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THE IRANIAN ELITES AS PERCEIVED FROM THEIR SOCIETY
AND THE MAIN GEOPOLITICAL ACTORS

INTRODUCTION

dominating the state of Iran: from the philosophic foundations to the economic

outcome and the power structures shaped by its geopolitical position in the
confluence of The Middle East and Central Asia.

In this article we will travel along the different layers of the Islamic administration

The Islamic Republic of Iran (from now on, the IRI) has long been absorbed in
a struggle to fight the inconsistencies between a social revolution originally meant
for the mostazafin: or déshérités and a rigid cleric structure based on birth privileges.
Fueled by an almost platonic vision of the «divine right», these religious-political elite
led by the ayatollahs serve as iconic ‘ethical guides for the blind people’ managing, in
the meantime, an extraordinarily wealthy territory.

Contrary to the official claims that base the survival of this particular sort of
alienated state administration on the incumbent’s moral virtue, the more down-
to-earth economic factors actually lay behind the unlimited room for maneuver to
materialize these philosophic ambitions. Notably, through the creation of politically-
biased armed forces and the abnegation of the civil society by repressive means.

And what is more, it enables this regional superpower to perpetuate its presence
in international conflicts for the purpose of mitigating the historical marginalization
suffered by the Shia community and the demarcation from the «false Muslims,
illustrated by the Sunni pro-Western governments in the Persian Gulf.

THEORETICAL APPROACH TO THE ELITES IN IRAN

Any analysis of the political structure of the IRI is likely to fall within the realm
of Western biased criticism or the excessively «islamophile» counter-narrative. With
this in mind, we reflect upon the field of philosophy of science and extrapolate several
ideas from the construction of scientific theories to the political turn of events in an
attempt to examine the reality from a more objective perspective.

Next, we propose a brief inquiry into the patterns of social psychology that enable or
hamper the prevalence of an authoritarian regime. To that purpose the area of critical
theory offers a less ethnocentric approach in which the study of the subject’s scale of
values obtains a central role through the prism of modern progressive political thought.

1 This name is used in the Koran to describe the poorest layers of society.
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A scientific-philosophical analysis

The subsequent political regimes installed in any country can be presented in a
similar way to the progressive «problemshift» proposed by the philosopher of science
Imre Lakatos in his theory of sophisticated falsificationism:. Contrary to Popper’s
methodological falsificationism in which a theory T would cease to be applicable
when refuted, he stated that in order for T to be considered «falsified», we would have

to find T’ such that:

a) T predicts novel facts improbable under (or contradicting) T.
b) All the unrefuted content of T is contained in T".

c¢) Some of the excess content of T” is corroborated.

In relation to politics, governments may be overthrown, dismissed or simply
not re-elected. Eventually these processes can lead to defective governance (or an
absence of it), but they do always result in a different way of governing. These sorts
of political organization form a «theoretically progressive» sequence of T, T..T,
pairwise verifying the above conditions. In other terms, irrefutable socio-economic
facts contradicting the old regime are supposedly addressed by the new one (a) while
still aiming at the issues that the former administration could cope with (b).

Finally, if the new form of governing has been corroborated by experience (c), i.e.:
if there is observational data proving some of the self-claimed political improvements;
then the sequence is also called «empirically progressive». Indeed, except for ‘tin-pot’
dictatorships, polyarchies and other political systems based on private economic or
ideological interests with short-term social aspirations, political elites are supposed to
genuinely pursue these evolutionary modifications which prevent degenerative growth.

Allegedly, in first-order secular democracies these sequences are said to be built
around a stable kernel of political values (whether these are called constitutional,
national or simply moral foundations), in affinity to what Lakatos called the ‘negative
heuristic’ or the ‘hard core’ of the program. While being at the same time complemented
with additional upgrades that constitute a ‘protective belt’ (the ‘positive heuristic) and
render governance possible.

The situation in less stable political systems such as Iran or Russia is somehow
different. Elites have in modern times been dramatically ousted by ideologically aloof
adversaries who implemented quite a different governing program. In a clear exercise
of dogmatic falsificationism, the earlier moral foundations have systematically been
brought down in favor of the new ones.

2 LAKATOS, Imre. The methodology of scientific research programs, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1978, p. 31.

3 WINTROBE, Ronald. «Dictatorship: Analytical Approaches», in Boix, Charles y Stokes, Susan
(eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Politics, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 365.
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A critical-theoretical analysis

The survival of authoritarian regimes is likely dependent on two factors: the
repression of political agency (particularly aimed at interest groups holding different
religious beliefs) and the congruence of the people’s political culture with the regime
structure.

Political agency seems to have a simple explanation in non-democratic regimes:
the refusal of submission to an imposed power. However, under the strong social
and psychological mechanisms (including family retaliation) inducing individuals in
normal times to give up and accept the ongoing state of affairs, the actions of those
individuals who resist the dominant structures demand further explanation.

For some renowned philosophers such as Judith Butler, the subject becomes
a political agent only once it is interpellated into the existing order and adopts a
«collaborative relation with power», even if its ultimate goal is to rebel or to resist.
In fact, she claims that this dubious complicity constitutes a necessary condition for
agency rather than an impediment.

Lacan proposed a radically different explanation: individuals would be able to break
up with the system that exploits and oppresses them if and only if they managed to
differentiate their genuine desires from those of the Master (or in his terms, the «Big
Other»). In other words, to emancipate from the Master’s morality in what is known
as the «Lacanian act», and therefore exit the prevailing dominance.

This act, however, would have a severe cost for the social or even personal integrity
of the subject, what Zizek described as «striking at oneself». He argued that subjectivity
would come into being when the interpellation into the dominant order failed, or
moreover, «the subject emerges when ideology falters».

Within the more likely Lacanian-Zizekian scenario regarding dictatorial states,
this emergence requires an extraordinary effort which very few individuals are able
(or willing) to fulfill. What happens then when citizens are bound to accept with
resignation the established modes of oppression? To address this question we examine
the adaptive mechanisms of the people’s own political culture which undergoes
significant changes, including the abnegation of «negative thinking».

4 See: ALMOND, Gabriel, and VERBA, Sydney. 7he Civic Culture: Political Attitudes and Democracy

inﬁue nations, Princeton N.].: Princeton University Press, 1963.
s SILVERMAN, Kaja. World Spectators, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2000, p.14.

6 RUTI, Mari. «In search of defiant subjects: Resistance, rebellion, and political agency in

Lacan and Marcuse», Psychoanalysis, Culture ¢ Society, 2014, vol. 19, 3, p. 299. Available at: www.
palgrave-journals.com/pcs/.

7 This notion was first brought by Herbert Marcuse in his analysis of the psychological mechanisms
which reigned in postmodern industrial societies, both within the communist and the capitalist bloc.
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Partially responsible for turning human beings into reflexive and critical entities,
this quality has in recent times been replaced by a neo-positivist philosophy that
legitimizes the current status quo. This socio-cultural construction promoted by the
political hegemonic power aspires to establishing a society where the homogenized
negation of human freedom serves as the bargaining chip for an unreachable future

of happiness.

Now this leads to a painful realization: the fact that the power structures meant to
provide qualitative change to our lives are indeed the source of our discontent. This
unification of opposites is consequently left to the individual alone who, overwhelmed
by the efficiency and the power of the administration’, is bound to accept the
«mechanics of conformity» that serve (at least in theory) for the «pacification of its
own existence».

In a theocracy the situation is likely to be worsened by the fact that this future of
joy and welfare is only identified with a posz mortem meaningful existence. Certainly, if
the state oughts to determine the sacrifices we need to endure in order to earn it, then
political elites are prone to fuel herewith their private interests.

HABERMAS IN IRAN

The sociological approach provided by various scholars on critical theory has
not only served to explain the processes undergone by Iran and its people from a
revolutionary perspective, but has also played an active role in the processes of change
against the governmental conservationism.

Perhaps one of the most influential authors among the current intellectuals of the
country is Jurgen Habermas, whose later views departing from classic Marxism yielded
a less dogmatic alternative to confront religious authoritarianism after the evanescence

of the Soviet ideal type-.

Following the death of Ayatollah Khomeini in 1989, the new Supreme leader Ali
Khamenei was appointed and a new president, Hashemi Rafsanjani, came to power.
His political formulae of a free market economy and limited space for activism pushed
several religious intellectuals with left-wing tendencies out of their positions within

8 'The state’s success is to monopolize the machine’s physical power, which certainly outweighs
that of any group of individuals therefore becoming «the most effective political instrument in any
industrial society». MARCUSE, Herbert. One-dimensional man, Abingdon: Routledge, 1964, p. 6.

9 MARCUSE, H., op. cit., p. 16.

10 The ideas of Habermas were adopted by Iranian intellectuals in a more critical approach than
the Western societies they were originally for. See: PAYA, Ali, and GHANEIRAD, Mohammad.
«Habermas and Iranian Intellectuals», lranian Studies, vol. 40 (3), 2007, pp. 305-334. Available at:
http://www.jstor.org/stable/ 4311902 2007.
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the state apparatus. Ironically, some of these academics were hosted at the Center for
Strategic Studies recently created by Mr. Rafsanjani, with Hossein Bashiriyeh holding
the leading position.

Through a series of lectures on Habermas’ ideas and the translation of some major
critiques of his works into Farsi (namely that of Jurgen Habermas: Critic in the Public
Sphere, by Robert Holub), Bashiriyeh was able to introduce political concepts back
then quite unknown to the Iranian political scene, such as «Civil Society», ‘Public
Sphere’ and «Communicative Action». These novel ideas would ultimately contribute
to the election in 1997 of the reformist president Mohammad Khatami and his
renowned «Dialogue among civilizations», proposed to the UN in 2001.

Habermas rational ideas had a better reception among Iranian intellectuals than
those of other members of the Frankfurt School slightly more radical, or more
concerned with epistemological issues. In a like manner, another relevant figure of the
Iranian academia, Yusuf Abazari, pointed out that the long tradition in mysticism of
the Shia people made Iranians naturally more inclined to idealism (including Hegel
or Heidegger), rather than to the materialist or rationalist schools. To this respect, he
believed the ideas of Habermas or even Popper’s to serve as an «antidote»-.

Finally, Habermas hostility towards the unpleasant consequences of capitalism, and
especially the exclusive leading role he granted to the intelligentsia as the advocator
of the masses, turned him into a source of inspiration for the Iranian opposition. His
perceptions, albeit adapted in a ‘romantic fashion’, served well the needs of a nation
struggling between an archaic traditionalism and a dehumanized modernism.

A political analysis

The politicization of Shi'ism emerged with the foundation of the Safavid Empire
and its confessional nature in opposition to the Sunni Ottoman Empire. Nowadays
the IRI proposes a hybrid political regime, merging democratic elements (including
both presidential and parliamentary elections controlled by pre-selected candidates),
authoritarian and even totalitarian ones-.

In spite of the fact that religion has decreased its practical influence on policy-making
since the Ayatollah Khomeini passed away, the moral authority and ethical guidelines

11 The installation of those concepts aimed at the creation of a platform for the emergent middle
class and the Reformist Movement, but under the rule of the conservative party they would result in

notorious cases of civil resistance, such as the Green Movement in 2009 led by Mir Hossein Mousavi
and Mehdi Karroubi.

12 PAYA, A., y GHANEIRAD, M., op. cit., p. 317.

13 The totalitarian components were nevertheless more easily identifiable during the post-revolutionary
period, in which the ideology was not still absorbed by the state bureaucracy.
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that the revolution extolled are present in every socio-political decision. This is consistent
with the two different phases that most ideological revolutions show:

— 'The «tumultuous period» in which it is ought to absorb the state apparatus
and prove to the people that it can do so in an economic successful fashion
with an admissible level repression of oppositional collectives.

— 'The «stable period», in which the new set of values becomes institutionalized
and produces political and economic outcomes of its own.

THE CULT OF PERSONALITY IN THE ANCIENT REGIME

Most rentier states and their incumbents have strived throughout modern history
to bring political stability and benefit economically in the meantime. In that sense
perhaps, no case has been more emblematic than the rule of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi,
in which adulation of the most conceited sort emanated from both national aspirants
and foreign governments to pursue their piece of the gas and oil share.

r-.

Figure 1: the cult of personality dates back to the early Islamic period, where domed tombs venerated the fallen leaders.
This one is a dome from the Safavid Dynasty (1501-1732)

Irrespective from its nature, an authoritarian regime cannot be solely sustained
by the abundance of natural resources and the populist need of some paternalistic
elite to guarantee their correct management. It is necessary to propose some sort of
ideology that predicts a golden (although unattainable) future for the set of citizens
adhering to it. In other words, the «cruel optimism» that induces citizens to think
that the abnegation of human freedom that causes so much damage will be by far
compensated in time.

14 'This omnipresence of the religious authorities decides who remains in the «political game»,
and is illustrated by governmental bodies under the supervision of the Supreme Leader such as the
Association of Friday Prayer Leaders.

15 This term was particularly used by Berlant to describe the unpleasant modes of life encouraged
in industrial societies which are supposed to pay off in the long run. BERLANT, Lauren. Cruel
Optimism, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2001, p.I.
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It is also desirable, in favor of the stability, to count with a sufficiently charismatic
leader which need not be a brilliant administrator of the state, but may nonetheless
serve as a ‘peace agreement between the parties’. A pact enforced among the elites
under threat of severe retaliation eventually carried out by the regime’s secret services-.

This abusive personalization of power often derives into the idealization of a celebrity
allegedly granted with some sort of mystic powers. Under these circumstances, popular
Islamic revolts are easily triggered in a 5-step process:

1. Islamic groups which gain popularity through demands of social justice are
violently suppressed for the purpose of deterring any political opposition.

2. The political oppression is then extended to the socio-cultural domain.

3. An increasing number of people who find shelter in the Islamic traditions are
deprived and left without representation.

4. 'Their initial pluralist aspirations turn into conservative reactionary views.

5. The political demands for Islamic democracy turn into totalitarian impositions
motivated by the emotional context, developing into a full-scale revolution.

THE LOGIC OF THE REVOLUTION: «THE DIVINE RIGHT»

Throughout history, any administration ruling by undemocratic means and lacking
a coherent ethical doctrine is left with the sole resource of military repression when it
comes to face a large social movement. More often than not, they end up succumbing
with astonishing ease as it happened in Iran under the Pahlavi Dynasty, or Tunisia and
Egypt in more recent times.

Therefore, authoritarian executives seek to establish a supreme moral order to
legitimate their domination, let this be «ethnocratization» as in Turkmenistan, or
religion as in Iran.

To this respect, the governing by ‘divine right’ emerges based on an apparent
religious mandate that justifies and promotes the leadership of a small group of
citizens «premised on unique abilities, attainments or virtues»*. On these premises,
citizens are bound to believe that the labor separation between them and the divinely
elected governors must be respected, and thus remain excluded from any real political
participation.

16 The SAVAK, in times of the Shah.

17 The materialization of this ancient political concept (similar to Plato’s philosopher kings)
was introduced in Iran by Ayatollah Khomeini as the velayat-e fagih. Through this medium, the
traditional Shia reluctance to any human form of government was navigated, advocating for the need
of a religious leader until the disclosure of the Twelfth Imam.

18 MEDEARIS, John. Major conservative and libertarian Thinkers: Joseph A. Schumpeter, London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013, p. 69.
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However, the mechanisms of access to power remain fairly similar to those in a
capitalist democracy: the capacity for expression is granted to a select group of
individuals with great leadership skills and purchasing power. As Berelson indicated, a
polycratic democracy does not require the participation or understanding on the part
of the average citizen. In fact, it is a usually an undesirable condition, since the absence
of it allows the elites to establish agreements with the consent of the masses-.

THE NATURE OF THE STATE

Is Iran’s inclusion into the set of «modern, representative states» (according to Moscas
definition ~) for granted? Does it stand as as a hybrid regime between those based on fa-
mily transfer of power, and a proper meritocratic governing as foreseen by Saint Simon?

The first question has no straight answer. According to Gleason, «dictators-
hips call for approval from outer sources instead of their own citizens Aware of
that, foreign governments and multinationals adulate their presidents pursuing
substantial contracts, which results in a huge drain of state funds. Modern long-
standing states, on the contrary, are mostly concerned only with their internal
public opinion, even if they are involved in offshore territorial disputes, such as
France or US-.

For their part, novel modern states usually present important resemblances. The Is-
raeli administration, for instance, justifies severe institutional measures with the need
for survival of the Jewish people in a hostile context; the same as the Iranian gover-
nment attributes its autocratic character to the need of defending a minority branch

19 See: BERELSON, Bernard; LAZARSFELD, Paul; and McPHEE, William. Voting: a study of
opinion formation in a presidential campaign. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1954. Even more,
according to Schumpeter, «The democratic method produces legislation and administration as by-

products of the struggle for political office» (MEDEARIS, ., op. cit., p. 87).

20 Mosca added that this modern state remains as the most successful political organism in terms
of coordinating the efforts of a large sum of individuals for a purpose of collective interest. MOSCA,
Gaetano. «The democratic tendency and replenishment of ruling class», in The Ruling Class. Elementi
di Scienza Politica, London: McGraw-Hill, 1939, p.413.

21 GLEASON, Gregory. «Natural gas and authoritarianism in Turkmenistan». In Overland I;
Kjaernet H.; and Kendali-Taylor A. (Eds.), Caspian Energy politics: Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and
Turkmenistan, Abingdon: Routledge, 2011, pp. 78-90.

22 GREENBERG, Illan. «Turkmen Leader Proposes Vast Change to Lift Isolation», 7he New York
Times, 2007 Available at: www.nytimes.com/2007/01/05/world/asia/osturkmenistan.html.

23 Actually, modern democracies are characterized by the ability of the people to enforce or penalize
governmental decisions when they respond to private interests. Meanwhile, in religious autocracies
decisions are allegedly taken in the interest of many, but frequently driven by ‘divine’ reasons of
difficult understanding.
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of Islam. Shi’ism, they argue, will only survive in the framework of a strong state that
conceives its protection as its fundamental objective-.

Figure 2: graffitis in Tehran referring to the enmity with Israel and US

And yet the second question entails an even greater controversy. On the one hand,
the supreme clerics- are allegedly appointed in accordance to the «performing principle»
in terms of Marcuse, thus representing the most virtuous men to guide the society.

On the other, this choice is restricted upon the mullabs, which include the Sheikh
(non-descendants of Muhammad and wearing a white turban) and the Sayyed

(descendants through his daughter Fatima and her husband Ali ibn- Abi Taleb,
the First Infallible Imam)-. While the first class provides a relatively democratic

24 The Islamic Revolution and later the war with Iraq relied on a human capital from the lower
classes known as the mostazafin, which emerged as the real cornerstone of the Shiite cause. Thereafter,
the revolutionary administration was supposed to be in charge of their welfare, while in practice they
are systematically neglected.

25 These are namely the six members constituting half of the Council of the Guardian and
determining the compatibility of the laws with the Shari’a.

26 These are often pictured as «obscure characters» in charge of the real decision-making, at the
expense of the political administration. In neighboring Turkmenistan, for instance, they are known
as zamestitelnye prezidenta (deputy presidents). See:RUBIO-TERES, Pedro. «Political elites and
state repression in Turkmenistan», Comillas Journal of International Relations, vol. 9, 2017, pp. 62-83.
Available at: https://revistas.upcomillas.es/index.php/internationalrelations/article/view/7936.

27 The particle «Ibn’» means «son of».

28  «Shiite mullahs who are not Sayyeds are known and addressed as Sheikhs; they wear the less
appealing white turbans». Actually, it is worth that some tendencies use the term Sayyedis only for the
descendants of Husain (Fatima’s youngest son), while those of the older Hasan are referred to as Sharif.

Hezbollah Watch. «The Black »s the White Shi Turban 2013». Available at: http://hezbollahwatch.

blogspot.com.es/2013/11/the-black-vs-white-shia-turban.html.
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access to well-men and educated scholars, the second is purely based on privilege

of birth~.

Figure 3: the first three imams of Shia Islam (right to left): Imam Ali ibn Abi Taleb (cousin of Muhammad and husband
to his only daughter), his son Imam al-Husayn (killed in the renowned battle of Karbala), and his grandson Ali Zayn al-
Abidin (only male descendant surviving the battle)

Disputable as the hereditary system may be, it does nevertheless fulfill a very clear
function in a society where factional rivalry has been the norm over the centuries. In
fact, if no advantage is conceded a priori to any citizen, then the struggle for power
might encourage a permanent state of instability.

Authoritarian or totalitarian features?

Western analysts are usually eager to label any existing political structure in an
effort to glimpse what to expect from them. But reality is regrettably much more
complex.

29 At this point, it is convenient to stress the difference between economic and political privileges
at birth. While the transfer of the first to the descendants is accepted (and defended) in almost
all societies, the second is strongly repudiated in the West, to the exception of the monarchic
symbolic power.

However, it is necessary to point out that modern Western democracies resemble to the concept of
«Polyarchies», coined by Robert Dahl, characterized by an access to political power on economic
grounds. Indeed, the difference between dictatorships and polyarchies in his speech is quite subtle:
while the government consists of a minority on the first, the second is a government of minorities.
DAHL, Robert. «<American Hybrid», in A Preface to Democratic Theory, London: The University of

Chicago Press, 2006, p. 133.
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It is significant to observe democratic elements in the IRI which render the nature
of this state so difficult to classify. Particularly since when the democratic tendency
becomes a rather conservative force whenever its influence remains marginal.
Concerning this, we appeal to some of Linz’s results on authoritarianism and pluralism
which, he holds, may linger in a dictatorial system housing a non-violent escape from
the domineering administration-.

In an earlier text, he developed his arguments further, asserting that an
authoritarian system lacks a guiding ideology and a massive mobilization, hosting
vague (and yet predictable) boundaries of power:. This suggests that the velayat-¢
Jfaqih system acted, at least in the revolutionary years (1979-1989), as an ideology of
totalitarian quality-.

However, the faqih (first Khomeini, then Khamenei) is supposed to be the moral
guide of the country only for as long as they he is competent. In theory, this provides
the Shiite institutionalized structure with a fairly democratic quality. But then again
the materialization into man-made institutions entails several power dilemmas.

Even if these moral guides remained incorruptible and addressed collective goods,
what would the legitimacy of some self-elected groups of righteous individuals? Which
members of the society have legal access to depose the ideologue in the IRI? And
finally, is the faqihs continuation not secured by the practical consequences of the
‘non-aggression pact’” mentioned earlier the same as the dictator’s?

Assuming the non-democratic nature of the regime, we attempt to classify it
conforming to the virtues of its subsequent leaders. To this purpose, we appeal to
Weber’s description of the three «pure» types of authority: traditional, charismatic
and legal-rational. Accordingly, the IRI would fit into the second type (at least in its
origin, under the figure of Khomeini), due to the historical prosecution suffered by
the Shiite community that motivates the emergence of charismatic and even populist
leaders.

As for Wintrobe, autocracies can be more accurately listed into tin-pot, timocratic,
tyrannical and totalitarian types. In what respects to the IRI, the high rates of popular
support and repression that the authorities have respectively witnessed and exerted
would arouse the idea of the republic constituting a totalitarian system, even when
social loyalty has seriously dropped under Khomeini’s rule.

30 Nevertheless, these systems «cannot be dislodged from power by institutionalized, peaceful
means». LINZ, Juan. Zotalitarian and authoritarian regimes, London: Lynne Rienner, 2000, p.67.

31 Ibidem, p. 255.

32 'This is something frequently refuted in the religious spheres. See: «Velayat-e Fagih? What is
Wilayat al-Faqih?», 2013. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=z79t84WW1dY.

33 See: RUBIO-TERES, Pedro. «Political elites and state repression in Turkmenistan», Comillas
Journal of International Relations, vol. 9, 2017, pp. 62-83. Available at: https://revistas.upcomillas.es/
index.php/internationalrelations/article/view/7936.
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THE RULING CLASS

Scholars in elite theory endeavor to include most variables that contribute to forge
the local elites, notably the ubiquitous influence of Shi’ism in politics or the impact
of external hostile elites. We briefly outline some of the major approaches in the field:

— 'The Subjectivist approach is mainly focused on the actors who hold power in
a political structure: «the elite are made up of people who have the best qua-
lification in their field»-.

— 'The Economic approach contrariwise does not deal with class and power as
ontological objects, but rather quantifies the potential hosted by the elites to
reach their goals. Huntington notes on market relations that «the power of
all actors increases when all parties gain from collective action», serving to
illustrate this trend.

— Finally the Dialectic-materialist approach studies the impact of power rela-
tions on a given society: «rulers and ruling classes would be better identified
by the objective effects of their actions»«.

Our main concern is: how do we draw a satisfactory line between elites and non-
elites? Mosca offers a convincing definition in his work 7he Ruling Class: the elite
(indeed, a minority) can rule over the majority of the society due to its structural
organization, contrary to the ruled-. This elite relies, according to him, on a minority
group holding a hegemonic symbolic power (that is, the visible face of power), and a
large majority dealing with the practical aspects of power.

Even authoritarian governments are never entirely freed from the nature of the
people they govern, making political stability dependent on the degree of congruence
between the political culture of society and the regime structure. However, the
situation in the IRI is quite alluring in terms of the prevalence of a theocracy that has
not been able to suppress a quite numerous and liberal sector of the society.

This fact is all the more remarkable when compared to neighboring autocratic
states, namely those of Central Asia. The popular concept of samoderzhavie among
most former Soviet societies expresses the social need for a «great leader» (illustrated

34 PARETO, Vilfredo. 7he mind and Society, New York: Harcour, Brace and Company, 1935, p. 246.

35 THERBORN, Goéran. 7he ideology of power and the power of ideology, London: Verso, 1980,
p. 225.

36 Ibidem, p. 317.

37 His theory of elites is indeed one with idealist elements, including the admission of certain

attributes that render leaders superior.

38 The Republic of Weimar provides a priceless historical exemplification of these discrepancies: in
that case the people demanded a more authoritarian rule than the increasingly liberal authorities were

displaying.
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by a Monarch, a Tsar or a Republican Dictator) which can act as the head of the state
and guide the nation-.

Withal, this concept is labeled by some authors as «<a modern propagandistic
tool» in the fashion of China’s need for a strong authority that can control the
territory. Put differently, an artificial need imposed on the psychology of the
people on an ethnographic basis while it responds instead to specific historical
circumstances-.

While in every socio-political organization there are sectors of the population that
carry on a parallel peaceful existence with the government, these groups are usually
marginal. The case of the IRI is certainly exceptional, where this peaceful coexistence
is extended to a greater segment of the population and disrupted only in the event of
political agency.

The renovation of the elites

In his study of the ruling class, Mosca claimed that «far-reaching renovation of
old political classes has sometimes come about through internal upheavals»-. Iran has
witnessed replacement almost fully motivated by internal driving forces, in contrast to
Egypt’s Arab Spring, for example, where Western forces and the «domino effect» from
neighboring countries had a definite impact-.

According to him, these motive powers arise when «there is a wide breach
between the people’s official political organization and its customs», and their
turnover may encourage a cultural or intellectual revival, contrary to externally
driven ones. Under those circumstances, the theoretically expected outcome of
a regime is too far away from its real outcome, and society begins to dissociate
from the authorities. Much more when religious affiliation becomes a medium
for access to power rather than the ultimate goal behind the acquisition of the

39 Many individuals in Iran have an acute sentiment of nostalgia for a great monarch
supposedly respected by Western powers. They denounce the replacement of European and
American political allies by extremist Shiite actors, as Hassan Nasrallah and the recently
radicalized Bashar al-Assad.

40  Personal interview with Gudrun Kramer, Frei University of Berlin, June 2017.

41 In Turkmenistan, for instance, the lack of tradition on important cultural urban centers
and the abnegation of the civil society nurture political submissiveness, whereas the existence
of these municipalities in bordering Uzbekistan leads to think that there is also a national
component.

42 MOSCA, G., op. cit., p. 414.

43 See RUBIO-TERES, Pedro. «Understanding the dynamics of a revolution», 2017, p. 24.
Manuscript in preparation.

44 MOSCA, G, op. cit., p. 414.
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means of state controls, as Schumpeter acknowledged in his account of electoral
yield-.

If this dissociation has economic grounds (as it was the case of the Shah, where
the elites ostentatious way of life diverged from that of the impoverished majority) it
is necessary to question whether these types of renovations provide the space for the
infiltration of the lower social strata.

In a general basis, Pareto affirms that «the governing elites are gradually replaced
by families that come from the lower classes- that belong to the non-elite»«. In Iran,
this process is not uniquely attached to the times of the Islamic Revolution, as it is
in fact the case with recent «populist» elites from the conservative faction- such as

Ahmadineyad-.

In spite of the fact that subversive movements are generally intended to end the
aristocratic tendencies of the ‘old regime’ and bring social justice instead, the very
men who «proclaim its suppression» are often absorbed by that same political behavior
trying to monopolize power.

Likewise, Mosca maintains that, much as the renewal «is likely to prevail in unsettled
times, this process can be triggered by new manners of thinking (not necessarily
revolutionary) undermining the social foundations. These include the discovery of

45 'The economic, political and military institutions usually constitute the elite in more or less
equal terms, but this is unlikely to be the case in Iran where all powers are ultimately subjected to the
religious one. In that sense, the traditional pluralist approach of the capitalist state in which relatively
autonomous economic organizations coexist under a common administration is better adapted for
the IRI as the range of organizations able to comply with the moral requirements of the state.

46  MEDEARIS, John. Major conservative and libertarian Thinkers: Joseph A. Schumpeter, London:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013, p. 108.

47 Rakel asserts that ever since Weber, the terms «status», «occupational position» and «socio-
economic background» have gradually replaced the notion of «class» in classic political theory,
underscoring the multidimensional nature of it.

48 RAKEL, Eva. The Iranian political elite, state and society relations, and foreign relations since the
Islamic revolution, University of Amsterdam, 2008, p. 32.

49 Namely from the IRGC (Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps), with «many senior officers
holding personal and family ties to the political elite» (RAKEL, EVA. «The Political Elite in the
Islamic Republic of Iran: From Khomeini to Ahmadinejad», Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa
and the Middle East, vol. 29 (1), 2009, p. 110).

so The development of this permeability can be paralleled to Kuhn’s scientific paradigms, whether it
occurs only during revolutionary times with a dramatic change of political paradigm, or it also takes
place gradually in normal times.

st The elite theorist Robert Michels described this process as the «inevitability of the oligarchy».
MICHELS, Robert. A sociological study of the oligarchical tendencies of modern democracy, New York:
The Free Press, 1968, p. 7.

52 MOSCA, G., op. cit., p. 415.

http://revista.ieee.es




Journal of the Spanish Institute for Strategic Studies Nam. 11 /2018

unexploited abundant natural resources, the invention of new instruments of warfare
and the emergence of outer shocks', among others.

AN INSIGHT INTO THE CURRENT SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONTEXT

The Iranian regime continues to be one of the most conservative and enigmatic
political systems in the world, whose analysis is often impaired by the political
ethnocentrism of the Western media. The preponderance of religion in every moral
sphere is supported by a military and propagandistic apparatus that manages to keep
the great majority of the people on the fringes of politics.

Figure s: oil fields in the coastal city of Bandar-e Emam Khomeyni, in the Persian Gulf

This structure prevails thanks to the economic income generated by oil and gas
extraction, in what some analysts call the «resource curse», since its existence leads
to the utilitarian aspect of the administration and a quasi-total external dependency.
Indeed, abundance in times of high market prices instigates the enrichment of the
installed elite, which provokes the protests of the population and their subsequent
neutralization by repressive means.

This was the case in the years following the revolution, during which the new
authorities adopted the «aristocratic manners» of their predecessors impeding any new

53 Concerning the former mandate of Mahmoud Ahmadineyad, it is difficult to say whether it was
the US-motivated international isolation of the country or the progress made in nuclear energy which
served to empower a populist administration of the state.

s4 Following the Iranian shortage on oil production in 1978 (from 6 to 1.5 million barrels/day),
the new Islamic authorities were able to dominate the market prices at their discretion, with prices
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ideological assault from the non-elites. In the same manner, they contributed to «slow
down economic reform and democratization»-.

Economic context: «the oil curse»

By the same token as the monarchies in the Arabian Peninsula or the former Soviet
republics in Central Asia, the oil yield data remain under government control to
avoid social demands-. This, in turn, fosters the image of political leaders who have a
unique wisdom in managing the country’s resources, far from the mundane matters
to which ordinary citizens are to be devoted and hence aggravating the alienation
between society and elites.

However, the international isolation that the state suffered throughout the
beginning of the 21" century and the drop in oil prices acutely jeopardizes this
capacity for dominance. This chronic instability endured by economies with a lack
of diversification (coined in 1977 as the «Dutch disease») promotes all kinds of short-
term policies. To that respect, some authors agree that the pragmatist and conservative
factions have motivated the main lines of the late foreign policy-.

This issue was thoroughly addressed by Friedman in his «first law of petro-politics»,
which asserted that the price of oil in the international market is inversely correlated
(in a one-sense only) with democratic freedom». Hypothetically, an increase in oil
revenues provides a wider room for maneuver for political repression, whereas the
opposite economic context would open the door for political freedom.

Friedman’s postulates are nonetheless based in the common belief that an increase
in the GNP results in higher public expense (even in autocratic regimes), thus relieving
social tension and rendering violent repression less necessary. Hence, they are only
applicable in autocratic regimes with a low level of repression (which as of Wintrobe’s

remaining above 100 USD for almost 2 years. TIME, «Iran: another crisis for the Shah», 1978. Available
at: http://content.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,946149,00.html.

ss  RAKEL, E., 2008, op. cit., p. 35.
s6 CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY. 7he World Factbook: Iran, 2017. Available at: heeps://

www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ir.html.

57 FINANCIAL TRIBUNE. «<OPEC data shows Iran’s oil output within limits», 2017. Available at:

https://financialtribune.com/articles/energy/59612/0pec-data-show-irans-oil-output-within-limits.

s8 SMYTH, GARETH. «A realignment of Iran’s political factions underway as elections loom», 2015,
The Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/iran-blog/2015/dec/11/realignment-
irans-political-factions-before-2017-elections.

s9 FRIEDMAN, Thomas. «The first law of petropolitics», Foreign policy, vol. 154 (3), 2006, p. 30.

60 Iran is ranked 165" out of 180 countries in terms of media freedom as of: REPORTERS
WITHOUT BORDERS. 2017 World Press Freedom Index. Available at: https://rsf.org/en/ranking.
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Figure 6: one of the multiple power plants in the district of Ahvaz, less than a hundred miles north to the Persian Gulf

classification appear to be «Tin-pots» and «Timocracies»), unlike the Iranian regime.
Similarly, the abundance of natural resources is more likely to be a sufficient condition
for the repression (if at all), rather than a necessary one, as the Chinese or the Belarusian
regimes might prove.

The budgetary leak: the survival of Shi’ism

While other countries experiencing a similar «black gold fever» have fueled a
megalomaniac cult of their leaders, as it is the case in Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan,
Iran has turned the religious struggle into the great hoarder of its funds. And within
the liberal middle class, this serves well as an explanation for the illogical economic
situation® of a country that holds the 2™ world’s largest gas reserves and the 4™ in
terms of crude oil-.

61  WINTROBE, Ronald. «Dictatorship: Analytical Approaches», in Boix, Charles y Stokes, Susan
(eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Comparative Politics, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009, p. 364.

62  Within the economic sector, there is an analogous belief concerning the state-run religious
charities known as Bonyads. Holding a 20 % share of the GNP, they were originally meant to
distribute oil and gas revenues among the poorest, but are constantly under accusation of corruption
and nepotism.

63 U.S. ENERGY INFORMATION ADMINISTRATION. [lrans Key Energy Statistics,
Washington: US Department of Energy, 2016. Available at https://www.eia.gov/beta/international/
country.cfm?iso=IRN
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Admittedly exaggerated, this allegation is not without grounds. Indeed, Khomeini
already targeted the «Export of the Revolution» as one of the principal external
guidelines, turning a blind eye to any political alignment with either the East or
the West. Instead, he endorsed the defense of those Muslims repressed in Western
countries condemning any distinction between Sunnis and Shia, in contrast to the
succeeding leaders.

%
%:

Figure 7: the Imam Hassan Askari Mosque in the holy city of Qom

THE INTERNAL AND EXTERNAL POWER STRUGGLE OF THE
IRANIAN ELITES

Power in Iran can be divided in three levels: the political system (polity) based
on the velayat-e faqibh (as stated in the Constitution of 1979), the formal institutions
holding the legislative, judiciary and executive power (inherited from the constitutional
revolutionary period, 1905-1911) and the «popular power» traditionally in the hands of
the bazaaries.

This sector of the population constitutes the utmost representation of the intersection
between the religious and the social powers. In particular, the clerics promote the social

64 IMAM REZA NETWORK. «slamic Unity in the views of Imam Khomeini», 1998. Available at:
https://www.imamreza.net/eng/imamreza.php?id=5732
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Figure 8: life inside the bazaar, Khorramabad, West Iran

position of the bazaaries in exchange of financial revenues (through the kbums) to
fund mosques and madrasas, securing some sort of economic independence especially
in times of economic turmoil.

A political structure based on the cleric

The body of the Supreme Leader is complemented by the supervisory bodies
together with the foundations- (religious block) and the republican institutions
(secular block). Additionally, the 1979 constitution contemplated the election
of a President by universal suffrage and a Prime Minister appointed by the
religious chief in order to secure his power. This position was nevertheless
suppressed by Hashemi Rafsanjani in 1989 within the constitutional reform he
carried out.

On the whole, the formal political structure consists of three levels:

— 'The councils in charge of the moral supervision of the institutions.

— The foundations charged with the administration of the funds and the reli-
gious values.

— 'The democratic institutions, which convene the alleged executive, judiciary
and legislative powers.

As explained earlier with the «divine right» of the clerics to hold power, Shiite
leaders have managed to normalize the validity of their monopoly to the extent
that it has almost become «the objective order of things», and thus virtually
unchallenged. However, this personalization of power (the same that occurred

65 These associations play a vital role in the economic domain and are exclusively attached to the
conservative faction, contrary to the reformists which benefit from official fiscal sources only. For
more information see: RAKEL, E., 2009, op. cit., p. 112.
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under the Shah) clashes with the local inclination towards collectivism«, as will be
later explained.

Moreover, Islamic jurisprudence is, according to Mohammadi-, focused on private
but not on public law. If so, regulations have to be established ad hoc based on a free
interpretation of the Quran so as to address the concerns of daily life, giving rise to a
wild dispute not only within the decision-makers, but also between ordinary citizens.

THE MILITARY STRUCTURE

In order to have a better understanding of the IRI’s engagement in international
armed conflicts, we should clarify two aspects.

In the first place, it is the religious chief who holds the exclusive right of declaring
war on some country and mobilize the armed forces to that effect, unlike the president.
These troops consist of the regular forces (the Arzesh) plus the Revolutionary Guards or
Pasdaran (which also control the Basiji paramilitary forces) and the Law Enforcement
Forces. These politicized militias would also hold the task of defending the values of
the Revolution against internal and external sources (mainly US undercover agents).

In the second, the creation of this complementary «personal» guard is due to
the mistrust of the newly appointed elites towards the regular forces (allegedly full
of loyalists to the old regime), equally to some Arab countries. Even though the
overlapping of functions entails some budgetary and coordinating problems for the
authorities, it serves nonetheless to secure the survival of the regime, due to the fact
that no military structure is able to amass too much power.

The political role of the collectivist society

The study of the elites in post-industrial states cannot be applied to developing
countries unless certain social particularities are taken into account.

First of all, the population has not experienced a cohesion process in terms of
status, moral values and ideals, other than the more or less imposed religious ones.

66 'This encounter is not found, for example, in most former Soviet Slavic societies, where the
identification with a strong political figure is yet another exemplification of the rampant individualism.
Chehabi, for instance, believes that the resultant lack of pluralism «falls between the post-totalitarian
systems of Eastern Europe and classic authoritarianism» (CHEHABI, Houchang. «The political
regime of the Islamic Republic of Iran in comparative perspectiver, Government and Opposition,
vol. 36 (1), 2001, p. 63).

67 See MOHAMMADI, Majid. Iranian University Student’s Politics in the Post-Reform Movement
Era: A Discourse Analysis», lranian Studies, vol. 40 (5), 2007, pp. 623-634. Available at http://www.
jstor.org/stable/25597419.
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Next, the absence of a conscious ‘absorption of values’ by the individual (who thus
perceives them as his owns) contributes to the prevalence of the collective nature of a
society in its most physical sense. In other words, the lack of a self-selected manifold
of ideas serving as a real uniting force obliges the different collectives to remain a sole
entity in a more rudimentary way.

The immediate political consequence of this is that two very determined blocks
-the traditionalists and reformists- confront each other openly and often violentlyr,
whereas in post-modern societies the ideological nuances spread the dispute among
additional collectives, turning the encounters significantly milder. In Iran, this
dichotomy is utterly remarkable, with two almost parallel societies.

As opposed to other Soviet countries, the rule of the Shah did not implement a
full-scale trampling upon its citizens, which partially explains why a great portion
of the Iranian society remains more liberal and does not interact with the regime.
Similarly, James A. Bill states that Iranian society relations run in an independent
basis from global developments, which thus harbor a marginal impact in political
formulations-.

SOCIAL DISTRIBUTION AND POLITICAL ALIENATION

As pointed earlier, the revenues produced by oil and gas contribute to the disaffection
of the society from the state. The ‘rulers’ have a stable income stream independent
from their electoral success, encouraging them to neglect the people. The ‘ruled’
become accustomed to the victims™ narrative in which they are purposely deprived of
economic resources in a permanent basis.

On the one hand, the elites become progressively disconnected from the lives of
ordinary people cherishing «four social and political schisms: inequality; political,
social, and cultural discrimination-». On the other, the people’s knowledge on the
governing mechanisms, the institutions and even the personalities in charge: declines
dramatically. Ironic as it may seem, this acute alienation entails that self-governing at
a local level is likely to be more feasible than in most advanced democracies.

68 'The political elites in the IRI count as well with a «pragmatist» faction, which considers the Islamic
Law to be applicable at the societal level rather than at the economic one; and the «fundamentalist»
one, which advocates for a full-scale implementation of the Shari’a. This way, we could precisely label
Rafsanjani as a reformist, Rohani as a pragmatist, Qalibaf as a traditionalist and Ahmadinejad as a
fundamentalist.

69 See BILL, James A. «Modernization and Reform From Above: The Case of Iran», 7The Journal of
Politics, vol. 32 (1), 1970, p. 19—40. Available at: www.jstor.org/stable/2128863.

70 MOHAMMADI, M., op. cit., p. 623.

71 A very peculiar exemplification of it is that certain districts in Teheran are heavily surveyed by the
secret services with rumors going round that the Supreme or other leaders reside there.
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But even more striking, is the fact that in Iran there is a lively-colored politically
critical cohort of the population which has not been suppressed. This collective proves
highly «resilient» and is not easily sunk into the ‘mechanisms of conformity’ that
have invaded other layers of the population. Hence, it is constituted by values and
aspirations which are not validated by the prevalent rationale and conserves the social
space for imagination indispensable for any progress.

This liberalized sector of the society includes politicians, clerical public intellectuals,
reform leaders and in general important figures that see their political ambitions (more
feasible in the Western world) spurned by a religious omnipresent power. Despite
their unprivileged position in the formal power structures, their aspirations are usually
backed by the relevance of informal networks in Iran and the remarkable position they
hold within-. They constitute the non-state elites".

In that sense, the society has become conscious of its own fate distancing itself
from the norms dictated by an Islamic transformation whose traditional hierarchy
aggravates the disaffection between different social collective. A separation that is all
the more visible in the non-urban areas and fostered by the late rural population drift
responsible for the new metropolitan working class.

Figure 9: the rural area of Palangan, in Iranian Kurdistan and Traditional urban centers are increasingly abandoned as in
the city of Kashan, located south to Tehran

In words of the famous sociologist Eric Butel, the institutionalization of a new
popular class has ended with the dichotomy of underprivileged and oppressors
(mostaz'af | mostakbar) and even suppressed these terms from the political discourse.
A class which, nonetheless, has not in general realized its professional hopes, merging

72 'This, Mohammadi indicates, generates a process of «social differentiation” that leads to a
plurality of thought (degarandishi) among the lower social strata. See: MOHAMMADI, M., op. cit.,

p. 625.

73 Some authors as Zonis and Butcha name this actors as the «counter-elite» and grant them with
the role of «mediating between the political regime and society» (RAKEL, E., 2008, op. ciz., p. 38).
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into an increasingly impoverished middle class that expands downwards in the socio-
economic scale-.

THE WELFARE STATE AGREEMENT: THE NON-AGGRESSION
PACT BETWEEN THE ELITES AND THE SOCIETY

The study of the elites does not only comprise the administrative minorities
controlling the power resources, but also the nodes in society that consciously allow
these groups to administer the hegemony. As we learnt in an earlier section, this
function is mainly accomplished by the bazaaries and the bonyads (foundations), even
if the support of a public majority is required to guarantee the regime’s stability.

Figure 10: the Grand Bazaar in the Kurdish city of Kermanshah (left) and the Domes in the bazaar of Qom (right) from
the Qajar period (1779-1924)

In Iran, the state-society relation takes the shape of a non-aggression pact based in
coercion and the threat of punishment in accordance to the Shari ‘a. Thereafter, the
room for manoeuvre of the individual under the elite’s rule is well demarcated by the
‘transgression’” of the political alienation, and its physical integrity only guaranteed
within those limits. But despite the image of lethargy that the Iranian society may
portray, this conceded calm must not be mixed up with a complete abnegation of the
civil society, as in the Central Asian dictatorships adjoining.

This permanent pressure involves multiple undesirable consequences, namely that
citizens become passive members of the coercion. In line with Butler’s reflections,
inasmuch as rebelling against the structures of power remains impossible, a collaborative

74 BUTEL, Eric. «Lindividu postislamiste en Iran: la nouvelle jeunesse», Cemoti - Cahiers d’études
sur la Méditerranée orientale et le monde turco-iranien, 26, 1998.
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relation becomes «a condition for agency rather than its destruction». But on these
premises, the whole society acquires a repressive character, notably concerning the
oppression of female individuals.

THE REBELLIOUS ACTORS: CIVIL SOCIETY AND STUDENTS

In a more sociological inquiry, Butel uses the term «quasi-individual» to better
explain the limitations of individualism« within a more or less repressive order-. The
question is then, where does the limit of individual liberty lay in such a social system?

As a matter of fact, a state where the elites are increasingly distant from the people
must implement some non-ordinary mechanisms of control, albeit the outcome
might sometimes be contradictory. This is remarked by Butel’s article «Lindividu
postislamiste en Iran». «The modernizing state», he claims, «in its relentless aim to
take control of the social structures implementing the obligatory schooling (...) has
created the place for the aggregation of new subjects .

These subjects, Mohammadi believes, are the students who remain the keystone
in the defense of HHRR in Iran despite the bloodshed in past social movements.
This tendency, in his opinion, diverges from that of the official reformist faction,
whose inclusion into the formal structures of power (and thus the acceptance of the
established political rules) has undermined its critical nature-.

Consequently, many reformist students consider this faction as finally absorbed
by the authorities, and have therefore left the governmental arena in favor of the
civil action, establishing two blocs within the student progressive forces (the Daftar-e
1ahkeem-e Vahdatr + or Ofhce for Strengthening Unity). This common practice in
political agency has nevertheless radicalized in reaction to the recurrent human rights’
violations, finally including civil disobedience in the range of political discourse.

The geopolitical power relations

As stated earlier, the analysis of the official political elites alone does not suffice
to understand the internal power relations; neither does it explain the geopolitical

75 BUTLER, Judith. «Dynamic Conclusions» in Butler J., Laclau E., & Zizek S. (Eds.) Contingency,
Hegemony, Universality: Contemporary Dialogues on the Left, London: Verso, 2000, p. 277.

76 Individualism prevails among the young career oriented generations, but still collectivism takes
form of an omnipresent common threat for any undesired behavior.

77  BUTEL, E., op. cit., p. 4.

78 BUTEL, E., ibidem, pp. 2-3.

79 MOHAMMADI, M., op. cit., pp. 623-624.
8o MOHAMMADI, M., op. cit., p. 624.
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conception of the republic. Consistently, the study of politicized Shi’ism in the context
of an increasing globalized neoliberal pragmatism presents itself as an arduous enough
a task to be approached from the traditionalist geopolitical theories.

In this line, we will borrow some ideas from a contemporary branch known as
‘critical geopolitics’, which escapes from state-centrism and the dualism «agency-
structure». It does not conceive the Iranian society as a mere conglomerate of
immobile actors, but rather brings the focus on the dynamism of the relations
claiming that it is them which provide the institutions and actors with relevance, and
not the opposite.

This school of thought stresses the idea that foreign policy might sometimes
provide a better explanation of the state-society dynamics than internal policies, due
to the fact that at a national level the current state of affairs might be preserved in
favor of the political stability. In terms of Rakel, «it not only looks at the ‘material
spatial practices’ that constitute the global political economy but also the way they are
represented and contested».

THE PLACE OF THE IRI IN THE INTERNATIONAL ARENA

At the core of this critical approach lays the concept of ‘geographical imagination,
defined by Campbell and O Tuathail as «the way in which influential groups in the
cultural life of a state define that state and nation within the world». Ever since
Shi’'ism monopolized the political life in Iran, this perception would focus on the
survival of this almost philosophical trend, first against the Sunni supremacy in the
Islamic world (religious front), and then against the utilitarian ethical values of the
West (moral front).

And yet geographical imagination is not only transformed by the cultural legacy,
but also by the historical experience: and the economic factors, which help granting

81 'This is part of the debate on whether structures are shaped by agency or the other way round.
Alexis de Tocqueville, for instance, in his work L’Ancien Régime et la Révolution, claimed that the
French Revolution already started with the institutions established by Louis XV1, as they created the
political framework for agency.

82  For example, the rapprochement of PM Rouhani to less conservative foreign political groups,
even if the internal application of Shari’a is subjected to little change.

83 SILVERMAN, K., op. cit., p. s0.
84 OTUATHAIL, Gearéid. Critical geopolitics: the politics of writing global space, London: Routledge,
1996, p. 84.

85 For instance, the interference of powerful countries in internal affairs such as the coup
d’etar orchestrated by the CIA in 1953 against Mohammad Mosaddegh (known as the «Ajax
operation»).
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viability to the image of the people issued by the authorities-. It constitutes a departing
point for the guidelines on foreign policy.

In terms of Rakel, this ‘imagination’” is illustrated by the dispute between the
prevalence of the Ummah (the Muslim nation) over the Iranian nation state, or vice
versa. The idea of a pan-Islamic nation with no borders brought during the revolution
in 1979 inevitably contradicts the concept of a modern state and its economic pressing
needs. Thus, while local politicians normally advocate for the second, conceiving Iran
as a «key international player», an important sector of the orthodox clergy demands
the transitory character of the IRI* on the way to the Ummabh.

The implementation of either conception is subjected to practical factors:

— Export of internal affairs: the permanent friction between conservatives (who
conceive Iran as the bastion of Shi’ism) and the reformists (who appeal to a
secular dialogue)

— External actor’s policy: at a regional level, the presumed territorial or religious
ambitions of the Arab states of the Gulf; at a global one, the policies of eco-
nomic unions and BRICS».

— Economic needs: the choice of commercial partners for exporting (Turkey,
EU) and importing oil (Turkmenistan).

— Geopolitical tradition: affiliating the IRI to the Alawites in Syria, Hezbollah in
Lebanon, the Houthis in Yemen and other Shia-led groups in the Persian Gulf.

EXTERNAL ALLIES AND ENEMIES

The international context is an important variable on which the evolution of the
national elites is dependent. In that sense, the influence of the West has been repeated
through the article, yet none has been said about Russia.

Even though the Russian-Iranian relations are always reined by an uneasy calm-,
described by a Russian official as a «tango danced by two men», Putin’s administration

86 For more information on the image of Shia on the political discourse see: RIZWAN, Snobra.
«Religion, Ideology and Discourse: A Critical Discourse Analysis of Majlis-e-Hussain», Mathal, vol. 1
(1), 2011. Available at: http://ir.uiowa.edu/mathal/voli/iss1/1.

87 RAKEL, E. 2008, op. cit., p. 46.

88  Once again, there is an analogy with the Israeli nation, in which the Jewish collective Nazurei
Karata (belonging to the ultraorthodox sect Haredi) demands the dissolution of the State of Israel
until the arrival of the Messiah.

89 For more information on how external foreign policies have influenced the Iranian one, see:
RAKEL, E., 2008, op. cit., chapters 5-7.

90 One of the steadiest disputes is the management of the resources in the Caspian Sea, and the
national borders within, concerning also Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan.
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remains its greatest advocate in the international arena. Namely, concerning the
participation of Iran as a fundamental condition for the success of the Geneva Talks
over the future of Syria.

Figure 11: a sketch of the Iranian and the Russian president in a local newspaper praising the good relations between both
countries

Considering the defense of Shiite interests in other regions, two circumstances of
the current Islamic world shape the IRI’s policy: the survival of Assad’s Alawite regime
and the open conflict with the Saudi Arabian authorities.

Concerning the first, the existing literature provides very detailed account of the
participation of Iran in the Syrian civil war and will not be reproduced here. Howbeit,
there is a much less known practice that deserves some lines, which is the recruitment

of Afghan Hazaras (Shia) to fight together with the IRGC-.

91  See SMYTH, Philipp. «Iran’s Afghan Shiite Fighters in Syria», Washington: 7he Washington
Institute for Near East Policy, 2014. Available at: http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/
view/irans-afghan-shiite-fighters-in-syria.
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The Hazaras, descendants of the Mongols, constitute a downtrodden minority in
Afghanistan frequently seeking for political asylum in Iran. This seems only natural, since
they practice the same religion and speak a dialect close enough to Farsi (Dari). Without
any reliable official figures, the current population in Iran is estimated in two million-.

Such an important flux of refugees is supposedly employed by the ofhiceholders to
nurture the consignment of Shiite «volunteers» to defend the Alawite regime under
the Marxist-style slogan «Shiites of the world, come to fight in Syria». The Hazara are
provided with basic military training in the recruitment centers of Qom and Mashhad
(together with Yemenis and Pakistanis) and sent to the front under the promise of
obtaining Iranian citizenship upon their return-.

It is not the first time that this minority is employed by the Iranian authorities in
a military confrontation, as it happened during the Iraqi invasion in the 80’s. And yet
the overwhelmed Afghan authorities remain ever since incapable of restraining these
violations, for fear that a sudden deportation of the immigrants would collapse their
fragile institutions.

The massacre of Shia in Mecca

On September 24, 2015, another tragedy desolated the pilgrims taking part in the
Hajj (the annual pilgrimage to Mecca). The bloodiest incident of the last 25 years
took the lives of 717 believers injuring 863, as a result of one of the worst stampedes in
history. This time it took place in Mina, the spot where Muslims throw stones to the
three pillars representing the devil.

Still, dramatic as it may seem, this massacre was merely another black date to be
remembered in the capital of Islam-, except for the reason that it became a milestone
in the history of Sunni-Shiite relation. The official figures informed in the beginning
that at least 9o victims were Iranian, yet the later numbers rose up to 239 and finally
to 464, as informed by the Iran’s Hajj and Pilgrimage Organization.

Speculations rapidly began to spread among through the media, with the most
common versions denouncing a planned stampede triggered by some Saudi agents.
When the pilgrims rushed to leave the facilities in desperation, the local police closed
the doors in order to trap, according to various testimonies, «as many Shia as possible».

92 MAY, Michelle. «Anywhere but home: an Afghan laborer in Iran dreams of life in Sweden,
Tehran: 7he Guardian, 2016. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/iran-blog/2016/
feb/o3/afghan-refugees-iran-greece-sweden.

93 Javier Gil, Professor at Comillas University, personal communication, July 2016.

94 GRAHAM-HARRISON, Emma, ¢t al. «Hajj pilgrimage: more than 700 dead in crush near
Meccar, The Guardian, 2015. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/24/mecca-
crush-during-hajj-kills-at-least-r00-saudi-state-tv.

95 AL JAZEERA. «More than 700 killed in Saudi Hajj stampede», 2015. Available at: http://www.

aljazeera.com/news/2015/09/pilgrims-killed-hajj-stampede-mina-mecca-150924082302232.html.
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Remote as this version may seem, the truth is that deliberate killing of Iranians had
already occurred 30 years ago-.

This, of course, prompted the outburst of the devotees and especially the Iranian
administration~, whose Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei «entitled to temporarily cut short
pillars of Islam such as prayer and the Hajj», decided to impede pilgrimage in 2016.

What is more, this dreadful episode was maybe a turning point in the modern
history of Islam. The holy city of Qom (South to Teheran) where Fatima is allegedly
buried, hosts a rapidly increasing number of Shiite pilgrims from all around the globe
every year. This tendency does not seem coincidental with the open confrontations
against the Sunni world, both in Saudi Arabia and Syria, and so the reputation of
Qom as «the real sanctuary» for believers will soon be competing with Nayaf and
Kerbala in Iraq, in search of a «religion-wise» fully independent Iran.

After all, why would the IRI authorities miss the chance to turn the history of
religion to their own territory?

Figure 12:the Jamkaran Mosque in the holly city of Qom

CONCLUSIONS

Altogether, the IRI has managed to preserve the paradigm of the «virtuous»
governing in a globalized era ruled by the omnipotent market rules. That is, it has

96 KIFNER, John. «400 die as Iranian marchers battle Saudi police in Mecca; embassies smashed
in Teheran», 7he New York Times, 1987. Available at: http://www.nytimes.com/1987/08/02/
world/400-die-iranian-marchers-battle-saudi-police-mecca-embassies-smashed-teheran.
html?pagewanted=all.

97 AL JAZEERA. dIran supreme leader slams Saudi Arabia over stampede», 2015. Available at: htep://
www.aljazeera.com/news/2015/09/iran-slams-saudi-arabia-hajj-stampede-150924140959859.html.

98 RAKEL, Eva. «The Role of Shi’'ism in the Foreign Policy of the IRI», in Power, Islam and Political Elite
in Iran. A Study on the Iranian Political Elite from Khomeini to Ahmadinejad, Leiden: Brill, 2009, p. 26.
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succeeded in its restless endeavor to protect in moral terms an increasingly alienated
society from the purportedly corrupted neo-positivist values of the West.

An important cohort of this society has nonetheless retained its autonomous
character regardless of the self-claimed righteousness of its leaders. This stands as a
very distinctive characteristic of the Persian-Azeri people, which particularly contrasts
the minor political agency of the northern Central Asian autocracies, and that has
been the traditional driving force of Iran’s regional lead in all scientific and humanistic

fields.

It is imperative to question then, how did the most avant-garde nation of the region
come under the rule of a theocracy?

To discern the accomplishment of the Shiite mission we need to underscore
the perfect timing displayed by Khomeini and his followers within one of the very
few contexts that would enable such a full-scale revolution: a weak over-corrupted
monarchy repressing Islamic collectives. This scenario has had in more recent times
its replica in other countries of Muslim majority, as the assumption of power by the
Muslim Brotherhood proved in Egypt.

The revolutionary authorities under the command of the Ayatollah mastered the
understanding of social needs, in a time when their people certainly needed some
spiritual guides shedding light on the perverted heart of the nation. The clergy profited
from this moment of spiritual darkness with a stunning long-lasting result and, albeit
weakened by the constant outbursts of social demands, it will linger for years in the
sociopolitical structure of Iran.

That being said, the virtue of managing the time is by far not exclusive to religious
powers. History has shown that periods of collective despair are likely to be leveraged
by movements cherishing social claims, as it happened one century ago in Tsarist
Russia rotten by the self-enforced calamities of the First World War.

As a final point, we must concead that the theocratic regime has been forced
into smooth modernization and liberalism by the unavoidable context of economic
sanctions and international isolation. In fact, under Rouhani’s open-to-dialogue
government, chances are that the undemocratic supremacist role of religion is likely to
enter a more symbolic phase following that of European monarchies.

Withal, one should not forget that tolerant as the current authorities may seem,
they are nevertheless headed by a non-Sayyed clergyman, that is, a voluntary member
of the institutionalized Islam.
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