’ in different social orders, because they became ‘the predominant 
orientation of the ruling elites’ in these societies. The new elites, intellectuals and 
clerics…acquired a potential country-wide status consciousness…potentially independent of 
other categories of elites’, with which they formed ‘major ruling coalitions and protest 
movements…But at the same time they strongly competed with them, especially over the 
production and control of media and communication (Eisenstadt 1986, p. 1-5).   
 
According to Amineh and Eisenstadt (2007, p. 123-125), the narrative of the Iranian 
revolution should be seen as such an abstract conception of a better moral order, formulated 
by scholars like Khomeini and Shari’ati. The Abbasid period is idealised as a moment when 
the Islamic world was united as one umma. The new order would be similar, free from 
Western dominance, with a central position for the ulema and Islamic intellectuals as 
‘ intermediaries between God and humanity’ (Castells 2004, p. 13) and with solidarity in 
relieving the ‘oppressed’. This narrative has survived as official state ideology for almost 30 
years. Still, scholars and intellectuals like Khatami, Montazeri and Soroush have developed 
and propagated alternative conceptions of order that would limit the political role of the 
ulema, improve relations with the West and respect human rights. Maybe even more 
importantly, large parts of the population appear to turn their back on the organized religion 
propagated by the state (Kazemipur & Rezaei 2003). This does not necessarily imply that 
Iranian society as a whole has become less religious, but that people increasingly practice 
their religion on an individual basis, a trend that appears to be taking place globally (Reinders, 
de Reuver & Tellegen 2007, p. 201-208). According to Kazemi & Rezaeipur (2003, p. 357) 
‘cultural resources are increasingly found in the realms of art, sport, free press, and a variety 
of civic activities’ instead of religion. A trend that the Ahmadinejad government has tried to 
counter by channelling a lot of resources to religious cultural centres (Rafizadeh 2008). The 
recent clashes between the traditional conservatives and the neo-conservatives can also be 
seen as evidence of a conflict between different religious interpretations. Where the bazaari 
and the conservative ulama see the revolutionary narrative as a confirmation and protection of 
their prominent position within the Iranian social structure, the urban poor and the radical 
ulama emphasize the promise of elevating the ‘oppressed’, which illustrates that attempts to 
reconstruct society on the basis of abstract conceptions are always ‘torn by many internal 
tensions’ (Eisenstadt 1986, p. 4). 
 
In recent years, the state has been increasingly repressive against rival religious 
manifestations in the public sphere. A bill is set to be ratified by the majlis that would decree 
‘a mandatory death sentence for apostates, or those who leave Islam’ (Compass 2008). This 
appears to be an attempt to prevent Iranians who are disillusioned with the official religion to 
adopt another religion. The new law is particularly risky for unrecognised religious sects, like 
the Sufi’s and the Bahai’s, but might also be used by the Iranian authorities to pressure 
constitutionally recognized sects, like Christians, Zoroastrians and Sunnis, to refrain from 
manifesting themselves too openly. The Baha’i are the most severely repressed group, they 
are for example systematically prevented from following university education (Batebi 2008). 
Other examples of religious persecution, as mentioned in chapter 3 (p. 51), are the burning 
down of a Sunni School and Sufi places of worship. One of the most serious consequences of 
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the increasing tensions is the threat of an important Sunni imam to call for a boycott of the 
next presidential elections (Omidvar 2008b).  
 
With regard to ethnic minorities, similar mechanisms seem to be working as for religious 
minorities. The issues partly overlap, especially a lot of Sunnis belong to ethnic minorities. 
According to Tohidi (2006), there are several factors that influence the centre-periphery 
dynamics in Iran. Firstly and most importantly, there has always been ‘an uneven distribution 
of power, socio-economic resources, and socio-cultural status’ (p. 3) between the centre and 
the periphery, since the establishment of Iran as a modern nation state. Secondly, the breakup 
of the Soviet Union, the end of the Cold War and the direct military involvement of the 
United States in ‘Greater West Asia’ have generally exacerbated ethnic tensions in the 
region26. Some elements in the United States appear to be supporting ethnic minorities in Iran, 
as is evidenced by a recently opened satellite channel targeting Azeri Iranians. Thirdly, the 
Iranian constitution provides the recognized ethnic minorities with language rights and partial 
autonomy, both of which have never been implemented. Ethnic tensions take various forms. 
In 2006, a defaming cartoon in an Iranian newspaper led to widespread demonstrations by 
Azeri Iranians. In Sistan an Baluchistan, an armed group named ‘Jundallah’  (soldiers of 
God) has attacked and killed several Iranian security officials, demanding economic and 
cultural rights for the Iranian Baluchi’s (Zambelis 2006). Added to recent tensions in 
Khuzestan (BBC 2005) and Kurdistan (Chapter 3, p. 51), it becomes clear that ethnic and 
religious tensions in Iran are considerable.  
 
In political terms, both kinds of tension pose a threat to the ruling elite for different reasons. 
Waning support among the population for the particular interpretation of Shi’a Islam outlined 
above, and the political project connect to it, poses a threat to the nature of the Iranian 
regime, while ethnic tensions pose a threat to the territorial integrity of the state. To what 
extend these threats are serious, remains to be seen. As can be seen in chapter 3, problematic 
state-society relations related to religion have a long history. Within the ancient empires, 
Zoroastrians were initially persecuted by the animist emperors, while Christians were 
repressed after Zoroastrianism became the official state religion. Later, the Safavid emperors 
used violence to convert people to Shi’ism, while the Pahlavi shahs aggressively tried to ban 
religion from the public sphere. In many cases, the state elite ultimately had to bow to popular 
pressures, although this notion alone does not allow for any short term predictions, especially 
not about the nature of possible future regimes.  
 
With regard to ethnicity, the picture is equally complicated. The structure of nationalism in 
Iran is very strong. As Halliday (2007, p. 3) points out: ‘Iran is an ancient imperial power, 
one of the four countries in the world - along with China, Egypt and Yemen - which can claim 
continuity as a state over 3,000 years’. Along with the rich cultural artefacts that this history 
has produced, this imperial history constitutes the strength of nationalism in Iran. According 
to Tohidi (2006, p. 1) it has long been understood and widely accepted that…diversity is an 
asset to one of the world's oldest continuous civilisations27. It should be noted though, that 
this imperial history is only one side of the coin. As mentioned in chapter 3 (p. 24): ‘Periods 
of strong state presence where alternated by imperial breakdowns, when rural communities 
and cities were forced to function autonomously and were vulnerable to invasions of foreign 
tribes, while tribes fought among each other for dominance’. Especially after the 
‘peripheralization’ of Iran within the capitalist world economy, starting around the end of the 

                                                 
26 This is a part of what Halliday (2005, p. 130-167) terms the ‘Greater West Asian Crisis’, more about which 
will be said below. 
27 See chapter 3, p… 



 58 

18th century, the state barely exercised authority over its territory for long periods of time. In 
the 20th century, there have been periods of strong state presence, but also different periods of 
political anarchy, where the state essentially failed to maintain its monopoly of violence, let 
alone exercise significant authority. Think of the periods during and after the constitutional 
revolution in 1906, after the end of the Second World War, and after the revolution in 1979. 
Within these periods, the state has used significant amounts of force to restore its authority. 
Examples of this are the military subjection of the tribes by the first Pahlavi shah and the 
defeat of the autonomist forces after the Islamic Revolution. The above shows that the real 
authority of the Iranian state has differed greatly throughout history, that Iranian national 
unity has been as much a product of force as of civilizational unity and that Iran’s ethnic 
diversity has been an important driver of its history.  

‘Gender is the social, cultural, and psychological constructs that different societies [aim to] 
superimpose on the biological differences of sex’ (Nanda & Warms 2002, p. 241). This is one 
of the most politicised and contradictory structures in Iran. After the revolution, the old 
Family Protection Law was abolished, which meant women lost rights with regard to equality 
before the law, the right to divorce and protection against polygamy. Women also had to give 
up prominent political and economic positions. On the other hand, girls’ education was 
promoted and women had the chance to work in other areas, like ‘teaching, medicine and the 
arts’ (Keddie 2003, p. 292). During the war, the economic role of women was necessarily 
substantial. Women from different political denominations, who had played important roles in 
the Islamic revolution, have also protested against discriminating laws, with some success. 
These protests were even more substantial during the Rafsanjani and Khatami periods, when 
they had relatively much space to speak out. Still, the political payoff has been relatively 
small, as the proposed reforms during the Khatami period were mostly blocked by the 
Guardian Council. The conservatives did not manage to prevent the state from being less 
restrictive with regard to dressing regulations and gender segregation though, during these 
periods. Maybe the most important trend is the university attendance by women that even 
exceeds male attendance at the moment, although this has not led to significantly higher 
participation by women in the official economy (Keddie 2003, p. 292-297, Rakel 2008, p. 
130-133). Furthermore, Iran has also experienced the downsides of the ‘crisis of patriarchy’ 
(Castells 2004, p. 196-214, 280-302) and urbanisation that are associated with modernity, like 
high divorce rates, prostitution and AIDS (Keddie 2003, p. 289, BBC 2000, Jrank 2008). A 
complicating factor with regard to prostitution and sexual relations in general is ‘the practice 
of temporary marriage, or sigheh, which is permitted in the Shiite branch of Islam 
predominating in Iran’. S’igheh allows a couple to marry for an agreed-upon period of time 
by reciting a verse from the Koran. The oral contract does not need to be registered and the 
verse can be read by anyone. Women normally receive money for entering the contract’. 
‘Temporary marriage received public support in the early 1990's, particularly from President 
Hashemi Rafsanjani, as a way to channel young people's sexual urges under Iran's strict 
sexual segregation’ (Fathi 2002).  

As mentioned in chapter 3, the perceived ‘immorality’ and ‘Western cultural penetration’ has 
been one of the most important issues around which the different conservative factions have 
rallied. Although their differences on economic policies have deepened in recent years, the 
conservatives seem to be resolved to use their domination of all major power centres to pursue 
their socio-cultural agenda. The government is trying to limit the admission of girls to 
universities (Raufinejad 2008), the majlis is discussing a new ‘family protection law’ that 
would ease the regulations on polygamy, the police is taking harsher action against ‘improper 
veiling’ and women’s rights activists have been physically attacked and imprisoned. The 
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recent blocking of the stricter family protection law has been celebrated as a victory by the 
women’s movement, although its passage might only have been postponed. Furthermore, as 
Parvin Ardalan, one of the leaders of the women’s movement, points out, the victory is a 
defensive one: ‘I think there are some individuals who are constantly trying to belittle our 
work and keep us busy to be engaged with minimum changes, which we must consciously 
resist’ (Moghadam 2008). It can be concluded that gender remains a highly complex and 
sensitive issue in Iran. While the repressive measures orchestrated by the conservatives have 
pushed the women’s movement in the defensive in recent years, they did not manage to break 
it, which might even strengthen the movement’s resolve in the years to come. 

Political Economy 
 
Scopcol wrote in 1982 (p. 280): ‘Indeed, one might wonder how Islamic clerics, whose world-
view and skills have so little to offer to the productive development of the Iranian economy, 
could remain indefinitely in power in a contemporary nation-state. There may be a not-so-
comforting answer to this question. In past social revolutions, new regimes have often 
recapitulated the ills of the old in newly mass-incorporating ways. Prerevolutionary Iran was, 
as we have seen, a rentier state, where revenues from exports of oil and natural gas were 
channeled by the state, not so much into truly productive economic investments, but instead 
into lavish purchases of modern armaments and into elite luxury consumption. An Iranian 
Islamic Republic could remain, for quite some time, another sort of rentier state: a populist, 
welfare-oriented rentier state, with the ulama passing out alms in return for moral conformity 
on a grander scale than ever before. Unemployment and underemployment could continue at 
high levels in a stagnant national economy.’ 26 years later, there is still much truth in this 
statement. The best way of looking at the current political economic situation of Iran is 
therefore by comparing the current situation with the period of roughly 10 years before the 
Islamic Revolution, because this will give an idea to what extend the current state has 
managed to transcend the structural weaknesses that grounded the Islamic Revolution, or if 
these weaknesses still persist.  
 
As the level of development in Iran is starting to approach pre-revolutionary levels (although 
oil production is still significantly lower (figure 8), it has become increasingly clear that a lot 
of political economic structures in Iran have not fundamentally changed. It should firstly be 
noted that before the revolution, until the structural crisis that started in 1975, Iran has long 
been seen as an exemplary country in the developing world, in terms of economic 
development (Halliday 1981, p. 144). Presently, the status of ‘Irank Khodro’ as the biggest 
auto producer of the Middle East (Erdbrink 2008) and Iran’s status as second oil producer of 
OPEC, are signs of Iran’s economic strength. As will be outlined below though, the structural 
weaknesses underlying the Iranian economy hint at the possibility of similar developments as 
in 1975, making the economic future in Iran still highly uncertain.  
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Figure 8: Iran’s Oil Production and Consumption (EIA 2007) 
 
The most obvious feature of the Iranian economy is the high share of oil income in the total 
export earnings. Between 1973 and 1977, this figure became as high as 96,7%, from around 
80% in earlier years (Amineh 1998, p. 309). In 2006, the share of fuel in Iran’s exports was 
82%, a lower figure, but still very high (World Bank 2007). The (potential) effects of this 
dependency on oil exports are manifold. The reformist Islamic Participation Front has called 
some of these effects a manifestation of ‘Dutch Disease’, a term that has been used to describe 
the situation of ‘welfare without work’ in the Netherlands of the 1970’s and 1980’s (Visser & 
Hemerijck 1998, p. 21). The central point here is that the extremely high returns of the oil 
industry in a country, especially when prices on the world market are high, lower the 
incentives to work effectively and productively in other areas. This mechanism, that is one of 
the most important explanations for the structural economic crisis that lead to the Iranian 
revolution, appears to be resurfacing in recent years (see chapter 3). 
 
The causes and effects of the structural economic crisis before the Islamic Revolution 
 
In order to compare the periods before and after the revolution, it will be necessary to start 
with looking at the causes and effects of the structural economic crisis of 1975-1978 in some 
detail. The White revolution had led to an unbalanced economic development, where the oil 
industry and the heavy industry grew rapidly, while the traditional labour intensive industry 
and agriculture lagged behind. This lack of balance was also reflected in the growing class 
differences in income, housing, education and health care. In 1972, almost 50% of the 
population suffered from food shortages. Most economic activity was concentrated in and 
around Teheran, which also led to urban-rural and interregional inequality (Amineh 1998, p. 
The oil income enabled the state elite to protect the Iranian industry from foreign competition, 
lowering its incentives to work efficiently. Furthermore, a shortage of qualified personnel and 
energy made factories produce far below their production capacity. These problems led to a 
lack of competitiveness of the industry in price as well as quality. This unbalanced 
development formed the economic status quo when the OPEC oil boycott of 1973 more than 
doubled the price of oil. This sudden inflow of high amounts of capital enabled the state elite 
to let the state budget grow exponentially. A large part of the budget was spent on defence, 



 61 

24% of the total budget and 14,2% of the BNP, which drew away a lot of capital and qualified 
personnel from the productive sectors. Significant sums were also allocated to housing, 
schooling (free primary and secondary education), health care and employment. These 
expenses were not sustainable though, as they were dependent on the price of oil. They also 
led to high levels of corruption and waste. The dependency on oil was exacerbated by a tax 
reduction for state employees, lowering the share of taxes in state income from 32,9% to 11% 
in 1974. Next to the growing demand from the public sector, a growing capital supply for 
loans simultaneously led to a growth in domestic demand for consumption goods and building 
materials. The demand for primary goods grew especially rapidly, as a result of a combination 
of population growth and urbanisation. As the production in the primary sector did not grow 
fast enough, large quantities of food had to be imported. The high prices on the world market 
forced the state to subsidize food imports, leading to more pressures on the state budget. As 
the domestic production in many sectors was insufficient to keep up with the raising demand, 
the total import rose with 224% from 1973 to 1977. The Iranian infrastructure was insufficient 
to cope with this massive inflow of goods, which slowed down the economy as a whole, and 
meant a demurrage cost of 1,5 billion dollars in 1975 alone. Finally the wages of educated and 
semi-educated personnel in both the public and private sectors rose strongly (Amineh 1998, p. 
323-337).  
 
This combination of excessive demand, inefficient production, corruption, waste, congestion, 
power cuts and wage increases resulted in astronomic inflation levels. In 1975 only, the 
official level of inflation was 28%, while the real inflation was said to be even higher. 
Simultaneously, the world recession that started in 1973 led to falling oil prices and rising 
import prices. The result was a deep economic crisis in Iran, with a combination of inflation, 
unemployment, a budget deficit and bankruptcies under traders. Instead of structurally 
adjusting its policies, the state class essentially tried to fend of responsibility for the economic 
crisis by blaming the bourgeoisie and resorted to coercion in order to combat its effects. The 
shah initiated the establishment of the National Resurrection Party that should lead the nation, 
based on populist principles. The enterprises were forced to sell stocks to workers and the 
state mobilized thousands of party members to inspect the industrial enterprises and the 
bazaar, in order to restore prices to the levels before the oil boom. The selling of stocks was a 
failure, since only 72.000 labourers bought them. The effort at price controls had the dramatic 
effect of stifling economic activity, exacerbating shortages and the related inflation, 
stimulating black market activity and alienating the private sector, especially the bazaar. The 
populist policies divided the state class, as parts of this class protested against the economic 
policies that blamed the private sector and deteriorated the economic and political climate. To 
curb budget deficits and inflation, the state was forced to freeze wages and raise taxes, which 
exacerbated social unrest (Amineh 1998, p. 338-352). As outlined in chapter 3, these factors 
formed the economic basis for the revolution that would culminate in 1979.       
 
The causes and (potential) effects of the current situation compared to the pre-revolutionary 
situation 
 
By roughly comparing the above analysis with the political economic developments after the 
revolution, the continuities and changes between the political economic situations under the 
different regimes will become clear. Firstly, it should be noted that the role of the supreme 
leader in the Islamic Republic differs significantly from the role of the shah as monarch. 
Although some analysts, like the prominent oppositionist Akbar Ganji, have branded 
Khamene’i ‘the Latter-Day Sultan’ (Ganji 2008), the Islamic Republic has not been a 
sultanistic regime, at least not until recently. Where the shah was the absolute face of the 
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regime and all important policies were based on his discretion, Khomeini and Khamene’i 
operated more behind the scenes. Although the supreme leader has got ‘ultimate discretion’, 
this has less been used to determine the exact direction of state policies, than to block 
decisions taken by the republican institutions that were deemed as against the interests or the 
Islamic character of the regime. The Guardian Council has played a similar role. This means 
the Islamic Republic has known much more institutional pluralism than the pervious regime. 
Although Khamene’i has frequently tried to influence the electoral process, this has failed on 
several occasions. He could not prevent Khatami from being elected and Ahmadinejad was 
not his first choice in the presidential elections of 2005. The downside of such institutional 
pluralism, as has been experienced in democratic countries, is the risk of institutional 
deadlock. The advantage for the leader is that he can be less directly blamed for policy 
failures. In recent years, Khamene’i’s position appears to have become more sultanistic, as is 
evidenced by the efforts to build his personal charisma, the strengthening of the bureaucratic 
capacity of his office, the increasing influence of the Revolutionary Guards and the Basijis in 
politics and the extensive interventions in the electoral process (chapter 3).     
 
In the war economy under Khomeini, the production and distribution of goods was directly 
administered by the state and the bonyads. Rafsanjani, in his period as president, managed to 
successfully rebuild the country’s infrastructure, educational system and healthcare system. 
The state of both education and health care are much better than before the revolution, which 
is evidenced by higher levels of literacy and life expectancy. Rafsanjani also managed to 
rebuild parts of the industrial potential in Iran, both the oil industry and the import 
substituting industry. The industry largely remained in the hands of the state and the bonyads 
though, as privatisation policies failed. The newly acquired capital in the private sector was 
primarily used to import consumption goods, instead of being further invested in the 
economy. To curb the lack of investment and soaring inflation that accompanied this 
development, Rafsanjani had to resort to policies similar to the ones under the shah: direct 
control of the process of capital accumulation by the state and price controls in the bazaar. 
This led to similar side effects: unequal development resulting in social inequality, corruption, 
waste and political conflict. Khatami tried to foster economic growth by stimulating both 
foreign and domestic investment. In order to achieve this, he tried to improve Iran’s foreign 
relations and rationalize its system of political and economic governance. Important policies 
he realised were the unification of the exchange rate and the establishment of an oil 
stabilisation fund, to counter the negative effect of oil price shocks. Iran managed to attract 
more foreign investments, but those were mostly concentrated in the oil industry and other 
heavy industries (AEI 2007). A rise in both oil production and oil prices resulted in healthy 
growth figures, especially from 2000 to 2005, but a lot of structural deficiencies remained. 
The vigilante groups undermined the rule of law and the bonyads remained large non-
transparent economic forces, preventing the Iranian economy from being a ‘level playing 
field’.  
 
In recent years, under president Ahmadinejad, the Iranian economy appears to have come ‘full 
circle’, as the current economic situation highly resembles the situation in the second half of 
the 1970’s, although there are also important differences. 

• The oil price has seen an unprecedented rise from $ 50,- in the beginning of 2005 to a 
peak of $ 140,- in the middle of 2008 (Crude Oil Price.Net 2008) 

• Like in the 1970’s, this rise has led to high spending in both the public and the private 
sector, while private spending is further encouraged by lowering the interest rate and 
direct cash-handouts to the public. The high level of spending even necessitated the 
use of parts of the oil stabilisation fund, even though oil prices were high. As the 
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economic climate is not suitable for productive investments, the new liquidity is 
mostly used for consumption, or invested in real estate.  

• As an increasing part of spending is allocated to defense (Rooz 2008g), religious 
institutions (Rafizadeh 2008), food and energy subsidies and cash subsidies, the rising 
budget has not resulted in a rise in investments that keeps up with the rise in domestic 
product. According to prominent economist Saeed Leilaz, this lack of investment will 
result in problems with regard to infrastructure and the supply of electricity, water and 
gas. It will also prevent the creation of the jobs that are necessary to prevent 
unemployment from further rising (Memarian 2008).  

• Rising energy demand and lower hydroelectric power production due to droughts have 
already resulted in power cuts in 2008, while more cuts are expected in the next years. 

• In contrast to the 1970’s, structural unemployment has been much higher in recent 
years. The unemployment rate has stayed around 10%, even with the high growth 
figures.   

• Under Khatami, steps were made for Iran to be self-sufficient with regard to food 
production, but in recent years, high amounts of food stuffs needed to be imported, 
including one million ton of wheat from the United States in 2008 (Daily Times 2008)  

• Imports have risen sharply, from almost $15 billion in 1996 to around $ 50 billion in 
2007 (World Bank 2007)  

• Like in the 1970’s, the Iranian ports can not cope with the high rise of imports, 
resulting in high demurrage costs 

• Corruption and waste are also comparable to the period under the shah. The new head 
of the National Accounting Agency, appointed by the ninth majlis that is generally 
critical of the administration, has announced that 13.500 government officials are 
currently under investigation for violating regulations. According to him, only 3 to 4 
percent of these violations is intentional, while the rest is caused by a lack of 
experience of the employees and the complexity of the regulations (Rooz 2008). An 
example of waste is the high water consumption in urban areas, almost double the 
water use of Europeans (Bakthiar 2007).     

• The shortage of skilled labour in the 1970’s, when a lot of highly skilled and semi-
skilled jobs where occupied by expatriates, was a result of the underdevelopment of 
the Iranian educational system. Currently, the educational system is much better 
(Erdbrink 2008), but an estimated 150,000 highly qualified persons leave the country 
every year, leading to a persistent shortage of skilled labour (BBC 2007). 

• A lot of the above factors, but especially the high liquidity and the rise of import 
prices, have led to extremely high inflation rates in recent years, rising to 30% in 2008 
(Rooz 2008)   

• Economic inequality in Iran is still high. Under Khatami, ‘50 percent of the rural 
population and 20 percent of the urban population fell under the relative poverty line’. 
(Rakel 2008, p. 100). These figures do not appear to have significantly improved 
under Ahmadinejad, especially due to the high inflation. Still, there is an important 
qualitative difference with the situation under the shah: while under his rule, around 
50% of the population suffered from serious food shortages, this figure is currently not 
higher than 5%.  

 
It can be concluded that Skopcol’s prediction (see above) that there would be a lot of 
similarities between the political economy in Iran before and after the revolution, is still 
highly accurate. Oil still plays a very important role as export product and source of state 
revenue. Economic production is still largely dominated by the state and a highly dependent 
bourgeoisie, while the private sector is dominated by traditional traders and a large ‘grey 
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sector’. The recent efforts by the conservatives to monopolize power and prevent the ascent of 
modern economic and political forces with populist rhetoric and an ambitious but unrealistic 
economic programme, resembles the ‘great civilization’ project of the shah (see chapter 3, p. 
34). The effort at blaming the bourgeoisie and foreign forces for the failure of this 
programme, and the resulting political conflict inside the regime, is also familiar. If these 
efforts will ultimately succeed, or if the current global economic crisis, starting in 2008, will 
have similar effects in Iran as in the end of the 1970’s, remains to be seen.  
 
Science & Technology 
 
Technology can be abstractly defined as ‘the use of scientific knowledge to specify ways to 
doing things in a reproducible manner’ (Castells 2000, p. 28-29). Although technology is a 
social structure with its own dynamic, in which innovation initiated by science, corporations 
and the state play an important role, it tends to ‘diffuse throughout the whole set of social 
relationships and social structures’ (ibid., p. 17). It can be seen as ‘material culture’, ‘ the 
fabric in which [human activity] is woven’ (ibid., p. 28-30). Economically, it constitutes the 
‘use of means of production to act upon matter on the basis of energy, knowledge and 
information’ (p.15). Socially, technology is the medium through which a lot of symbolic 
interaction takes place, shaping ‘cultures and collective identities’ .Therefore,’ the ability or 
inability of societies to master technology, and particularly technologies that are strategically 
decisive in each historical period, largely shapes their destiny’ (ibid., p. 7). In this sense, 
technology is a highly political issue: ‘if society does not determine technology, it can, mainly 
through the state, suffocate its development. Or alternatively, again mainly through state 
intervention, it can embark on an accelerated process of technological modernization able to 
change the fate of economies, military power, and social well being’ (ibid., p. 7). It is 
important to note the international and even global dimension of technology. Castells (2000, 
p. 5-6) describes the contemporary example of information technology, which was developed 
in Silicon Valley, California, in the 1960’s and 1970’s and diffused around the world 
afterwards. As noted in chapter 2, technology is both developed in slowly moving processes 
of innovation and rare ‘technological revolutions’, like the ‘information technology 
revolution’ mentioned above (ibid., p. 28-29).    
 
Obviously, the technological innovations that enabled oil as energy source to play an 
important role in both industrial production and transport throughout the world, have 
profoundly influenced Iran from the beginning of the 20th century until today. It serves as 
Iran’s main trade asset and source of capital accumulation. The ‘White Revolution’ was an 
effort of state led industrialisation, making use of Western technology and expertise, which 
ultimately failed. After the revolution, the Islamic Republic tried to reduce dependence on 
foreign technology, by boosting the domestic scientific infrastructure and limiting foreign 
involvement in the economy.  This strategy partly succeeded. The quality of the Iranian 
educational system is considered as high, although, as mentioned above, many Iranian 
scientists decide to leave the country (Erdbrink 2008). Under Rafsanjani and Khatami, 
economic growth levels were generally high, although they partly had to resort to foreign 
capital and expertise. Currently, scientific achievements are an important source of prestige 
for the regime. Iranian scientists are working on a space programme and in the field of nano-
technology (Erdbrink 2008). The nuclear programme is also partly a prestige project, 
although, as mentioned above, the country currently suffers from an energy shortage and the 
programme might also have military uses. Another important focus of technical innovation in 
Iran is military technology. Iran has successfully upgraded the range of its missiles and 
invested in mobile surface to water systems. Most technologies appear to be copied from 



 65 

Russian, Chinese and North-Korean weapon systems (Nuclear Threat Initiative 2008, 
Jerusalem Issue Brief 2006). Generally, it appears that Iran has had some successes in closing 
the technology gap with other advanced countries and might potentially become one of the  
leading nations in some scientific fields, like nano-technology and stem cell research. Still, as 
science is largely controlled by the state and serves as much as source of prestige for the 
regime as for the economic needs of the country, it remains to be seen if technological 
innovations will benefit the Iranian economic structure as a whole (Erdbrink 2008). 
 
There are two other technological areas that will be especially important for future 
developments in Iran: 

• The spread of new information technologies in Iran, like Internet and mobile 
telecommunication, has enabled the emergence and diffusion of alternative social and 
political conceptions that can not be communicated through the classic media, like 
newspapers, radio and television, as these are state-controlled. These technologies 
have also been a platform for supporters of the current regime to discuss and diffuse 
their ideas. As the recent electoral campaign of Barack Obama in the United States has 
shown, these technologies can have a profound impact on the mobilisation of people, 
when used in the right way. Recently, the regime has tried to repress critical voices on 
the internet, but it remains to be seen whether these efforts will be successful. 

• After oil prices have been rising steadily in the last years, the global energy outlook 
has become one of the most pressing issues on a global scale. As the Iranian economy 
is so dependent on the export of oil and therefore on global demand for oil, it will be 
important if this demand will keep rising or if the technology for alternative energy 
sources will become so refined that global demand will drop. According to the 
International Energy Agency (2008): The world’s energy system is at a crossroads. 
Current global trends in energy supply and consumption are patently unsustainable — 
environmentally, economically, socially. It is not an exaggeration to claim that the 
future of human prosperity depends on how successfully we tackle the two central 
energy challenges facing us today: securing the supply of reliable and affordable 
energy; and effecting a rapid transformation to a low-carbon, efficient and 
environmentally benign system of energy supply. What is needed is nothing short of an 
energy revolution. To what extend this energy revolution would mean the end of large 
scale use of conventional energy resources, is an issue of debate, although some 
scholars argue that a radical shift to the use of renewable energy sources might be 
possible (Tegenlicht 2008). It should not be forgotten that technological revolutions 
can be very rapid (Castells 2000, p. 28). The development of renewable energy 
technology is largely outside the control of the Iranian state, but might be vital for its 
future.  

 
Ecology 
 
There are a couple of ecological issues that should be addressed: 

• As ‘Iran lies in a zone where several very mobile tectonic plates converge and clash’, 
the country is at high risk of earthquakes. The last major earthquake in Iran in Ban 
took the lives of 41.000 persons and destroyed 70% of the homes in the city (Cité 
Sciences Actualités 2004).  

• According to a report by the US Energy department from 2002, documented by 
Aghayan & Associations Inc.: ‘In addition to deforestation and desertification issues 
across much of Iran's arid territory, overfishing in lakes and rivers has caused a drop 
in fishing levels; industrial and urban waste water runoff has contaminated a number 
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of rivers and coastal waters and threatened drinking water supplies; wetlands and 
reservoirs are increasingly being destroyed under the pretext of creating industrial 
and agricultural lands; and oil and chemical spills in the Persian Gulf and Caspian 
Sea continue to pollute the seas and harm aquatic life’. The most serious 
environmental problem in Iran is air pollution in big cities, especially Teheran. 
Teheran is one of the most polluted cities around the world. According to the director 
of Tehran's clean air committee, 3600 people died due to air pollution, in January 2007 
alone: ‘It is a very serious and lethal crisis, a collective suicide… a real revolution is 
needed to resolve this problem’ (Vitabeat 2007). Khatami has tried to tackle the issue 
during his term as president, but this effort did not have significant success yet 
(Aghayan & Associations Inc. 2002).  

• The power cuts and high volumes of energy and food imports in 2008 show the 
vulnerability of Iran to droughts (see above). This risk would be even more serious in 
times of low oil prices, when Iran would have a less positive balance of trade.  

 
It can be concluded that the long term sustainability of Iran’s agriculture, industrial 
production and energy consumption is questionable, in light of the above mentioned 
ecological issues.   
 
The international dimension 
 
Although Iranian politicians might like to argue otherwise, the future of the Iranian state is 
highly dependent on developments on a global, regional and transnational scale, over which 
they only have limited power. According to Castells (2004, p. 1-4, 356-364) the limited power 
of states and citizens alike to determine their own future, is one of the central tenets of the 
current globalised order. The global recession that is currently unfolding and the credit crisis  
only affirm this notion. The term ‘Greater West Asian crisis’ will be used as a starting point to 
understand the current geopolitical state and the way it might develop in the future.  
 
The international dimension influences the social, economic and political structure in Iran in a 
number of respects, to name a few: 

• The most obvious influence is the price of oil on the world market. The demand side 
of oil is mainly influenced by global economic growth, the success or failure of energy 
saving and the supply of alternative fuels as substitute goods. The supply side is 
mainly influenced by global investment in oil production, political stability in oil-
producing countries and the ability of oil suppliers to cut back production, when prices 
fall too quickly (IEA 2008, Krauss 2009). As outlined above, oil currently plays a 
critical role in the Iranian economy 

• Another important factor is the price of food and consumer goods that Iran is currently 
importing on a large scale.  

• Furthermore, the current international sanctions are negatively influencing the 
functioning of the banking sector in Iran, foreign investments into Iran and the costs of 
trade (Ashna 2008). 

• International tensions are currently used as an excuse for the conservative factions to 
repress other factions and stay in power (see below).  

• Global flows of information and ideas influence the perceptions of Iranians with 
regard to issues like human rights, the position of women in society and the role of the 
Iranian state in the world. A peace accord between Israel and Palestine, for example, 
would most likely improve the view of Iranians towards Israel and ‘the West’ in 
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general, which would in turn be an incentive for the Iranian state to improve its 
relations with the West.    

• Geopolitical tensions in Greater West Asia influence the ability of the Iranian state to 
project its power around the world. This ability influences the sense of national pride 
inside the country and the legitimacy of the regime. These tensions can, for example in 
the case of a war, have severe consequences for the whole of the Iranian structure.   

 
‘The Greater West-Asian Crisis’ 
 
To understand the current geopolitical situation in the ‘Greater Middle East’, Fred Halliday 
has dubbed the term ‘Greater West-Asian Crisis’ (Halliday 2005, p. 130-164). This concept 
generally describes the complex of partly interconnected (potential) conflicts in that part of 
the world. The term should be less judged on its territorial connotation than on its merits in 
understanding the different drivers of conflict that coalesce there, some of which are also 
manifesting themselves in other parts of the world. One of the main catalysts of the crisis, the 
attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon on 11 September 2001, did not even take 
place in the region. It would not be possible to capture the whole complexity of the crisis, but 
it will at least be necessary to give an indication, as this complexity is its most important 
feature, making the whole highly intractable for different political forces. A number of driving 
forces of the Greater West Asian Crisis can be identified, the roots of some of which go far 
back. An effort will be made to briefly describe some of these forces. This will be followed by 
a short discussion of the consequences for the Iranian regime.  
 
Radical Islam 
 
The emergence of radical Islamic forces as political players in Islamic countries is one of 
these driving forces. Although highly different with regard to their methods, strength and 
political goals, there are a number of similarities in the narrative of radical Islamic groups: 

o Their claim to be part of one Islamic community (‘umma’) 
o Their opposition to ‘Western’ political, economic and cultural influence 
o Their strong views of a defined social role of women in society (see above) 

According to Halliday (2005, p. 154-162), these forces are as much, or even more, aimed at 
overthrowing the governments in their countries as in diminishing Western influence. They 
see the elite in their countries as corrupt, oppressive collaborators and want to be the leaders 
of a new order. The Islamic Revolution is one of the most important political successes of a 
radical Islamic movement. Iran has subsequently supported radical Islamic groups that have 
gained political prominence in other countries, of which Hamas and Hezbollah are the most 
important examples. The attacks of 11 September are, according to Halliday (2005, p. 150), 
‘ the first significant Southern armed assault on a metropolitan city in the five hundred years 
since Columbus had unleashed Europe’s offensive against the non-Western world’. Although 
Al-Qaeda, the collective that planned these attacks, did not yet achieve their main political 
goal, ending the military presence and general influence of the West in West-Asia and 
establishing Islamic regimes in this part of the world (Halliday 2005, p. 142), the attacks have 
led to a general destabilization of the region and the world at large. Armed violence 
legitimated with an Islamic narrative has taken place in a large number of countries in recent 
years, ranging from Northern Africa, Sudan and Somalia to India, China and Indonesia, but 
also Spain and the United Kingdom. This at least proves the success of Islam as a rallying cry 
for different forms of armed resistance to the political and economic order. According to 
Fattah & Fierke (2009), adherence to radical Islam is not primarily determined by religiosity, 
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but by the deep emotions of humiliation and betrayal that different people in these countries 
feel.   
 
The End of the Cold War 
 
The end of the Cold War rivalry between the United States and the Sovjet Union in west Asia 
left the United States as the only ‘great power’ with much political and military leverage. 
After the Second World War, the US initially projected its power by financially supporting 
friendly states and supplying them with weapons (see chapter 3, p. 34-35). The first time that 
it ‘ participated in large scale combat’  (Halliday 2005, p.141) was during the war against Iraq 
in 1991. The establishment of permanent military bases in the Gulf states and especially 
Saudi-Arabia in the aftermath of this war, has been used as one of the main arguments for the 
attacks by Al-Qaeda.  Although, again according to Halliday (2005, p. 142), the main goals of 
the United States in the region after the Cold War are the free flow of oil and the protection of 
the interests of Israel, the rhetoric of the ‘New World Order’, ‘making the world free for 
democracy’, has put pressure on the Middle Eastern regimes to democratise. Concepts like 
‘human rights’ and ‘democracy’ are mostly dismissed as ‘concepts of control’ (see chapter 1, 
p. 9) by these regimes, with which ‘the West’ aims at subjecting them. The invasions of 
Afghanistan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003 brought the military presence of the United States to 
new heights. These wars were heralded as efforts to defeat the radical Islamic ‘terrorists’ once 
and for all and bring ‘freedom and democracy’ to Greater West Asia (Halliday 2005, p. 131). 
Resistance turned out to be much more resilient than expected though, making both 
Afghanistan and Iraq epicentres of the ‘Greater West Asian Crisis’. 
         
Political Economy 
 
The political economic aspect is both complex and controversial. The term ‘globalisation’ has 
generally been used to describe the state of the world economy in the last thirty years. Large 
parts of the productive economic sectors are organized on a global scale and there are 
relatively little barriers for the global flow of trade and capital. This situation leads to 
inequality, both between and within states. Although highly beneficial for a small 
cosmopolitan elite that is able to compete in the global labour market, to maintain itself as 
entrepreneur, or to take hold of one of the advantaged positions within the state, the majority 
of the global population is struggling to make ends meet and dependent on forces beyond its 
control. The elite functions in global networks of mutually beneficial relations, eroding the 
solidarity that was formerly organized on a territorial basis, within nation states. Countries are 
dependent on their comparative advantage (as perceived and defined by the elite) for the 
attraction of capital (Castells 2004, p. 1-12). According to Castells (2004, p. 12-23), the 
structural inequality in the globalised economy is one of the reasons radical Islamic groups 
have been successful.  
 
Globalisation has initially been closely linked to American dominance, as it has been 
grounded in American technology, ideology and military power. On the long run, the process 
has also undermined American hegemony though, because the open economic system allowed 
for the transfer of technology, capital and organizational capacity to other parts of the world 
(Tromp 2007, p. 111-114). This can be illustrated by analysing the role of oil in the world 
economy. The supply of lowly priced oil has been one of the main drivers of global economic 
growth. The United States has tried to stimulate the global supply of oil, by supporting oil 
producing states like Saudi Arabia, the Gulf States and Iran before 1979 with weapons and 
money. Arguably, the United States has also benefited the most from this situation, because it 
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has been by far the largest oil consumer (CIA 2008), ‘Western’ oil companies have extracted 
large profits and oil is sold in dollars, allowing the US to sustain its trade deficit. On the other 
hand, low oil prices have also facilitated the rise of the East Asian economies, especially India 
and China. The non-OECD countries have accounted for much of the rising oil demand in the 
last years, a trend which is expected to continue in the foreseeable future (IEA 2008).  
 
In recent years, oil producing states have tried to limit foreign influence in their oil industries, 
by assigning oil contracts to national companies. While this has the short-term benefit of 
keeping more of the profits within the country, it endangers the production capacity in the 
middle term, as these national companies tend to be less efficient than the traditional Western 
companies (Tegenlicht 2006). Together with the exploding demand from developing countries 
and speculation by investors, this factor has contributed to the inability of oil producers to 
keep up with global demand, which led to a price explosion in 2008, with prices going as high 
as 147 Dollar (Oil-Price.net 2008). This price explosion has in turn contributed to the global 
recession that is currently unfolding. There is a risk of a vicious circle. Oil prices have sharply 
declined in recent months, as a result of the recession, which leads to declining investments 
and possibly a decline in oil production in the recent future. This situation is exacerbated by 
the fact that, as oil reserves in the world are declining, the marginal capital costs of oil 
production are rising. This mechanism is known as ‘peak oil’, the idea that total investments 
will not be enough to stop oil production from declining. The credit crisis further exacerbates 
this problem (Peak Oil Nederland 2008). The energy crisis is one of the elements of a larger 
‘Malthusian problem’ in the world economy. The current global production capacity and 
generation of wealth, partly based on the supply of cheap energy, is not sustainable, at least 
not in the short run.28 Still, a growing world population needs to sustain itself and demands 
ever higher living standards. This problem gets even more complicated, when we recognize 
the disparities in wealth and power that constitute world politics.  
 
The hegemonic decline of the United States, which appears to have entered a new stage with 
the current credit crisis, will not come as a surprise for many scholars, as this has been the 
historical pattern of other instances of hegemony in the capitalist world economy (Wallerstein 
1983, Tromp 2007). The critical question, which will also be one of the underlying critical 
uncertainties in the next chapter, is: what next? Historically, hegemonic periods have been 
followed by periods in which different ‘great powers’ tried to enlarge their sphere of influence 
and struggled for strategic advantage, sometimes by waging war (Tromp 2007). Recent events 
could be seen as indications of the beginning of such a new era in world politics. Examples 
are the recent ‘unilateralism’ of the United States, of which the Iraq war is seen as the most 
important manifestation, the recent war between Georgia and Russia, in which both Georgia’s 
inclusion in the ‘Western’ sphere of influence and its position as transit country for West 
Asian oil appear to have played an important role, and the conflict between Russia and the 
United States about the missile defence system in Eastern Europe. Furthermore, the effect of 
the economic crisis in different parts of the world is still highly uncertain. Possible 
destabilizing effects could be high levels of unemployment due to a decline in production, 
and/or inflation caused by a combination of a diminishing supply of goods and an excess of 
liquidity as governments are currently trying to stimulate the economy by pumping liquidity 
into the economy. Another risk is the destabilization of the global monetary system, caused by 
the fall of the dollar. Although the dollar has been gaining ground in relation to the Euro in 
recent months, a collapse of American industry, combined with the huge debt of the American 
state, could lead to a collapse of the Dollar (Tegenlicht 2005). Especially when such a 

                                                 
28 Even leaving the problem of climate change out of the equation  
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collapse happens suddenly, this might mean a severe reduction of the volume of trade, 
reducing economic globalisation. This would even further strengthen the incentives for states 
to protect their own industries and markets, as has already happened in the past months.29 In 
such a situation, further geopolitical tensions over the supply of the energy sources of ‘Greater 
West Asia’ can be expected.  
 
Regional politics 
 
The two dimensions of the ‘Greater West Asian Crisis’ mentioned above both have a global 
nature, but manifest themselves most profoundly in Greater West Asia. It should be 
remembered though, that there is also a strong intra-regional dynamic. The Iran-Iraq war, for 
example, was influenced by global arms sales and other global forces, but the decision to 
invade Iran was not taken by the United States president, but by Saddam Hussein, the 
president of Iraq. Even though the international community got directly involved in the 
process, the war between Iraq and Kuwait was started by Iraq and was part of a regional 
conflict. Like other important historical episodes in the region, global geopolitics was an 
important factor in these events, but certainly not sufficient to explain them, and in many 
occasions not even the most important explanation (Halliday 2005, p. 143-150). It should also 
be remembered that, even when arguing that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are attempts by 
the United States to project its geopolitical power and secure energy sources, this attempts 
appear to be failing, not due to resistance by other ‘great powers’, but due to the strength of 
regional resistance.  
       
In recent years, the relationship between states in Greater West Asia has been tense. These 
tensions have different interrelated dimensions:  

• Competing nationalisms, like Arab against Persian and Kurdish against Turkish. 
• Competition between Sunni and Shi’a Islam. Especially in Iraq and Lebanon, violence 

has taken place between followers of these sects. 
• Competition between a more radical version of Islam preached by the Iranian 

leadership, a more conservative Islam, as preached by Saudi-Arabia and a more 
secular Islam, as preached by the Egyptian state. The Arab countries, but also non-
Arab countries like Pakistan and Indonesia, are engaged in a constant process of 
cooptation and confrontation with radical Islamic forces inside their country, while  
Iran as an Islamic state is trying to cope with secularist and nationalist forces.  

• The Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the status of Israel in general, is another important 
source of tension. While the Arab states are striving for a peaceful integration of Israel 
in the region, as evidenced by the ‘Arab Peace Initiative’ signed by the Arab league in 
2002 and reconfirmed in 2007 (Haaretz 2007), Iran has rejected any recognition of the 
state of Israel, a position that hardened when Ahmadinejad called for Israel to be 
‘wiped off the map’ in 2005 (Takeyh 2006, p. 189-191). The war between Israel and 
Hezbollah and the coup of Hamas in Gaza, both supported by Iran, show the growing 
strength of militant groups that are hostile to Israel. 

• An important dimension of interstate rivalry in the Middle East is the arms race. When 
measured as a percentage of BNP, the Middle Eastern states have the highest defence 
budgets of the world. The relationship with outside powers is important in this respect. 

                                                 
29 To name just two examples: one of the central election promises of future United States president Barack 
Obama was: ‘[I}will stop giving tax breaks to companies that ship jobs overseas, and I will start giving them to 
companies that create good jobs right here in America’ (CIO 2008). The stimulus plan of French president 
Sarkozy includes measures to give tax breaks to companies, as long as they don’t relocate abroad (Trends.be 
2008). 
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While the Arab Gulf states, Egypt and Israel are mainly supplied by the United States, 
Syria and Iran are supplied by Russia and China. (Halliday 2005, p. 173) 

• A specifically volatile situation exists within and between India and Pakistan. Both 
states are engaged in a continuing struggle over Kashmir, while being confronted by 
ever stronger militant resistance groups. The recent large scale attacks on NATO 
material in Pakistan and the recent terrorist attacks in Mumbai illustrate this 
problematic. Radical Islamic forces might see the conflict in Kashmir as a part of the 
global ‘jihad’, while the Indian state might see it as part of a larger secessionist trend 
inside the country and blame the Pakistani state for the violence.  

• Different countries in the region have attempted to acquire nuclear weapons. Iraq 
abandoned its nuclear programme after the war in 1991 and Libya in 2003, under 
pressure from the United States. Israel, itself a nuclear power, has recently attacked an 
alleged nuclear site in Syria. The Iranian nuclear programme has received a lot of 
international attention. Iran has proceeded with enriching uranium after Ahmadinejad 
became president, even while being sanctioned by the United Nations Security 
Council. A lot of speculation has taken place around the nature of the Iranian nuclear 
programme. Due to a lack of reliable intelligence, it is impossible to be certain about 
this issue, a few points could still be made: 

o The recent power shortages in Iran prove the need for nuclear power stations, 
even though solar energy might be a more efficient alternative (Howarth 
2008). 

o Still, due to the ‘dual use’ nature of nuclear technology, ‘civilian’ technology 
might be used in a weapons programme. 

o The reasons why the United States is so eager to prevent Iran from acquiring 
nuclear weapons appear to be both political and strategic. It can be argued that 
a cold war has been taking place between both countries since the Iranian 
revolution of 1979. This war has been fought with both rhetorical, economical 
means and indirectly with military means (see chapter 3). Furthermore, a 
nuclear Iran would change the entire strategic equation in the region, making 
the geopolitical game over energy sources even more dangerous. 

o Russia and China are really ‘walking on a tightrope’ in their relationship with 
Iran. They both need the strategic alliance with Iran in order to counter the 
American dominance in the region. Furthermore, Russia benefits economically 
from the sale of weapons and nuclear technology and China from importing oil 
and investing in Iranian industry. Still, they voted in favour of sanctions 
against Iran. This might indicate they like Iran as a strong but dependent ally, 
but fear it as an emerging independent power.  

  
Way forward 
 
It can be concluded that the combination of Islamist resistance, geopolitical instability and 
regional tensions is the driving force of the Greater West Asian Crisis. While the viability of 
this concept for describing the current geopolitical situation in the world can be contested, not 
many analysts would deny that the current situation is highly unstable and many profound 
changes are likely to unfold in the coming ten years. What changes that will be and to what 
structural outcomes they will lead is highly uncertain, as this will partly depend on both 
agency and contingency (see chapter 1 & 2). What these changes will mean in specific 
localities, in this case for Iran, is even more uncertain, as it is dependent on specific structures 
(as described above), specific power struggles, specific agency and specific contingency. As 
argued above though, it is likely that the future geopolitical configuration will be critical for 
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the future of the Iranian regime, therefore an attempt will be made below to construct a short 
description of radically different global geopolitical configurations that might come into being 
in the future, based on the above mentioned structures. These configurations will form the 
basis of the scenarios of political regime change in Iran in the next chapter. 
 
Structure, Agency, Power 
 
All the above mentioned structural dimensions together form the causal complex of Iranian 
and international politics.30 Different collectives try to influence these structural dimensions. 
They have certain positions, exercise different forms of power (as defined in chapter 2), and 
are led by elites that have a special ability to shape events due to their personal background, 
position within the social structure and personal capabilities (again see chapter 2). When 
looking at the domestic collectives that are likely to influence the future of the Iranian regime, 
we need to revisit the factionalism outlined in chapter 3 and discuss the different collectives 
that are blocked from direct political influence by the current regime. In this way it is possible 
to get an overview of the current power relations within the causal complex of Iranian 
politics. As outlined in chapter two, the whole principle of states and political regimes is 
based on the concentration of power. Therefore, regime change necessarily involves both the 
exercise of considerable power and the transfer of power between the old and new collectives 
that control the state. Below, the way different collectives have recently exercised power, 
their success and failure, and the role of the most import agent in this process will be shortly 
discussed. Starting with the ‘insiders’: 

• The neo-fundamentalist faction is dominated by the so-called ‘lions’ that are 
specialised in the exercise of organized violence. Most of its members can be found in 
the Revolutionary Guards, the Basij and the Hezbollah. They were allegedly involved 
in the murder of intellectuals during the presidencies of Rafsanjani and Khatami and 
some of its members glorified the serial murder of prostitutes. The Revolutionary 
Guards supported foreign armed groups, like Hamas and Hezbollah. Furthermore, the 
neo-fundamentalists organized violent groups that attacked women for not following 
the appropriate hijab and critical students. In this way they managed to prove the 
limited power of the Khatami administration to the wider public, as these violent 
actions were not actively persecuted. The economic power of the Revolutionary 
Guards has been rising, as they are involved in many development projects. Still, for a 
long time the neo-fundamentalists were scarcely represented in the republican 
institutions of the state and they were expected to miss both the legitimating power 
and symbolic power to play a serious role in elections. Two agents played an 
important role in changing this situation. Ibrahim Yazdi led the intellectual project to 
construct a coherent neo-fundamentalist narrative. The deteriorating relationship with 
the United States, partly due to the ‘axis of evil’ speech of president Bush, provided 
the neo-fundamentalists with symbolic capital to support their uncompromising stance 
in foreign affairs (see chapter 3).  

 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad led the drive towards an election victory in 2005. His rise is a 
good illustration of the ability of certain agents to shape events. Ahmadinejad’s 
background as a devout and humble Muslim fits the neo-fundamentalist narrative, 
while his connectedness to the Basij and the Revolutionary Guards helped him 
organize his campaign, partly by committing election fraud. His personal charisma 
helped him in winning over parts of the population (see chapter 3). Other important 

                                                 
30 Within the scope of this thesis.  
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personalities that appear to be connected to the neo-fundamentalist faction are Ahmad 
Janati, the secretary of the Guardian Council (Rooz 2009a) and the editor of Keyan 
newspaper, Hossein Shariatmadari (Rooz 2008h). The years under Ahmadinejads 
presidency have illustrated the limits of the neo-fundamentalists’ power. They appear 
to lack the ‘owls’ to successfully manage the economy and the ‘foxes’ to prevent Iran 
from being diplomatically isolated. Many ministers have been prematurely replaced, 
allegedly due to the authoritarian attitude of Ahmadinejad. Although the increased 
repression of social activists in different fields (see below) has pushed those activists 
in the defensive, their voices have not been silenced and their resolve might have 
grown (chapter 3).  

• The conservative right has especially been powerful in the non-republican institutions 
of the state, like the judiciary, the Guardian Council, and the economic power centres, 
especially the bonyads and the bazaar. These positions are occupied by either the 
‘bears’ that derive their power from their institutional position, or the ‘foxes’ that are 
specialised in the allocation of economic resources. During the terms of Rafsanjani 
and Khatami, the conservative right managed to block many economic and socio-
political reforms and repress the emerging reformist press. The faction has frequently 
been lacking popular support though, as evidenced by the fact that no conservative 
rightist president has been elected after the death of Khomeini. One of their most 
important leaders is Ali Larijani. Larijani holds a PhD and Masters degree in Western 
Philosophy. He began his career as commander of the Revolutionary Guards. Larijani 
led the campaign against the reformist press during the second presidential term of 
Rafsanjani, first as minister of Culture and Guidance and later as head of state radio 
and television. He is seen as a straightforward, serious and competent politician, but 
lacking personal charisma. He failed to gain enough popular support in the presidential 
elections of 2005, even though he was initially supported by the Supreme Leader. 
Still, he became the speaker of the majlis in 2008, after elections that, due to both 
fraud and the barring of candidates from other factions, became a struggle between the 
neo-fundamentalists and the conservative right. Larijani has led attacks against the 
economic mismanagement of the Ahmadinejad administration in the last year. Other 
personalities connected to this faction are former parliamentary speaker Ali Akbar 
Nategh-Nouri and the current major of Teheran, Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf (Rooz 
2009b, chapter 3). 

• The modern right faction consists of ‘technocrats’ and businessmen (both ‘owls’ and 
foxes’) that are especially interested in Iran’s development into a modern capitalist 
country. They tend to be pragmatic when it comes to socio-political issues and foreign 
relations. The faction lacks a substantial mass base, which makes it dependent on 
alliances with other factions, the position of its members inside the state bureaucracy 
and the influence of its leader, ayatollah Hashemi Rafsanjani. Rafsanjani is one of the 
most prominent politicians in Iran. He was one of the closest confidants of Khomeini 
and served as president from1989 until 1997. He is also closely connected to the 
supreme leader, although they have important ideological and political differences 
(Rooz 2008). Rafsanjani lost much of his popular support in the course of his 
presidential terms, because he failed to combat poverty and was accused of corruption. 
He failed to win the presidency in 2005, but presides over both the ‘Expediency 
Council’ and the ‘council of experts’. He has fervently attacked the Ahmadinejad 
administration in the media and vowed to place it under more direct oversight by the 
Expediency Council, although this oversight seems to be limited so far. Rafsanjani’s 
position would be especially important when Khamenei’i would die or resign, as the 
council of experts determines the succession of the supreme leader (chapter 3). 
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Another personality that is associated with the modern right is Gholam Hossein 
Karbaschi, former major of Teheran and current chief of the Kargozaran party 
(Samavati 2009).   

• The modern left or ‘reformist’ faction consists of both lay and clerical intellectuals 
(the ‘owls’). They constructed a narrative which tried to prove the reconcilability of 
Islam and modernity. With this narrative they gained a lot of symbolic and 
legitimating power, with which they won the presidential elections in 1997 and 2001 
and the parliamentary elections of 2000. The most important leader of the modern left 
is Mohammad Khatami. His education in both Islamic jurisprudence and Western 
philosophy, his experience as minister of culture, his ability to word an intellectual 
message in understandable language and his general charisma made him the right man 
to propagate the reformist message. Other reformist personalities are Medhdi Karoubi, 
former speaker of parliament, and former prime minister Mir Hossein Moussavi, who 
have both officially announced their candidacy for the presidential elections in June.  

 
When trying to implement their agenda, the reformists were confronted by the 
institutional power of the conservative right and the coercive power of the neo-
fundamentalists (for details, see chapter 3). Although they made steps in reforming the 
economic structure of the country, they failed to show even symbolic gains for the 
population at large, feeding the perception that they were another set of politicians that 
were only after their own interests. This perception has strengthened the neo-
fundamentalist rhetoric in the presidential elections of 2005. The banning of many 
prominent candidates for the parliamentary elections of 2004 and the presidential 
elections of 2005 and the subsequent losses in these elections has placed the reformists 
for a dilemma which also lays bare a contradiction in their thinking. While they want 
to reform the structure of the regime towards a more democratic model, this same 
structure limits their ability to do so (see above). Another problem is related to 
international politics. While the reformists are positive towards many features of 
‘Western’ political thinking, like press freedom, freedom of religion, the rule of law 
and human rights, the continuing animosity with the United States and Israel 
potentially undermines this position. The only way in which the reformists have a 
chance to fulfil their agenda seems to be a severe weakening of the power of the 
conservative factions and a clear possibility of reconciliation with the United States. 

 
As mentioned in chapter 3, the above mentioned factions differ in the way they are organized 
and in their internal plurality. Still, the above overview and the discussion in chapter 3 give a 
good idea of the political cleavages around which the different political forces are organized 
and the disparities in power of these collectives. A collective that needs to be mentioned 
separately is the office of the supreme leader. 
 

• The office of the supreme leader is a hierarchically organized collective that 
revolves around the agency of one man, ayatollah Khamene’i. The function of the 
office of the supreme leader, as defined by Khomeini just before his death, is 
essentially to ensure the survival of the Islamic Republic at all cost (see chapter 3, p. 
40). As outlined in chapter 3, Khamene’i was not chosen for his intellectual 
authority, or his ability to manage the economy, but for his ability to exercise 
command in the state hierarchy  (a ‘bear’ in the terms of Scott, see chapter2) and his 
unquestioned loyalty to the system. When exercising his institutional powers, 
Khamene’i needs to balance the different political forces in the country, standing 
above day-to-day politics. When faced with the emerging reformist movement, that 
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directly challenged his authority, Khamene’i had to interfere more directly and  
pursued his own political position on the conservative side of the spectrum. One 
way of doing this was by allowing the Revolutionary Guards, which had always 
been loyal to him, to become more powerful. The downside of this use of hard 
power is that parts of the population are permanently estranged from the regime, as 
‘ force…tends to be experienced…in an alienating way and is especially likely to 
arouse feelings of hostility and acts of resistance’  (Scott 2001, p. 14). Furthermore, 
the last years have proven the inability of the neo-conservative faction to govern a 
modern economy. Together, increased repression and worsening economic 
conditions could lead to a negative spiral that would be hard to stop.  

 
Next to these political forces, there are other collectives that are striving for change in one or 
more of the above structural dimensions, but are not directly trying to attain state power. It is 
hard to categorize this very diverse group, but when looking at the exercise of power, a 
distinction should be made between two types of social forces.  
 

• The human rights movement that advocates for issues like equal rights for women, 
rights for minorities, workers rights, press freedom and democracy. This movement 
differs internally on a number of issues, like the radicality of its demands, the 
relationship with ‘the West’ and the methods of activism. It is ideologically close to 
the reformist faction, but operates outside the official political arena. The movement 
is generally strongest in the urban areas of Iran and consists of highly educated 
persons like students, journalists and lawyers. It is generally non-violent and 
exercises ‘soft’ power, like the writing of articles and the collection of signatures. 
An important source of ‘symbolic power’ is the acknowledgement of the 
importance of the movement in the West. Iranian human right defenders have 
frequently received prominent international prizes, with as best known example the 
Nobel Peace Prize for Shirin Ebadi in 2003.  

 
Ebadi is one of the leaders of the human rights movement in Iran. She studied law 
and was appointed as the first women judge in Iran in 1975. After the revolution she 
had to step down as a judge. Ebadi became a lawyer in 1992 and has taken up 
several politically sensitive cases, like the case of the serial murders’ victims (see 
chapter 3). She has also spoken out clearly for human rights in Iran and founded the 
‘Human Rights Defense Centre’ in 2001. Ebadi has been shortly detained for two 
times, but generally left alone by the judiciary (BBC 2003). Recently, attacks by the 
neo-fundamentalist media have been mounting, especially after she took up the 
defense of Baha’i activists. Ebadi even said she fears the press ‘has been laying the 
groundwork for her assassination’ (Rooz 2008j). In December 2008, the office of 
the Human Rights Defense Centre has been closed down by security forces, under 
the pretext of missing legal permits. Ebadi has vowed to continue her work (BBC 
2008). It remains to be seen if this is the start of a new wave of repression of the 
human rights movement.  
 

• As mentioned above another category of societal collectives that needs to be 
mentioned are the regionalist forces, because they can potentially have an impact on 
the territorial integrity of the state. Both in Baluchistan, Kurdistan, East Azerbaijan 
and Khuzestan, regions where substantial ethnic minorities live, violent and non-
violent acts of resistance to the central state have taken place. Part of the regionalist 
forces are intellectuals that are part of the larger human rights movement, 
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advocating for example for language rights and religious rights. Still, especially 
when the peaceful activists are met with violent and degrading reactions from the 
central state, a new dynamic can take place where resistance radicalises, becomes 
more violent and receives wider support from the population (Laitin 1999, p. 15-
19). Fearon and Laitin (2001) phrase some of the conditions that are favourable for 
insurgency: ‘poverty and slow growth, which favor rebel recruitment and mark 
financially and bureaucratically weak states, rough terrain, and large populations.’ 
Many of these conditions are met in Iran, except for the weakness of the state. 
Especially in a situation of ‘modernisation breakdown’ (Laitin 1999, p. 3), when the 
central states weakens, for example due to a breakdown in capitalist accumulation,  
the regionalist forces can be expected to play a larger role in Iranian politics.        
  

Towards the scenario’s: driving forces and plot lines 
 
When translating the above complex of interconnected structures and agencies into scenario’s, 
it is necessary to define a limited number of driving forces, critical uncertainties and plotlines. 
Driving forces essentially bring together several causal factors into one abstract concept. 
Following from the above analyses, three driving forces can be identified: 
 

• The outcome of the Greater West Asian Crisis. How this complex of geopolitical, 
economic and ideological conflicts unfolds will be highly important for the future of 
Iranian politics. 

• The future of the Iranian economy. As outlined above, the Iranian economy still 
suffers from several structural challenges, strongly related to the structure of the 
state.  

• The outcome of the power struggles between the above defined collectives and 
agencies. As outlined above, several different collectives struggle over social, 
economic and political issues in different structural dimensions. These structures 
and agencies have a continuing temporal relationship, in which structures enable 
and constrain the possibilities of agents for future action and agents in turn 
reproduce and transform these structures.  

 
These driving forces can develop into radically different futures. The next chapter will feature 
four narratives of plausible possible futures of the Iranian political regime. When determining 
the plotlines of these stories, the question should be asked: what factors determine the 
difference between these scenarios? The above driving forces are analytically different and 
each have their own dynamic, but they are not independent enough to serve as critical 
uncertainties that can be plotted in a co-ordinate system. As outlined above, the geopolitical 
situation influences the Iranian economy and both the economic and geopolitical situation in 
turn influence the power struggles inside Iran. Although the power struggles inside Iran and 
the economic development in Iran can in turn influence the geopolitical situation, this 
connection is likely to be less strong. The logical strategy would therefore be to look at the 
driving force on the highest level of analyses, in this case the outcome of the ‘Greater West 
Asian Crisis’, and construct scenario’s ‘from the outside in’ (see Nekkers 2006, p. 59-61). 
Trends on the geopolitical level can then be ‘radicalised through’ to trends inside Iran that are 
strengthened by these geopolitical trends, to create plausible plotlines. These geopolitical plot 
lines are as follows: 
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Globalisation 2.0 
 
After a thorough renovation, the international community manages to forge a global system of 
governance that is both able to address the most important global challenges and channel 
political tensions. 
 
New Medievalism31 
 
A severe global economic downturn weakens states around the world. Large scale ethnic, 
ideological and criminal violence takes place. The volume of global flows of capital, trade, 
labour and information diminishes. Generally, people are more focused on their own habitat 
and survival, than on the world around them. 
 
New Mercantilism32   
 
The state-led economic recovery in the industrialised countries is accompanied by the 
breakdown of global structures of governance. States organise themselves in powerful blocks 
within which they organise and regulate their economy. States that fall outside these blocks 
are generally weak. Severe geopolitical tensions arise around the access to raw materials. 
 
The Rise of East Asia 
 
While the United States suffer from a deep economic downturn, China and India manage to 
preserve their economic growth. The resulting power shift is accompanied by geopolitical 
tensions, but proceeds relatively peaceful. 

                                                 
31 This concept is used in a different way than Friedrichs (2001), who introduced it as a description of the current 
globalised order. Friedrichs argues that the globalised order is in some way comparable to the geopolitical 
system in the Middle Ages. The state system and the global economy function as overarching structures between 
fragmented social structures, like the empires and the church in the Middle Ages. This scenario is comparable to 
the periods during the Middle Ages that the overarching structures were very weak, resulting in a very 
fragmented geopolitical situation (for a literary depiction of such a situation, see Eco (1980))  
32 Atkinson 2008 
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5. Scenarios 
 
 
This chapter translates the historical and conceptual analyses above into narratives of possible 
futures. To make the text as readable as possible, the amount of references has been kept to a 
minimum. The stories should not be judged on their probability33, but on the way they 
uncover the different potentialities that might have a decisive influence on the Iranian regime 
in the future. The time frame in which these stories will unfold is somewhat flexible, but 
approximately five years. Like outlined in the introduction, there are strong indications that 
the coming years will constitute a ‘critical juncture’ in history. This is one of the rare 
occasions in which radically different scenarios can be crafted that have a relatively short 
running term, without losing their plausibility.    
 
Globalisation 2.0 
 
After its inauguration on January 20th 2009, the Obama administration defined two early 
priorities, one national and one international: radically transforming the domestic 
infrastructure, in order to maximize the use of renewable energy, and working towards peace 
in the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In order to achieve the first objective, a number of actions is 
taken in the first two years, including: 

• Conditioning a comprehensive bailout of the auto-industry on a radical change in 
production towards ‘Plugin Hybrid Cars’ (PHEV’s) in different price segments. The 
percentage of PHEV’s produced should rise from 10% in the first year to 100% in ten 
years.   

• A large investment in the domestic power grid and gas stations to facilitate these 
PHEV’s.  

• Stimulation of production of renewable energy sources by: 
o Directly investing in a big sun energy park and a big wind park, in a joint 

venture with energy companies 
o Stimulating joint ventures between oil companies and energy companies for 

renewable energy projects 
o Establishing a ‘feed-in tariff’ for private solar energy initiatives 
o Stimulating Research and Development in both renewable energy production 

and energy efficiency 
o Subsidizing solar heating systems on homes  
o Reducing heating costs by isolating housing 34 

As these measures are part of a larger package of investments and tax cuts, intended to 
stimulate the economy, the American national debt increases further in the first term of the 
Obama presidency. The United States therefore remains dependent on the foreign demand for 
dollars to prevent monetary destabilization. Chinese and Gulf state leaders commit themselves 
to keep playing a stabilizing role in the monetary system by buying dollars, in exchange for an 
increased voice in International Organizations like the IMF and the G20 and the international 
sharing of technological breakthroughs in the field of renewable energy. 
 
President Obama repeats his commitment to the security of Israel: “Israel is, and will always 
be, the most important American ally in the Middle East”. “Still” , he continues, “I believe a 
                                                 
33 Although they should be internally plausible  
34 See http://change.gov/agenda/energy_and_environment_agenda/ for the energy agenda of the Obama 
administration,  



 79 

comprehensive peace with its neighbours, and especially with the Palestinian people, will be 
essential for the long-tem  security of the Israeli state”. “ Sacrifices are needed from both 
parties to achieve this goal, but with help from the International Community and the United 
States of America, it will be possible and it will happen!35 On his first visit to the region, he 
privately tells the newly inaugurated prime minister Benyamin Netanyahu that he is very 
worried about the future of the Jewish State. The economic crisis and the rise of extremism in 
the region might put serious strain on the presence of the United States in the Middle East and 
its ability to support Israel. The violent attack on Gaza has only further exacerbated this risk. 
A quick break-through in the peace process will be essential to turn the tide. After signalling 
the priority of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict for his administration, Obama chooses to take a 
low-profile approach to the conflict: “The world needs to give both Israeli and Palestinian 
leaders time and space to consider their positions, otherwise a wise settlement will be out of 
the question”36.           
 
The first half year of 2009 in Iran is extremely tense, running up to the presidential elections 
of June 2009.  The conservative factions use the Israeli attacks on Gaza in the beginning of 
2009 as a pretext to crack down on human rights activists like Shirn Ebadi. Her arrest in May 
2009 leads to protests from students and women activists that get harshly repressed by the 
Basij and the security service. The media is also further monopolized, even the ‘Kagorazan’ 
newspaper, close to Hashemi Rafsanjani, is closed37. The conservatives also stir the tension 
with the Arab regimes that are allied with the United States, especially Saudi-Arabia and 
Egypt. Both the reformists and the modern right decide to boycott the elections, as they do not 
see any space for a fair competition. This makes the presidential elections in June, like the 
parliamentary elections of a year earlier, a struggle between the conservative right and the 
neo-fundamentalists. Supreme leader Khamene’i heavily supports Ahmadinejad and with the 
help of fraud led by his interior minister and force from the Basiji’s, he wins the elections. 
Although the official turnout is 65%, the real turnout is estimated to be between 25 and 30 
percent. 
 
The rest of 2009 and the beginning of 2010 are characterised by a continued deadlock 
between the president and the parliament. With an oil price fluctuating between 60 and 80 
dollar, the administration manages to balance the budget, but structural problems like high 
unemployment, inflation and ‘brain drain’ remain. Regional tensions remain high, as Iran 
seeks to put more pressure on Israel and Arab regimes like Egypt, Saudi-Arabia and Jordan. 
On several occasions, Supreme Leader Khamene’i calls for the overthrow of these regimes 
and a regional attack on Israel. Negotiations on the Iranian nuclear programme, in which the 
United States directly participates, remain deadlocked. The global economy has seriously 
contracted, only China and India have seen a marginal economic growth, although 
unemployment has been rising there too. The promise of ‘hope’ and ‘change’ that 
accompanied the election of Barack Obama has all but faded, although large scale conflict and 
economic instability have not surfaced.  
 
The momentum starts to change in March 2010, when Israeli prime minister Benyamin 
Netanyahu and Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas announce their signing of a peace 
accord, a result of more than a year of closed-door negotiations. When ratified, this accord 
would mean the end of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Hamas has agreed to accept the accord 
if the Palestian people would vote in favour of the treaty in a referendum. Defense minister 

                                                 
35 For Obama’s foreign policy agenda, see: http://change.gov/agenda/foreign_policy_agenda/  
36 Maley & Agha (2009) discuss the merits of a more thoughtful approach of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict 
37 This happened around the end of 2008 (AFP 2008) 
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Barak announces the settlers in the West-Bank receive compensation if they agree to leave 
their homes in one month. When this period expires, the Israeli army forcefully evicts the 
persons that stayed in their homes. These actions have a destabilizing effect on the Israeli 
society, but the consensus behind the peace accord is large enough to prevent a civil war. The 
Palestinian refugees receive a substantial compensation to resettle in the Palestinian 
territories, paid for by the European Union, the United States, Russia, China and a global 
‘Peace Fund’ of private donors. After the Palestinian people voted overwhelmingly in favour 
of the accord, Netanyahu and Abbas symbolically tear down the first part of the separation 
wall around the West-Bank. This wall will be replaced by an international peace force in the 
two years in which both states and peoples attempt to normalize their relations.  
 
The Israeli-Palestinian peace accord is a ‘critical juncture’ in a number of respects. It 
transforms the regional relations and weakens the ‘symbolic power’ of radical Islamic forces, 
partly defusing the ‘Greater West Asian Crisis’. A number of regional actors reject the accord 
as an ‘imperialist dictate’. The Iranian state is unable to radically change its stance towards 
Israel in the short run, without losing face. Hezbollah also fails to recognize Israel. This 
makes Iran and Lebanon the only two regional states that do not sign a peace treaty with Israel 
in the remainder of 2010. Al Qaeda vows to continue its struggle too, until ‘Al Quds’ is a 
Muslim city again. These forces are in the defensive though, as they enjoy less popular 
support.    
 
Obama tries to use the momentum of Iran’s increasing regional isolation to put pressure on 
the regime to come to an agreement on its nuclear programme. Russia and especially China 
still block further Security Council sanctions though, as they still profit from Iran’s oil exports 
and weapon orders. Ahmadinejad, Khamene’i and other conservatives focus their rhetoric on 
the injustice of the American influence in the region. Still, an increasing number of traditional 
conservatives support a détente. The presence of the Revolutionary Guards and the Basiji’s on 
the streets prevents large scale unrests from taking place, but a tension can be felt, especially 
in the universities and in the regions where large ethnic minorities live.  
 
In 2011 and 2012, the last years of the Obama presidency’s first term, the ‘renewable energy 
revolution’ is starting to take shape. New energy companies have made record profits in 
recent years, as a result of government subsidies, reasonably high energy prices, technological 
breakthroughs and increased scale advantages of renewable energy production. Theirs stocks 
have also been booming, boosting markets throughout the world. Although several car 
companies have not survived the earlier economic crisis, others have successfully restructured 
towards producing electrical and semi-electrical hybrid cars. The world economy has 
recovered, although development has still been centred in the United States, Asia and some 
countries in South America, while other countries have lagged behind. Furthermore, internal 
differences in wealth have increased in most countries. Oil and Gas, especially from the 
Middle East, have remained important energy sources, as significant parts of global industry 
and transport still use conventional fuels.  
 
Obama gets re-elected fairly unchallenged in 2012. In his inaugural speech in the beginning of 
2013, he states the following: ‘We have travelled far in the past four years and the road has 
not been easy. The world has shown its resilience in the face of grave dangers. An economic 
crisis has been reverted, an old feud has been buried, and we have made steps towards a 
sustainable future for our children. We should not forget though, that there are many 
challenges ahead of us. Global inequality is still high, children still die from hunger and 
disease, weapons of mass destruction still threaten the life of our planet and poverty has not 
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been eradicated from this great nation. Therefore, this administration will double its resolve 
to confront these challenges in the next four years. In the past years, we have seen a ‘New 
New Deal’ that saved our economy, in the next four years we will execute a ‘New Marshall 
Plan’ to accelerate the road to a sustainable and prosperous future, for us, for our children 
and for our children’s children.’     
 

 
Figure 9: The ‘Desertec Plan’ in the EUMENA region (DESERTEC-UK 2009) 
 
The second Obama administration leads a ‘technology driven climate initiative’, a plan that 
aims to diminish the emission of greenhouse gasses and end the world’s dependence on fossil 
fuels. The most important part of the plan consists of huge regional energy projects in all parts 
of the world, modelled after the ‘DESERTEC’ plan in the EUMENA (Europe, Middle East, 
North Africa) region (DESERTEC 2009, see figure 9). This plan had been blocked earlier due 
to the tensions in the region, but the Mediterranean relations had improved substantially after 
the signing of the Israeli-Palestinian peace treaty. The initiative is centred on the transfer of 
technological knowledge to participating countries, in order to make it beneficial for local 
economic development. The new economic activity further boosts growth around the world, 
especially in Africa, the region that needs to catch up the most.  
 
Iran is not included in the plan, due to the ongoing conflict over its nuclear programme. Its 
economy is generally stagnant, as it misses out on the regional boost in trade and economic 
growth. Real demand of oil is still significant, but the massive investments in other energy 
sources puts pressure on oil prices. The popularity of the supreme leader and of the neo-
conservatives has further eroded and even some military figures are distancing themselves 
from the Ahmadinejad administration. In the parliamentary elections of 2012, the reformists 
and the modern right have unexpectedly won the majority of seats, as the conservatives’ 
ability and willingness of manipulation has diminished. Grand Ayatollah Khamene’i has 
increasingly been withdrawing himself from public live from the beginning of 2012. In May 
2013, only one month before the presidential elections, he dies of a lung disease. The 
Expediency Council, still headed by Ayatollah Rafsanjani, decides to postpone the elections 
until the succession of Khamene’i has been resolved.  
 
The following months are very chaotic, as different political forces take the streets to fight 
over the future of the Islamic Republic. Violent street battles take place between the Basiji’s 
and student groups. Millions of people take the streets in the larger cities chanting slogans 
against dictatorship and for freedom, holding portraits of Mohammad Khatami and the 
recently deceased Grand Ayatollah Montazeri. Other protesters vow to ‘never bow to the will 
of the imperialists’, holding portraits of Ahmadinejad, Khamene’i and Ayatollah Mesbah-



 82 

Yazdi. The Revolutionairy Guards and the army generally keep aloof from the protests, 
fearing the escalating effects of repressive measures. Rafsanjani and the leaders of the 
conservative right faction and the reformist faction agree on the need to quickly re-establish 
authority to prevent further destabilization. Furthermore, they agree that the current 
constitution is not sufficient to resolve the political crisis. As Ayatollah Khatami enjoys by far 
the most popular support, he is assigned to function as faqih for one year. During this period 
the different factions will negotiate a new constitution. Radical elements in the neo-
fundamentalist faction disagree with this policy and try to violently destabilize the new 
regime, by perpetrating suicide bombings and targeted assassinations. They lack popular 
support though and Khatami narrowly escapes a plot on his life.  
 
In the beginning of 2014, Khatami announces the outcome of the negotiations between the 
leaders of the traditional conservatives, reformists and modern right factions. ‘Islam will 
always be in the heart and minds of the Iranian people and the Iranian state. Still, we have 
heard the voice of the people that crave freedom in interpreting the holy message and 
following different religious leaders. Therefore, the government must first and foremost 
represent the will of our nation’. The new constitution ensures freedom of expression, 
freedom of association, a democratically elected Majlis and president. A second chamber of 
parliament is created that consists of fifty clerics with the minimal title of ‘hojatolislam’, 
directly elected by the people. This chamber can block or delay parliamentary decisions and 
only be overturned by a two third majority in the Majlis. Other religious functions in the state, 
like the faqih and the ‘council of guardians’, are abolished.                      
The new regime quickly compromises about its nuclear programme, by accepting an old 
Russian plan to enrich uranium on Russian soil. In exchange, Russia promises to finish the 
Iranian power plants it has been building within one year. Europe agrees to give Iran an 
important place in the DESERTEC project. Many members of the ‘Diaspora’ agree to return 
to Iran. These economic incentives will make Iran the new economic power house in the 
Middle East, achieving growth rates around 10 percent in the next 5 years.       
 
New Medievalism 
 
After its inauguration, the Obama administration prioritises the quick revival of the American 
economy. The massive stimulation package focuses on tax brakes and infrastructure projects. 
Energy projects are included in the package, but on a relatively small scale. The ‘Obamania’ 
reaches new heights as the results in the second half of 2009 are encouraging: unemployment 
is falling again and the increased domestic consumption leads to positive growth figures in the 
second half of 2009. The oil price has remained between 40 and 60 dollars, stimulating 
industrial growth, but making energy investment and saving less urgent.  
On the international front, the results of the new administration appear to be mixed. The 
redeployment of troops from Iraq has proceeded relatively peacefully so far, although 
violence appears to be slightly increasing. In Afghanistan, the capture of Osama Bin Laden is 
a new ‘we’ve got him-moment’38, the surge of troops in the country has also reduced the 
violence there and weakened the Taliban. Still, the authority of the central government 
remains weak as the administration is plagued by continuing corruption and internal strive. 
After the inauguration in April of Benyamin Netanyahu as prime minister of Israel, the 
situation in the Middle East remains tense. Although no large scale violence has taken place, 
the political processes remain in a complete deadlock. 
 

                                                 
38 Like the capture of Saddam Hussayn in 2003 
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In Iran, the political class is divided from left to right. The reformists fail to unite behind one 
candidate for the presidential elections in June, as both Mehdi Karrubi and Mir Hossein 
Mousavi39 participate. On the conservative side, the neo-fundamentalist Ahmadinejad and the 
moderate conservative Baqir Qalibaf, the major of Teheran, are the most prominent 
candidates. The reformist division presents and ideal opportunity for election fraud: both 
conservatives ‘receive’ just a few more votes than the other candidates, making the second 
round a conservative affaire. Ahmadinejad appears to have lost too much support in his 
presidential term, as Qalibaf wins the second round of the elections with a fairly large margin. 
After his loss, Ahmadinejad lashes out against his former opponent: ‘this victory proves the 
power of the special interests in this country and of those elements that want to sell out to the 
West and the Zionists’. He vows to continue fighting for justice and against the ‘enemies of 
Islam’. Some neo-conservative paramilitary groups do not accept the result of the elections 
and start riots and protests throughout the country. Although these protests are rapidly 
repressed, the deep divisions between different conservative currents is still simmering below 
the surface. Furthermore, this election is another sign that supreme leader Khamene’i is not 
able or willing to completely determine the outcome of presidential elections, as his favourite 
lost like in 1997, when Khatami was elected for the first time.  
 
After his inauguration, Qalibaf radically breaks with the policies of his predecessor. He 
concentrates on balancing the budget and curbing inflation by cutting back on social spending 
and raising the interest rate. These measures are effective in lowering inflation, but partly due 
to the low oil price, economic growth is relatively low, unemployment remains very high and 
the government has got little room for investments. In order to acquire the necessary 
investment for economic growth, Iran’s international isolation needs to be ended. By 
temporarily freezing uranium enrichment and opening an American interest section in 
Teheran, Qalibaf tries to rapidly improve the investment climate. Direct negotiations on a 
normalization of relations with the United States are started on a foreign minister level, 
executed by US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton and the newly appointed foreign minister 
Ali Akbar Velayati, who already served in the same post from 1981 to 1997. The new 
openness in international relations is only partly mirrored in the new administrations’ 
domestic policy. Although social regulations are generally less strictly enforced, the space for 
dissenting political opinions remains essentially closed. Many activists and journalist remain 
behind bars and the media are still overwhelmingly controlled by the conservative factions.   
 
As the US-Iranian talks progress, an agreement appears to come close in the beginning of 
2010, but a series of events that start in the end of January will radically change the 
momentum. After a year of relative calm, a series of rocket attacks from militants in Gaza 
provokes a response from the Israeli air force in which 20 Palestinians are killed, mostly 
civilians. These incidents are the beginning of another violent episode in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. Unlike a year earlier, Hezbollah decides to react with a series of rocket 
attacks that reach deep into Israeli territory. The ensuing war on two fronts results in even 
more bloodshed than a year earlier, provoking angry reactions around the world. In Teheran, a 
group of neo-fundamentalist militants occupies the US interest section, a symptom of the new 
wave of anti-Western sentiment among some parts of the population. Although security forces 
rapidly end the occupation, the newly built trust between the two countries is shattered. When 
supreme leader Khamene’i implicitly praises the militants and orders their release, the détente 
has officially ended.  
 

                                                 
39 Mousavi, the former prime minister, emerged as possible candidate in March 2009 (Karami 2009) 
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When the dust is settled in April, much speculation takes place on the question who initiated 
the new set of conflicts, and why. Some specialists say radical elements in Iran have 
encouraged Hezbollah to attack, in order to prevent the moderate forces from signing a peace 
treaty with the United States, which would have meant an important political victory. Others 
point at the Israeli government that might have been afraid of the consequences of a US-
Iranian reconciliation for its own position in the Middle East. In Iran, the limits of the 
presidential powers have been reaffirmed, as well as the important role the neo-conservatives 
are still playing behind the scenes and the ultimate authority of the supreme leader. Still, the 
events have also weakened the regime in some respects, as its international reliability has 
come into question and the deep internal disunity has surfaced.  
 
Tension around the world is rising during the summer of 2010. The fragile economic recovery 
is coming under pressure as oil prices have been on the rise from the beginning of the year. 
The Obama administration has decided that a tougher approach towards Iran is needed, after 
negotiations have failed. A consensus in the Security Council can not be reached, only the 
European Union agrees to severe its ties with Iran, instituting broad economic sanctions. 
These sanctions put pressure on the import of consumer goods to Iran, leading to a new rise in 
inflation. Under great pressure from the neo-conservative faction, Qalibaf decides to withdraw 
from the Non-Proliferation Treaty (NPT) and expel all International Atomic Energy Agency 
inspectors from the country. Banking on the unwillingness of president Obama to start a war, 
the Iranian establishment decides they will rush the nuclear programme, aiming to be able to 
produce and test a nuclear weapon in a few months time.  
 
As many have feared, the Israeli government sees the Iranian withdrawal from the NPT as an 
existential threat. The Israeli air campaign starts in September 2010. The Israeli command 
defines two objectives: severely damaging the Iranian nuclear programme and weakening the 
ability of the Iranian state to recover as a major military-economic power in the short and 
medium term. Therefore, the attacks are mainly aimed at the nuclear programme and the oil 
industry.40 As expected, the Iranian leadership views the Israeli attack as at least approved by 
the United States. Therefore its military response does not only consist of missile attacks on 
Israel, but also targets the oil industry of the Arab Gulf states, that are US allies. Furthermore, 
the Revolutionary Guards navy manages to sink several Saudi ‘mammoth tankers’ with oil in 
the strait of Hormuz. As these attacks draw a military response from the United States, the 
conflict is rapidly escalating into a regional war. As a chain of interconnected events unfolds 
in the coming months, it becomes increasingly clear that September 2010 has been a ‘critical 
juncture’ that has profoundly changed the course of history.  
 
As both states and investors around the world witness a sharp plummeting in the supply of oil 
as a result of the war, they react by rapidly buying the oil that remains available on the world 
market. This massive exchange of dollars for raw materials has the double effect of 
depreciating the value of the dollar and appreciating the price of oil. In a matter of hours, 
other market players react by selling their dollars for any asset available, to prevent their 
property from becoming entirely without worth. As a consequence, the dollar loses its value 
as an international commodity in just one day. The effects are swift and severe. Economic 
activity and trade around the world are virtually freezing in the following days, because 

                                                 
40 This analysis of the effects of an Israeli attack on Iran is mainly based on Rogers (2006). An aspect that has 
been added is the attack on Iran’s oil facilities. Rather than trying to immediately eliminate all Iranian options for 
a military response, which would be very difficult considering the Iranian focus on ‘asymmetric warfare’ (Rooz 
2008), an attack on the oil industry would be a logical way to hurt the regime, viable to achieve with air and 
missile attacks.     
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companies, states and people have totally lost faith in the exchangeability of money. States 
call a state of emergency and start taking control of the distribution and rationing of food, to 
prevent food riots from taking place.  
 
The global economic crisis eventually prevents the war in the Middle East from escalating 
further. After a US bombing campaign against military targets throughout Iran until the 
beginning of November, the Revolutionary Guards are weakened, but still able to launch 
rockets towards Israel and the Arab Gulf states. Although many analysts had predicted an 
upsurge in patriotism and support for the Iranian regime, the disastrous economic 
consequences of the war prevent such an effect from taking place. An imminent food crisis 
forces Qalibaf, backed by supreme leader Khamene’i, to propose an immediate ceasefire. The 
United States accepts the offer, in order to be able to cope with its domestic economic 
problems.  
 
The destabilization of the global monetary system and the destruction of a significant part of 
the global energy production have dealt a heavy blow to the world economy, from which it 
will take decades to recover. This lack of capital accumulation also means a severe weakening 
of states around the world. Especially in developing states like China and India, a process of 
‘re-ruralization’ takes place, in which parts of the population move back to the villages their 
parents were born to work in agriculture, because of the huge shortage of urban jobs. Due to 
the lack of state authority, different communities start to organize their own security, leading 
to ethnic and criminal violence in countries, regions, cities and neighbourhoods with low 
levels of social cohesion.41    
 
In Iran, the situation is particularly difficult, as large parts of its economic infrastructure have 
been destroyed and the country lacks the capital for reconstruction. Parts of the Revolutionary 
Guards disagree with the decision to accept a ceasefire with Israel and the United States. This 
leads to the disintegration of the Revolutionary Guards into rivalling armed gangs, some of 
which support president Qalibaf and his government, some supporting radical elements like 
Ahmadinejad and Yazdi. The result is a guerrilla war in the streets of different cities and a 
general disintegration of the state. Many people are displaced as a result of the violence. The 
weakness of the central authority enables ethnic minorities in different regions to function as 
autonomous political communities. They start to function as de-facto political entities with 
their own laws, culture and economic organization. In the cities, the same process takes place, 
as different neighbourhoods organize themselves on the basis of kinship and personal ties, 
keeping out any foreign elements. The extent to which the official Shi’a religious structure 
has lost its moral, political and economic power has become increasingly clear. Religious life 
is more locally organized and differs widely from region to region. In some places, especially 
around Qom, religious scholars still play an import political role, but in many other places, 
they are subservient to political leaders. The political situation around the country will remain 
volatile in the years to come, making the shape of a new status quo highly uncertain.  
 
New Mercantilism   
 
In 2009, the depth of the global economic crisis becomes increasingly clear. Although it has 
started in the United States, major economies like Japan, China and Germany experience a big 
fallback in production as well, accompanied by rapidly increasing unemployment. This 
development illustrates the extent to which the global economy has been integrated into an 

                                                 
41 See Dekker & Faber 2008, Kaldor 2005 
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interdependent system in the past decades. Throughout the world, states are forced to 
intervene, in order to keep the economy floating and save the most important companies from 
bankruptcy. The high point of this trend has taken place on 17 February 2009, when Barack 
Obama signed the ‘American Recovery and Reinvestment Act’ in Denver Colorado, a bill 
worth 787 billion dollar, designed to stimulate the American economy. The plan encompasses 
a broad range of investments in education, health care, energy and infrastructure, and a tax cut 
for 95% of working Americans. The unprecedented size of the stimulus package makes it the 
focal point of the world economy in the years to come. The global reactions to the plan are 
mixed. Although most people understand the necessity of saving the economic system from 
total collapse, the experience has a very bitter ring to it. Scientists and leaders from the United 
States have been preaching the gospel of fiscal responsibility and minimal state interference 
for years, only to completely abandon it when faced with a crisis at home.42 For many people 
these developments only illustrate the extent to which the globalised economic order has been 
designed to benefit some states to the expense of others.     
 
The American stimulus plan essentially banks on the status of the United States economy as 
being ‘too big to fail’. Next to economic recovery it is also aimed at improving the American 
competitive position in the short, medium and long term. In the short term, the extra 
government debt is expected to have a depreciative effect on the dollar, making American 
exports cheaper and discouraging imports. Furthermore, tax reductions should stimulate 
domestic demand. In the medium term, infrastructure projects are expected to generate jobs 
for American companies, which strengthens their position vis-à-vis foreign companies. ‘Buy 
American’ and ‘hire American’ provisions have been added to the plan to ensure most 
projects and jobs benefit American employers. Investments in infrastructure, education and 
technology are aimed at strengthening American competitiveness in the long run, for example 
by developing the expertise to lead in the field of new energy technology.  
 
As the crisis progresses, it becomes increasingly clear that the situation favors big economies 
over small ones. Small states have much less space to sustain a large budget deficit to 
stimulate the economy, due to the risk of inflation and overcrowding of the credit market. 
This mechanism applies both to small ‘Western’ economies like Ireland and Latvia and 
developing countries like Venezuela and Thailand that do not benefit from the monetary 
buffer of currencies that dominate global exchange, like the dollar and the euro. Like other 
countries in the Middle East, Iran faces similar problems. Continuing high inflation is 
combined with rapidly rising unemployment, as many state projects can not be completed due 
to the low oil price. For political reasons, the government does not apply for an IMF loan, 
because such a move would have signaled weakness to the outside world.  
 
The economic crisis is the background for a tense political situation in Iran, in the run-up to 
the presidential elections of June. The stakes are high, as the past years have led to a very 
polarized situation, in which no trust can be found between different political forces. 
Ahmadinejad and his neoconservative allies have tried to use their four years in office to 
strengthen their grip on power in any way possible. They have created a climate of fear by 
repressing minorities, journalists, students and human rights activists. They have tried to win 
over parts of the public by spending oil money on welfare programs and firing up nationalist 
sentiments in the country with a confrontational foreign policy. As their allies can mainly be 
found under the Revolutionary Guards and the Basiji’s, both these forces have received a 

                                                 
42 The attacks on the World Trade Centre and the Pentagon in 2001 can be seen as the crisis that heralded the 
beginning of the trend of increasing state debt in the United States.  
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large part of the state budget.  The announcement of the candidacy of Mohammad Khatami  
has been met with a thinly veiled death threat43 from the director of the Kayan newspaper.  
Even though the traditional conservatives have had a big hand in Ahmadinejad’s ascendance 
to power, they have become increasingly critical of the administration for different reasons. 
Ahmadinejad has not heeded any advice or criticism from their side, by ruling in an 
authoritarian way. Even parliamentary oversight has been ignored, while critical oversight 
committees have been dismantled and the central bank has been brought under direct 
government control. Economic policies have hurt the vested interests of the bazaar and the 
conservative clergy, by undermining trade relations and stirring up inflation. Furthermore, 
Ahmadinejad has directly tried to purge the government controlled newspapers of critical 
voices, even when those voices were traditional conservatives.  
 
After Khatami and Moussavi announced their candidacy, supreme leader Khamene’i 
understands that his favorite candidate might be defeated once again. Ahmadinejad does not 
appear to stand a chance against both these candidates in free and fair elections. A reformist 
victory would be a direct security risk for the regime, as it would lead to a divided executive 
when both external tensions around the nuclear programme and internal tensions around the 
economic crisis are predicted to be reaching a climax. Khamene’i decides to use all his 
institutional powers to prevent this scenario from happening, even if this means that the 
factional balance of power will be irreparably damaged. In a carefully coordinated operation, 
different prominent personalities that oppose the Ahmadinejad presidency are arrested. 
Among them are Mohammad Khatami, who is accused of espionage for his foreign contacts, 
Akhbar Rafsanjani, who is suspected of corruption, and Shirin Ebadi, who is accused of 
belonging to the Baha’i faith. In a reaction, Khamene’i states the following: ‘The imam has 
said that even the holy duties like prayer and ramadan are to be suspended if the survival of 
the Islamic state is at stake. It should therefore surprise nobody when those persons are 
arrested that have betrayed the principles of the revolution and sold out to the Zionists and 
the Global Arrogance’.   
 
In the following weeks, the Basiji’s and the Revolutionary Guards strengthen their presence 
on the streets. Student protests are harshly repressed, as well as strikes by the bazaari in 
different cities. Critical newspapers are closed and many bloggers are arrested. Allies of 
Rafsanjani in the Council of Experts and the Expediency Council resign in protest of his 
arrest. Potential rivals to Ahmadinejad that have not been arrested, like Moussavi and Qalibaf, 
refrain from participating in the presidential elections, for fear of being persecuted 
themselves. In this way, all serious competition has been eliminated, making the elections in 
June virtually irrelevant. Supported by the Supreme Leader, the new government starts to rule 
by decree, openly defying the critical parliament. The most important policy of the new 
government is the substitution of price subsidies on goods like foodstuffs and fuel for direct 
cash payments to disprivileged groups. This policy is intended to strengthen the clientalist 
relationship of disprivileged groups with the state. It also directly undermines the interests of 
the bazaar, as they no longer profit from the artificially depreciated prices. Oil prices have 
been steadily rising from May 2009 onwards, as economic state stimuli around the world start 
to bear fruit. This development has strengthened the Ahmadinejad administration that has 
been able to balance the budget.   
 
China is facing a difficult situation in the end of 2009. It has lost some of its competitive 
edge, due to the appreciation of its currency and protectionist measures of rival states. The 

                                                 
43 Which might have played a role in the withdrawal of his candidacy in March 
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depreciation of the dollar has also negatively affected the Chinese state, due to the value loss 
of its investments in the United States. Measures to promote domestic spending have not 
worked that well, due to the simultaneous rise in unemployment that has limited the spending 
ability of many Chinese. Furthermore, the rising costs of raw material seriously strain 
economic recovery. China’s relationship with the United States has been deteriorating, 
especially due to a more aggressive American policy to protect intellectual property rights, 
that has significantly raised the costs of many Chinese companies and the state bureaucracy.44 
Images of riots in Tibet and the Muslim areas in the West have escaped the censorship of the 
Chinese state, which the communist party experiences as a national humiliation. Slowly, the 
Chinese leadership begins to conclude that its foreign policy approach that has been cautious 
and generally supportive of the status quo, needs to change. 
 
One of the most important policy shifts is the promotion of the yuan as an international 
currency. Trade partners are encouraged to use the yuan in their commerce with China, which 
has become more attractive as the currency has increased in value. Especially in other East 
Asian countries like Thailand, Indonesia and Japan, the yuan is an attractive alternative to the 
dollar. Their own currencies have plummeted due to the decline in world trade, so they are 
looking for an alternative currency that is more stable. Countries that have issues with the 
United States, like Venezuela and Iran, have their own reasons to adopt the yuan as their main 
trading asset. The upgraded status of the yuan gives China the opportunity to give more aid to 
friendly states, with the guarantee that a significant amount of this capital will be spent on 
Chinese products. Simultaneously, the Chinese state funds start gradually re-allocating 
investments in US state obligations, in order to become less dependent on the American 
economy in the medium term. The Chinese leadership also concludes it might need to project 
its power more directly onto the Middle East, in order to secure the supply of energy sources. 
By 2010, China has doubled the financial and military aid to Iran, its main ally in the region. 
Relationships with other countries in the region, like Syria, Iraq and Turkey, are improved as 
well.      
 
The rising oil prices and the increased support from China give the Ahmadinejad government 
some room to maneuver. It has taken an uncompromising stance in the dispute over the 
Iranian nuclear programme. The domestic situation remains tense, but large scale protests 
have been repressed. In the beginning of 2010, president Obama officially announces the 
failure of negotiations over the nuclear programme: “In the last year, Iran has shown its 
unwillingness to ensure the International Community that the intentions of its nuclear 
program are peaceful. I regard this as a personal disappointment, as I have always believed 
that Iran has got a strong urge to improve its international standing. This does not mean that 
Iran has become an immediate threat to our security, but it does mean we need to show that 
defiance is not without costs.” The United States push for tougher sanctions in the UN 
Security Council. The Chinese understand that they have become highly dependent on the 
supply of oil and LNG from Iran. A disruption of this supply would spur the resource prices 
even higher, with the risk of a new economic downturn. Therefore, they block any sharpening 
of economic sanctions against Iran. The European countries, Saudi Arabia, Egypt and Jordan 
are among the states that resort to economic sanctions against Iran, although they realize that 
they have lost leverage in recent years, due to the deepened Iranian relationship with China.  
 
In the middle of 2010, the situation has become comparable to the run-up of the Iraq war in 
2003. Intelligence services around the world suffer from a severe lack of reliable information, 
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as government control of the media in Iran has tightened and foreigners have had increasingly 
little space to maneuver. IEAE officials have been able to visit the country, but have generally 
been hindered as much as possible by the authorities. Whether the Iranian state is really trying 
to produce a nuclear weapon remains unclear, but the right in both Israel and the United States 
have got growing ammunition to ask for a military attack. In this situation, only the slightest 
incident could trigger a devastating war. As time passes by, an increasing number of 
commentators claim that a confrontation will be inevitable.  
 
The Chinese decide that such a scenario needs to be prevented at all cost. The economic crisis 
that a war on Iran could trigger, might mean the implosion of the Chinese state. Therefore, 
China commits itself to an official alliance with Iran. This means Iran is the first country that 
officially falls under the ‘nuclear umbrella’ of the Chinese. To emphasize the seriousness of 
their commitment, twenty nuclear warheads have been secretly shipped to Iran. Israel realizes 
it can not do much to change the new status quo. Its defensive nuclear capability is still 
expected to work as a deterrent to Iranian attacks, and an offensive war would clearly be 
suicidal. President Obama reacts by installing trade sanctions against China. Another result is 
the rapid nuclearization of the Middle East. The United States decides to ship nuclear 
weapons to its main allies in the region, in order to prevent Iran from using its new status as a 
nuclear power to destabilize rival states.  
 
Although tensions have been extremely severe in 2010, a military confrontation has not taken 
place. In the next years, the new security equilibrium stabilizes. Iran, Lebanon and Syria, 
supported by China, form one power block and Saudi Arabia, Jordan and Egypt, supported by 
the United States, another one. Countries like Iraq, Turkey and the Gulf states take a more 
neutral position. Tensions between China and the United States decline over the years, 
although their trade relations never reach the same level as in the 1990s and 2000s.      
 
Inside Iran, the neo-conservatives have, at least in the medium term, established a domestic 
hegemony. Any person that speaks out too openly against Ahmadinejad or Khamene’i 
is detained, or in some cases put to death. Even conservative commentators, clerics and 
politicians are no longer immune to persecution. Many persons belonging to a minority 
religion or ethnicity have been forced to flee Iran, to escape persecution. Especially the Baha’i 
faith has virtually disappeared from Iran. Those that have chosen or been forced to stay, keep 
their identity hidden, to escape from state attention. The neo-conservative project of ‘re-
totalarization’ of the Iranian state and society has, at least in the medium term, been 
successful.  
 
The Rise of East Asia 
 
As the Iranian presidential elections are approaching in 2009, supreme leader Khamene’i 
is starting to realize he has been betting on the wrong horse. The popular approval of 
president Ahmadinejad has been constantly falling as a result of both mismanagement and 
economic decline. A situation in which an unpopular president faces an increasingly hostile 
population, an increasingly critical parliament and an increasingly deteriorating economic 
situation would be extremely risky for the regime. Therefore, the supreme leader decides the 
new president should have a larger popular mandate. When necessary, the unelected 
institutions of the state and the conservative parliament will contain too ambitious proposals 
for reform, like during the Khatami presidency.  
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The reformists understand that the presidential elections might be the last opportunity to 
prevent Ahmadinejad and his neo-conservative allies from establishing a permanent domestic 
hegemony. This realisation leads the reformists to unite behind one candidate: Mir Hussein 
Moussavi. His status as prime minister during the war years prevents him from being 
disqualified by the Guardian Council. The conservatives remain divided. Ahmadinejad has 
made too many enemies among the traditional conservatives, due to his authoritarian 
governing style and his attempts to undermine the economic position of the bazaar. Therefore, 
Baqir Qalibaf decides to represent those critical conservatives in the elections. This disunity 
in the conservative camp, combined with the full support of other reformist personalities like 
Mohammad Khatami, Mehdi Karrubi and Abdollah Nouri, enables Moussavi to win the 
presidential elections with a wide margin. His supporters react with restrained enthusiasm. 
Although they remember the limited success of the reformists during the Khatami presidency, 
some economic and social relief would already be extremely welcome.  
 
In his victory speech, Moussavi calls for ‘moderation, unity and progress’. By asking some 
conservative personalities to join his cabinet, most notably his former rival Qalibaf as minister 
of domestic affairs, Moussavi aims to broaden the political base of his cabinet and entice the 
parliament to cooperate. The recruitment of many academics into the new administration 
should improve the technocratic performance of the state. By freeing some activists, easing 
the pressure on the media and ordering the police and security forces to be less intrusive, 
Moussavi shows his supporters that his administration is a clear break from the years under 
Ahmadinejad. Incidentally, the police and security forces that are run by the ministry of 
domestic affairs, and the Basiji’s, run by the Revolutionary Guards, openly clash in the streets 
of the big cities. As a reaction to these accidents, supreme leader Khamene’i urges the Basiji’s 
to lower their presence, to maintain an image of stability.     
 
The new cabinet aims to devise a pragmatic foreign policy, aimed at reducing tension, 
improving Iran’s international image and intensifying trade relationships. The most important 
part of this new strategy is the start-up of a negotiation process with the United States. Both 
parties know some issues, especially the status of Israel and the Iranian support for Hamas 
and Hezbollah, are impossible to resolve in the short run. Still, they are both eager to show 
tangible results of the negotiations, to silence domestic criticism. Therefore, a short term deal 
is agreed with regard to the nuclear programme in December. Iran stops further uranium 
enrichment until all the fuel is used by the power plant in Bushehr, which has been fully 
active since September. The nuclear waste will be processed in Russia, to prevent possible 
plutonium extraction.45 In return, the Security Council resolutions against Iran are postponed 
until further notice. Both president Obama and president Moussavi claim this deal as a proof 
of the success of their strategy. Obama points at the prevention of an attack on Iran, which 
would have had dramatic consequences for the stability of the Middle East, and therefore the 
energy supply of the United States. Moussavi emphasizes the value of a reduced isolation for 
Iran’s economic relations.   
 
The tentative accord is part of a string of foreign policy successes for the Obama 
administration. The new strategy has led to reduced violence in Afghanistan, the withdrawal 
of troops from Iraq has not caused an increase in violence and the situation in Pakistan has 
also stabilized. Although political solutions have not come closer, the situation around Israel 
has not escalated in the past years. The Hezbollah-led coalition that has won the Lebanese 
parliamentary elections in June is not interested in a new war with Israel, because it wants to 

                                                 
45 Plutonium can be used in advanced nuclear weapons 
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prove it is able to govern the country peacefully. The Israeli government has agreed to let 
more aid and trade into Gaza. Hamas does not want to start a new round of war, as they would 
be blamed by the people for such a new escalation.  Initially, the Obama administration’s 
foreign policy success is coupled with a rapid economic recovery. Different industries profit 
from the increased government spending, the banking sector starts lending again and the 
housing prices stabilize. The ‘Big Three’46 car companies have survived due to a successful 
restructuring, producing luxury and middle class electrical cars. As the global economy as a 
whole starts to recover, 2010 is a surprisingly quiet and hopeful year. Still, like some critical 
economists keep repeating, under the surface there are several fundamental economic 
problems, that are bound to turn up in due time.  
 
The oil price has been steadily on the rise from September 2010 onwards. Before this month, 
it has stayed below 60 dollars, but in February 2011, it has risen above the psychological line 
of 100 dollars. The steadily rising economic growth around the world has the inexorable 
effect of rising natural resource prices, even if around 8 percent of the global car park 
presently consists of electrical or hybrid cars. These rising resource prices have an 
inflationary effect around the world, but especially in the United States. Due to the high 
liquidity that has been created in the past years, in the different stimulus programmes, the 
dollar is rapidly losing its value. In July, inflation levels are reaching the critical level of 10 
percent on a yearly basis. The dropping value of the dollar further inflates the price of oil and 
other natural resources. In just a few months, the oil price has almost doubled, reaching 180 
dollars in July. The high inflation has the inevitable effect of a strong drop in trade and 
demand, leading to stagnation. Unemployment is rapidly increasing across the United States 
economy. Compared to 2008 and 2009, this situation is markedly worse. The government can 
not save the economy by bailing out companies and increasing its spending, as this would 
only further deflate the value of the dollar.  
 
The United States is still vital for the world economy, as a market, as a source of 
technological innovation, as a financial centre and as a military power. The ‘stagflation’ crisis 
in this country therefore threatens to plummet the whole world into a deep crisis. An 
emergency meeting of the ‘G20’ is convened in September 2011, to address the issue. The 
leaders at this summit agree that only a fundamental restructuring of global economic 
governance can prevent a worldwide collapse. The European, Asian and South American 
countries agree that a new bailout of the American economy is necessary, but only after 
diminishing the world’s economic dependence on the United States. The most pressing issue 
in this regard is the role of the dollar in the global monetary system. After two weeks of 
almost non-stop negotiation, it is agreed that a new global currency needs to be created that 
can only be used in international trade transactions. A new independent institution will 
oversee the exchange rates with national currencies. That this new agency resides in Hong 
Kong, is an indication of the status of East Asia as the new global economic centre. In the 
closing remarks of the summit, president Obama states the following: ‘The United States has 
been the Leader of the Free World and a constant source of global stability for more than 
seventy years. Now, we need to recognize the world has changed. Other nations will need to 
step up the plate and take more responsibility’. To keep inflation in check the Obama 
government needs to take some painful measures, like a package of cutbacks on government 
spending and an interest rate raise. A large part of the cutbacks is created by a rapid troop 
withdrawal from Afghanistan and the closing of several military bases around the world. 
Loans from China and India are used to prevent further economic contraction.  

                                                 
46 Ford, General Motors and Chrysler 



 92 

 
The troop withdrawals from Afghanistan and other countries in the region increase the risk of 
a security vacuum in the ‘Greater Middle East’. China and India partly manage to fill this 
vacuum, by supporting states with financial aid and weapon deliveries. The Israeli state finds 
itself in an extremely difficult position. The United States were forced to greatly cutback their 
economic and military aid to the country, and China and India refuse to deepen their 
relationship as long as no peace has been agreed with the Palestinians and the other countries 
in the region. Coupled with the deteriorating economic state of the country, the Israeli state 
faces a crisis that might threaten its existence. It sees no other option than starting a 
negotiating process with all relevant parties in the region, including Hamas and Hezbollah.  
 
In Iran, the political situation has further stabilized. The army and the Revolutionary Guards 
have been purged from their most radical members and the Basiji’s have been partly 
demobilized. Critical groups like students, minorities and women can make their voices heard, 
as long as they stay within certain boundaries. Openly criticizing the Supreme Leader, for 
example, is still not done. The government has managed to start a diversifying process of the 
economy, that is already starting to produce concrete results. Iran has become an important 
distribution centre for goods produced in India and China. The Iranian car industry has 
established joint ventures with Chinese and Indian companies. In this way it profits from one 
of the new driving forces of global economic growth: the production of small electrical cars, 
especially meant for urban transport. This situation is part of a larger global trend that fully 
emerged from 2012 onwards and can be characterized as the ‘new age of mass consumption’: 
global production is generally ‘green’ and specialized in producing large amounts of small 
and cheap products. These products are aimed at the huge urban populations around the 
world. The ‘Chinese political model’ has also become dominant. This model can be 
characterised as ‘enlightened authoritarianism’. State elites stay in power by providing their 
populations with social stability, security from foreign threats and economic growth.                                                                                      
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Concluding Reflections 
 
 
After discussing a wide range of issues in the preceding chapters, the conclusion will return to 
the research question posed in the introduction: How can scenario building as a research tool 
help to understand political regime change in Iran? This question will be approached from 
three different angles: 

• A reflection on the scenarios in chapter 5, making use of the conceptual framework in 
chapter 2. 

• A reflection on the role of the different chapters in the thesis and the methodological 
choices that have been made. 

• A reflection on the lessons that can be drawn for future research.                              
 
Scenarios and potentialities 
 
The scenarios in the last chapter describe four radically different geopolitical situations that 
are linked to radically different political developments inside Iran. As mentioned above, these 
stories should not be judged on their probability, but on the way they uncover the different 
potentialities that might have a decisive influence on the Iranian regime in the future.   
 
In the ‘Globalisation 2.0’ scenario, the survival of international economic structures, the 
diminished economic role of fossile fuels and the peace accord between Israel and Palestine 
have a weakening effect on the Iranian regime in the middle-long term. The diminishing 
symbolic and economic power of the regime leads to a continuous shrinking of popular 
legitimacy. The only means to stay in power are the strong structures of ‘command’ and the 
ability to apply physical violence. When the death of supreme leader Khamene’i disturbs the 
command structure of the regime, a fundamental change can not be stopped. When the 
symbolic power and personal charisma of leaders like Mohammad Khatami turn out to be 
strong enough, a democratic structure might emerge, in which different forces agree to settle 
their fundamental differences by compromise and the power of the popular vote. The 
potentiality of this scenario has been apparent from the emergence of the reformist movement 
in 1997 onwards. The strong popular current that wants more political and social freedom has 
been effectively resisted so far by the different conservative factions, but remains an 
important driving force for the future.     
 
In the ‘New Medievalist’ scenario, the overarching structures of the globalised economy and 
the international state system are severely weakened, due to a destructive war that disrupts the 
global energy supply. This leads to a breakdown of the accumulative and administrative 
capacity of the Iranian state. The result is a ‘Hobbesian’ situation in which different 
collectives struggle for wealth and power and authority is much more decentralized (Dekker 
& Faber 2008). Such a situation can already be observed in ‘failed states’ like Somalia and 
Iraq. The potentiality of this scenario can be derived from the ‘centrifugal’ tensions in Iran in 
the past years and the disunity within the current regime. Numerous comparable episodes 
have taken place in the past, when the state was weakened by war, economic crisis or political 
strive.  
 
In the ‘New Mercantilist’ scenario, a greater economic role for states is combined with 
increasing geopolitical tensions. The natural resources in the Middle East are the focal point 
of these tensions. Nuclear proliferation leads to a new system of ‘Mutual Assured 
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Destruction’, in which Iran plays a prominent role. The ‘neo-conservative’ faction in Iran is 
able to strengthen its grip on power in this situation, supported by the high energy prices and 
the continuous foreign threat. The potentiality of this scenario has surfaced in recent years. 
The credit crisis and the decline of the American hegemony might lead to the destabilization 
of the global economic system and the system of global governance. The transfer of wealth 
and power to the East puts pressure on the relatively peaceful cooperation of the last decades 
between political entities like China, Russia, the United States and the European Union. 
Within Iran, the Ahmadinejad administration has so far failed to create a stable economic 
situation, but has successfully strengthened the capacity for repression by agencies like the 
Revolutionary Guards and the Basiji’s, even against new means of communication. It has also 
successfully used the increasing symbolic status of its Islamic narrative to strengthen its 
regional influence. This increasing symbolic status is partly caused by the continuing 
hopelessness of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and the decreasing popularity of the 
authoritarian regimes in the region. 
 
In the ‘Rise of East Asia’ scenario, the ‘Greater West Asian Crisis’ stabilizes and the 
extensive state intervention initially succeeds to reignite the global economy. This success is 
threatened to be nullified by a combined surge in inflation and explosion of energy prices, in 
which the United States is the focal point again. Such a scenario is prevented by a 
fundamental restructuring of the world economy, led by China and India, the emerging East-
Asian powers. The new hegemony is especially based on the ‘new mass production’ of 
‘green’ cheap products, aimed at the ever growing urban populations around the world. For 
Iran, the ‘Chinese model’ is very attractive, because it enables the elite to stay in power while 
diminishing both domestic and foreign threats to the regime. The potentiality of this scenario 
becomes apparent when looking at the explosive economic growth of some ‘developing 
countries’ combined with the relative contraction of the United States and Europe. Many 
analysts have signaled that this development means a victory for capitalism, but not for the 
liberal democratic model47.                                              
 
Scenarios and agency 
 
The uncovering of concrete potentialities from a wide range of possible driving forces is one 
way in which scenario building can help understanding political regime change in Iran. When 
looking at agency, the picture becomes more complicated. Due to the focus on macro 
processes that have the most profound impact on a certain context, scenario building does not 
automatically focus on the role of agency. The agents that play a role in the scenarios are 
mainly those that stand on top of the structure of command of different states. This is no 
coincidence, states are still the collectives with the most profound ‘productive and destructive 
capabilities’ (see chapter 1, p12, chapter 2, p. ). 
 
Among the most critical agents is supreme leader Ali Khamene’i. He can decide to throw all 
his weight behind the neo-conservative faction and their allies within the repressive organs of 
the state, allowing them to use all means possible to repress other political powers. When 
international tensions remain high, Iran is able to prevent foreign attacks and the production 
of oil and gas remains an effective means of capital accumulation, this might lead to a 
‘totalitarian’ state structure, in which one collective manages to control the totality of the 
Iranian state and society. On the other hand, such a structure estranges large parts of the 
population, due to the extensive use of force. Therefore, it is vulnerable to total collapse, 

                                                 
47 See for example Tegenlicht (2009) 
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when capital accumulation is hampered, the symbolic power of foreign threats diminishes and 
the structure of command disintegrates.   
 
Such a scenario could be stimulated by other critical agencies. President Obama, other 
political and economic leaders and citizens around the world might be able to engage in a 
‘green revolution’ that would radically diminish the economic role of fossile fuels. Although 
few people expect this after the installation of the new cabinet, the Israeli leadership might 
make the tough choice to make peace with the Palestinians and the Palestinian leaders might 
accept an Israeli peace offer. This would be a blow for the symbolic power of the neo-
conservative leadership that uses the enmity against Israel to rally support and silence 
opponents. A state that is dominated by the neo-conservative factions would be further 
weakened when the supreme leader would be unable to continue functioning, for example due 
to death or severe disease. He functions as an important stabilizer in the command structure of 
the faction that prevents infighting from getting out of hand.  
 
When such a combination of relatively autonomous actions of different agencies takes place, 
the weakening of the Iranian state structure could be an opening for radical change. In such an 
episode, the ‘agency of the subaltern48’ (Attabaki 2002, p. 6) becomes critical. The urban and 
rural poor, or ‘the oppressed’, have played an important symbolic (and real) role in the 
Islamic Revolution and the Iran-Iraq war, as the subaltern that had to be freed from the 
oppressive state and courageously defended the revolution in the war. Parts of this social class 
still have a clientelist relationship with the state and were important in the election of 
Ahmadinejad as president. Next to this ‘traditional subaltern’ the ‘new subaltern’ consists of a 
wide range of groups, like women, professionals, ethnic and/or religious minorities, 
intellectuals and students, that are denied social, economic and political power by the state 
(Attabaki 2002, p. 13-17). This wide range of groups formed the electoral basis of the 
presidential victories of Mohammad Khatami in 1997 and 2001. Whether these groups 
succeed in permanently transforming the political regime, depends on a number of factors. 
For example: whether they manage to mobilize to enforce their demands, whether they 
manage to cooperate effectively, whether they manage to resist (violent) attacks by their 
opponents, and whether they have the courage to occupy leadership positions within the new 
state apparatus. Effective leadership is critical in this respect. Which particular persons will 
potentially form this leadership is hard to predict. Only Khatami is explicitly named in the 
‘Globalization 2.0’ scenario. Other well-known representatives of ‘subaltern’ social strata are 
Shirin Ebadi, Akhbar Ganji and Abdollah Nouri. Still, it can be expected that persons that are 
currently less well known will play critical roles in potentially changing the current regime, 
especially among students and the labor movement.        
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
A big regional war in the Middle East is an episode that many analysts have predicted. The 
author found the scenario where the Israeli leadership decides to make the first attack on Iran, 
after which the United States would be unable to resist getting dragged into the fight, as the 
most plausible possibility. The rest of the ‘New Medievalist’ scenario is a good example of 
the unintended consequences that might follow an agents’ critical decision. A destructive war 
in the Middle East might, at least temporarily, be the deathblow to the capitalist world 
economy that is already struggling at the moment. This might be another situation in which 
the Iranian state apparatuses are severely weakened, enabling agents that currently play a 
marginal role to become much more powerful.  
 

                                                 
48 The ‘subaltern’ can be defined as the subordinate agent in a power relationship (Scott 2001, p. 2) 
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The last prominent actor that should be discussed is the leadership of the Chinese state.49 The 
geopolitical consequences of the rapid rise of the Chinese economy arguably is one of the 
critical uncertainties of the near future. The current structures of global governance are crafted 
in a situation in which the Unites States were in a dominant geopolitical position. A position 
that has arguably been eroding in the last decades. It can be predicted that the Chinese and 
other emerging states might want to transform these structures, to affirm their new strength. 
The scenarios feature three distinct paths which the Chinese leadership might decide to take, 
partly guided by the particular circumstances. In the first path, it decides to favor the status 
quo, as the United States under president Obama is successfully reasserting its global 
leadership role. China is still profiting from the global stability to expand its economy and 
does not have to bear the risks of a more prominent role on the world stage. The alliance with 
Iran is less important due to the emergence of new energy sources. In the second path, the 
Chinese leadership feels it needs to be more assertive to protect its interests. The global 
monetary structure is unfavorable for economic growth and an Israeli attack on Iran threatens 
to hamper the supply of energy sources, which could be an existential threat to the Chinese 
state. This situation leads to a very competitive geopolitical situation, in which different 
nuclear powers are pitted against each other. Hopefully, the logic of ‘Mutually Assured 
Destruction’ is again applicable then. In the third path, the transfer of power between the 
United States and China proceeds in a more gradual and peaceful way. The competence of 
technocrats in the different countries prevents an economic collapse, when the United States 
faces an inflation crisis. This situation favors those forces in Iran that advocate the ‘Chinese 
approach’: an opening up of the country, a rationalization of the state and a more peaceful 
state-society relationship, without risking the general volatility and insecurity of a full fledged 
liberal democratic regime.           
 
Feedback on earlier chapters 
 
In a way, the scenarios are just the ‘connection of the dots’ of the earlier chapters. The first 
chapter discusses the way in which the social scientists’ ontological and epistemological 
positions are contested, why this discussion is important and which position is underlying this 
thesis. Meta-theoretical assumptions can be highly influential for the concrete outcome of 
research. Therefore, these assumptions should be explicated, in order to be discussed. A 
‘critical realist’ position is viable for a number of reasons:  

• It identifies the fundamental unpredictability of the social world that is an open 
system, deals with a large number of interrelated mechanisms and human agency.  

• Still, critical realists recognize that the social reality is not totally volatile and can even 
be very constant in times, due to the way it is structured.  

• These structures are always temporal though and constantly reproduced and 
transformed by human agency.  

• This means a certain social context is a causal complex both influenced by historically 
sedimented structures, human agency and chance (Sibeon 1999).   

• When recognizing this, good social science should be flexible, reflexive, 
communicative and interdisciplinary.  

 
The second chapter tries to connect these assumptions to a particular research problem: 
political regime change. It establishes power as a ‘container concept’ that can be used to 
understand the way in which different agents reproduce and transform a political regime. 

                                                 
49 The author does not have enough knowledge of the Chinese state structure to be more specific about the 
Chinese leadership. 
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When defining power very broadly as the ‘production of causal consequences’, it (partly) 
loses its normative connotation, because it becomes an unavoidable part of social and political 
life. Different structural dimensions constitute the power of agents, following the scenario 
literature, the chapter defines the political-institutional context, demography, economy, the 
socio-cultural context, technology and science, and ecology as such broad structural 
dimensions. A limited group of agents can concentrate the power derived from these 
structures to dominate the state. This domination is always contested by other collectives. A 
regime is a system of formal and informal rules aimed at regulating this domination and 
contestation. Democracy is used as an ‘ideal type’ of a regime that is aimed at regulating 
power struggles between different collectives and limiting the exercise of state power.    
  
When feeding this back to the scenarios, we see how many phenomena that have structured 
the social world in the last decades are under severe pressure, like the global economy, the 
monetary system and the system of global governance. Agents like president Obama try to 
stabilize these structures, while others are trying to further undermine them or transform them. 
Inside Iran, the situation appears to be equally volatile. The state has been dominated by a 
‘nomenclatura’ that initially used the ‘symbolic power’ of the Islamic narrative to overthrow 
the old regime and establish a new regime. Over time, this symbolic power has constantly 
diminished, making the nomenclatura more dependent on the repressive organs of the state. 
This resulted in an increasingly polarized situation in which different collectives with 
radically different agendas and political practices struggle to dominate the state. The outcome 
of this double volatility is the basis of the radically different scenarios.  
 
The third chapter is a relatively broad and extensive exploration of Iranian history and 
geography. Such an analysis is necessary in order to identify the historically grown structures 
and the historically constituted agencies that define the current causal complex surrounding 
the Iranian regime. Some might argue to keep this chapter much shorter and confine it to a 
short description of, and reference to, other research into the subject. This would have the 
disadvantage of keeping a lot of knowledge on which the scenarios are based implicit, 
limiting the ability of the reader to understand, contest and complement the author’s 
interpretation of history. After recognizing the way in which historical research is 
fundamentally contested, the choice has therefore been made to explicate and elaborate, to 
make the communicative process possible that is central in critical realist research. 
 
The fourth chapter functions as a bridge between the second and third chapter, trading the 
chronological approach of chapter three for a conceptual analysis. When comparing this 
chapter with the scenarios, the picture is mixed. On the one hand, the scenarios include a wide 
range of the structures and agencies discussed in chapter four, in different narratives of causal 
possibilities. On the other hand, it is possible to observe a certain bias, that is caused by the 
limits of time, resources and competencies at the researcher’s disposal. An example of such a 
bias is the limited influence of ecological factors within the scenarios. The author did not have 
enough expertise to plausibly include these factors in the scenarios. Furthermore, factors that 
might be highly influential, like the situation within Iraq, Pakistan and Sudan and the 
geopolitical contest over influence within South America, have not sufficiently been included 
in the scenarios. Still, whether the inclusion of these factors would have fundamentally 
changed the scenario’s is doubtful. The inclusion of these factors would also have further 
complicated the narrative, endangering its internal consistency.  
Another example is the difference in detail between the influence of different agencies. 
Ideally speaking, scenarios include the concrete bodily actors that stand on top of certain 
social hierarchies and collectives and are more or less able to make autonomous choices with 
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far-reaching consequences. To be able to do this, the researcher should have extensive 
knowledge of the causal complex of such hierarchies. This knowledge is both limited by the 
specialization of the researcher, the amount of time and resources to digest information about 
the specific context and the quality of the available information. Within the limits of this 
project, it was for instance not possible to specify which actors take critical decisions within 
the leadership of the Chinese state. 
 
Future research 
 
Such limits of time, resources and competencies50 are inherent in every research project. A 
recognition of these limits within this thesis forms the basis of a reflection on the possibilities 
for future research. Firstly, it should be noted that this research is completely based on 
secondary research, i.e. the analysis of existing research and journalistic sources. With more 
time and resources, these sources could be complemented by primary empirical data, derived 
from interviews, statistical analyses, field research, network analyses and other research 
methods. It should be noted that the conducting of primary research is not a priority within the 
discipline of scenario building. The quality of scenarios is especially determined by the 
researchers’ ability to analyze the interaction between a broad range of macro and micro 
factors within a certain causal complex. In this sense it functions as a ‘node’ between different 
fields of research. Still, there are different examples of ways in which primary research can 
improve the quality of a scenario project: 

• Field research, enabling the researcher to have a better understanding of the specific 
cultural codes and collective emotions within a specific context.  

• Opinion polls of certain constituencies that can uncover their hidden emotions and 
loyalties. 

• Interviews of decision makers, to identify their own understanding of choices they 
might have to make in the future.  

• Network analyses, to get a more detailed and accurate view of certain social 
hierarchies and the distribution of power within them.  

• Statistical analyses of voting data, or economic data.    
 
Another limit of this thesis is that it is conducted by only one researcher. Next to the resulting 
limits on competency and knowledge, this makes the research vulnerable to criticism from a 
post-modern point of view. Because the researcher is based within certain power structures 
(like the Dutch state, or the University of Amsterdam) and grounded by a certain (‘Western’ 
or ‘Dutch’) culture, the research is necessarily biased and connected to a political agenda. 
Such criticism could partly be avoided in future research, by making it a collaborative effort 
between researchers from different cultural and/or disciplinary backgrounds. This would 
make the research more balanced and enable it to include more causal factors, improving the 
interdisciplinarity, reflexiveness and communicative quality. Still, it should be noted that 
research conducted by a group is generally influenced by internal power relationships. 
Furthermore, one of the functions of social scientific research can be to gain more self-
understanding. Baert speaks of a ‘hermeneutic circle…a recursive process by which our 
assumptions are both preconditions of and affected by the encounter’ (Baert 2005, p. 155-
157). When explicating his analyses of a specific context and his view of different future 
causal possibilities, the researcher can understand his own cultural biases and the limits of his 
                                                 
50 It should be noted that these factors are to some extend interchangeable. Time and resources can be used to 
acquire competencies, both by learning new skills or hiring the expertise of other researchers. Time and 
competencies can be used to acquire more resources for a certain research project. The amount of available 
resources partly determines the amount of time that can be invested.   
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own imagination. Therefore, the individual writing of scenarios can also be an advantage. 
Another interesting setup would be a comparison between scenarios written by researchers 
from different backgrounds, to compare and try to understand their presuppositions. In this 
way it can be a tool for ‘frame reflection’, a method which can be used to resolve fundamental 
political conflicts (Schön & Rein 1994).     
 
A reflection on the scenarios in this thesis uncovers several cultural biases and lacks of 
imagination of the author. Like many ‘Western’ analysts, the author is skeptical and in a way 
even fearful of radically different social, political and economic orders. This is clearly 
articulated by the ‘globalization 2.0’ scenario, which could be seen as the author’s view of an 
improved version of the current global order. On the other hand, the ‘new medievalist’ and 
‘new mercantilist’ scenarios both have a negative connotation. Furthermore, the author tends 
to favor a political regime that is close to the democratic ideal type. This is a clear lack of 
imagination that can only be resolved by more reflection on political theory and political 
philosophy, and by more communication with researchers from different backgrounds.  
 
A complete scenario project involves the ‘tracking’ of the ‘real’ empirical outcomes. In this 
way, scenarios can be continuously tested and updated when new realities necessitate this. 
This is only possible within a research project that lasts several years. An example of an 
empirical reality that would necessitate adaptation of the scenarios in this thesis is the recent 
withdrawal of Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf from the Iranian presidential race (Press TV 2009). 
Tracking the scenarios in this thesis could involve: 

• A daily review of news sites like www.rooz.com 
• Monthly interviews of selected specialists and researchers 
• Bi-monthly opinion polls of a focus group 
• Half yearly field researches  
• Reviews of recently published books and articles. 

Another way to improve the current thesis would make more use of graphic illustrations. A 
concrete example would be an adaptation of figure 2 that is a depiction of the causal complex 
of a company, to the theoretical framework in this thesis. Another example would be an 
artistic impression of the different scenarios.    
 
Finally, an important question is to what extend the theoretical framework and methodology 
used in this thesis could be used to analyze other contexts. This appears to be possible, as the 
framework is both abstract and flexible. Still, not all countries are equally interesting to 
research with this methodology. Firstly, when a country is too dependent on international 
developments, the scenarios might not add too much to the existing analyses. Secondly, the 
existence of fundamental political unpredictability and complexity makes the scenario method 
more viable, as this prevents the use of other methods, like projections or prognoses (Nekkers 
2006, p.66). Thirdly, the quality of information sources greatly influences the quality of the 
scenarios. Too little information prevents the method from being effective. Examples of 
countries that would be interesting to research with this framework and methodology are the 
United States, Iraq, China, Russia, Brazil, Pakistan, South-Africa or Egypt.  
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Conclusion 
 
It can be concluded that scenario building is a very promising research tool for understanding 
political regime change, when grounded in the right theoretical framework. It forces the 
researcher to translate his understanding of the causal complex surrounding a certain political 
regime into different narratives of possible future developments. In this way, he concretizes 
his view of causal potentialities, critical agencies and uncertainties. Especially when 
analyzing a complex country like Iran, that is very uncertain and volatile, making scenarios 
can help structuring one’s thinking. In today’s world, that appears to be living through a 
‘critical juncture’, structured, fundamental, holistic and imaginative thinking is critical for 
policy makers, scholars and concerned citizens alike.  
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