
 
Revolution and counter-revolution in Iran
 
 
When I look at the road of historical struggle for women’s and human rights in Iran, the result of the revolution seems like a u-turn back to a hundred years ago. To understand what had happened in 1979 in Iran and why Islamists could take power we have to unfold the process that gave birth to that historical time. We need to look back to see where and in what conditions different tendencies were born and where they stood regarding each other at the time of revolution. To unpack the history of 1979 at least, we have to start from the constitutional revolution which had taken place in 1907. But such an analysis takes more time than we have here. I will only mention that the constitutional revolution in 1907 gave birth to different bourgeois’ movements in Iran. 
 
We cannot look at the Iranian revolution without seeing it in its geopolitical position and in the international relations. So before I explore the national factors of the time I will briefly go through the international factors. 
 
1- International factors, 
According to IMF (International Monetary Fund), Shah of Iran and Qaddafi, ‘kept jacking up the price of oil to beat each other, and the effect was a big increase in world oil prices.’ The price of oil went up from less than 10 dollars in 1970 to more than 40 dollars in 1976. Shah who was supported in power by USA and UK governments in 1953, after overthrowing Mosadeg, was now betraying his allies. The western governments were watching the situation in Iran with great worry, in that now people were rioting against the Shah; and since Iran is Russia’s neighbour, the Western governments were always worried and exaggerated about Todeh party which was trying to secure Russia’s interest in Iran. Though there were other secular opposition groups within the Iranian political landscape at the time, the West supported Islamists. After all history has shown that the Western governments do not wish to see a secular government in Iran or in any country in the Middle East. In all the revolutions the Western governments supported the most reactionary opposition group in every country. It happened in Iran too, you could only see Khomeini’s face and words on their media. Equally, the region’s bourgeoisie lacks any secularist agenda and is incapable of taking this type of position. 
   
The policy of creating a green belt around Russia, with supporting Islamists in Pakistan and Afghanistan, is evidence. The green belt was the western governments' alternative to stop Russia from taking over its neighbouring countries. And the Islamists hated communism enough to be chosen to secure the West’s interest in the region. Of course later on the Western governments tried to lessen the extremity of the Islamic regime towards themselves by helping Saddam Hussein during eight years of war between Iran and Iraq. When Saddam started to lose the war, Donald Rumsfeld from USA was sent by Reagan to tell him that they would supply him with intelligence, and with the weapons he might need. 
 
2- Now I want to explore the national factors which include economical situation, working class struggle and the opposition groups. 
 
I have to highlight that the 1970s world economic crisis hit Iran hard and in a short time. So many factories were shut down and so many people lost their jobs. As people were not paid for working, and poverty rose, the shanty towns grew up around Tehran. The revolution started with the poor people’s riots. In June 1977 people living in shanty houses around Tehran stood up against the regime’s forces demolishing their places. The struggle lasted for about two months. Suddenly people created a situation that any political party would see as an opportunity to organise people in their favour. But political activists were still in prison and there was not any progressive organisation. 
  
* Islamists movement: 
 
The Islamist movement with Khomeini as their leader started fifteen years earlier, with opposition to Shah’s white revolution in 1963. The Islamists were against giving women the right to vote and the land reform. They demonstrated and some of them were killed; Khomeini was exiled to Turkey. He went to Iraq soon after.  
However, the only groups that during the Shah’s dictatorship had the right to hold a public meeting and organise themselves were religious ones. Therefore when the people came out, the Islamists were ready to stamp the revolution with their ideas and lead it. In a way the previous regime developed the seeds of the new regime by letting them be the only tendency or movement to have the freedom of expression. 
In January 1978 an article was published in Kayhan newspaper against Khomeini by Dariush Homayon, under a different name. Two days later mullahs organised a demonstration against the regime and some were killed by the regime’s forces. After that the Islamists started a cycle of mourning which pushed the revolution forward and under their control. This meant that they called for mourning to honour the dead ones of a demonstration in the 7th and 40th days after they were killed. In some of these mourning occasions people got killed by the regime’s forces and the cycle of mourning continued. 
It was clear from the beginning that the Islamists were counter revolutionaries, because they did not want to change the system. They said openly that they wanted to overthrow Shah and build an Islamic state. They didn’t hide their counter revolutionary agenda, but no one knew what they meant by an Islamic state. They negotiated with western governments and the army.   
 
In this process the political Islam emerged and organised itself as a state to keep the capitalist system. Political Islam confronts and competes with other poles within the capitalist world, over its share of power. Dominant nationalism, whether pro-West or pro-Soviet, has generally remained in a coalition with the political Islam. The political Islam is backed by violence and terror, which is the only way to keep labour cheap in countries like Iran.     
* Leftists: 
 
Since the leftists never had the right to hold a meeting or have an organisation they were scattered or in prison when the revolution started. This is one of the reasons why the leftists were disabled regarding the workers’ interest. Not having the conditions to thrive made them go with the current, and soon flee from the country or be slaughtered when the Islamists took power.  
 
It is important to know that Fadaian, which were the biggest leftist party at the time, were offspring of National Front and Tudeh party. They were affected by different movements around the world and were trying to use those theories out of their contexts. They also did not have any alternative and followed the current. 
 
I think a quote from Javad Ghaedi can explain the mindset of the leftists during 70s better than an essay. He was one of the members of the Marxist tendency split from Mujahidin and he put it in this way: 'When we rejected god and religion, we removed Koran from our bookcase and replaced it with Capital by Marx.' Javad was arrested in 1982 and executed very soon.
   
The political groups were mostly nationalist, anti-imperialist and this put them together as different shades of the same movement. Why anti-imperialist, you wonder. It was because of the history of UK and America stealing Iran’s oil and exploiting workers in the oil industry. The oil company had been created in 1901 and held a monopoly on Persian oil. The company paid Iran only %16 of the money it earned from selling the country’s oil. Abadan was controlled by the British army and the company did not even build facilities for the Iranian workers. The workers lived in shanty towns near their work places. In 1953, America overthrew Mosadeq with a coup for claiming a fare share of oil for Iran. Shah was restored in power, and the UK had to share the oil with America. The leading American oil companies took a 40% share, while British Petroleum now had a 40%. 
 
 
Workers: 
 
In 1976 the oil workers started a protest against the ban on their syndicate that they had established a few years earlier. They won the right to have their syndicate.
 
In June 1978 the oil workers in Tehran established their clandestine committee to organise the strike. 
  
In August 1978 when the Islamists committed the crime of burning more than 400 people in Abadan Rex cinema, the people in the south of Iran had not yet joined the revolution, because workers in the oil industry in the south, which was the heart of oil production and export, were not religious. But then with the rumour that Shah was behind the Rex cinema the South joined the revolution. 
  
In September 1978 things became clearer and one could see two parallel movements in the society fighting with the regime. One was the working class movement in the form of strikes that were increasing. The other was the Islamists' movement in the form of demonstrations and mourning for the deaths. The workers' movement was for a better work situation and inherited anti-capitalism tendency, as well as being anti- regime. It was not Islamist at all. 
 
Early October Khomeini moved to France.
 
Workers in the south started to strike in October, but because of lack of money went to work again. However, the Islamists intervened with financial support, and workers started another strike in November and continued it till the regime changed. Khark joined the strike and the whole industry went to sleep; there were no oil exports any more. 
 
How and at what price did the Islamists support workers financially? They proposed to give money to workers with two conditions: that one person from Islamist joined the workers’ clandestine committee and secondly that the Islamists have access to the factories so as to be able to talk to workers. By accepting Islamist’s conditions, workers lost their independence in their struggle.       
 
In October/ November when the workers' strike spread to all industries, Shah admitted to hearing the sound of revolution. 
 
In early December Islamists organised the religious mourning of Tasoa and Ashora. The Islamists had a talk with the regime and said they won’t chant the slogan, ‘Down with the Shah’, if the army did not come to the street during the ceremony. Millions of people were out, and there were no soldiers in the street. The leftists who chanted ‘Down with the Shah’, or carrying their own placards were pushed out of the demonstration by the Islamists. The Islamists were in charge. 
 
Shah left Iran and his newly appointed Prime Minister Bakhtiar, who was in office for only 37 days, tried to control the situation. 
 
In January and February workers started to establish their organisation called Shura. Since so many factory owners had left, workers needed to control the factory and its production. 
 
On 1st February 1979, Khomeini returned to Iran. Seventy two years after the constitutional revolution which was not Islamic, an Islamic regime was established.      
Conclusion: 
 
When you unfold the events that led to 1979, two things become very clear: first is that it wasn’t the demonstrations, but the workers with their strikes that got rid of Shah. Secondly workers should not attempt to change a regime without having their own organisation and strength to take the power. However, because of long period of oppression in Iran, the socialists who could organise and lead the workers for a socialist alternative did not exist. The working class put an end to the monarchy and the Islamists took power. Then the workers strted to establish their Shura, but it also was the time for being slaughtered in the war or in prisons. In terms of the International factors, unfortunately the left in western countries mostly supported the Islamic regime for its slogan, ‘Down with imperialism’. Interestingly in contrast to the time before the revolution, now that the Islamic regime is anti-imperialist, the whole right and most of the Iranian leftist groups are pro-Western powers. That was the reason that they supported the green movement in the last few years. 
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