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I

BACKGROUND

1.1 INTRODUCTION. Is what has transpired in Iran a miracle? The
Islamic Republic will soon celebrate its third anniversary even
though its demise has been predicted on many occasions, not with
out valid reasons. If any other regime were to have been put to
the test by an analogous ordeal, normally it would have been ex
pected to succomb. The Iranian economy which has been unsettled
since the downfall of the monarchy, continues to deteriorate,
giving rise to growing misery among the population. The machinery
of state has been frequently disrupted. The challenges by reli
gious, ethnic, and tribal minorities—Arabs in the south, the Ba-
luch to the east, Kurds to the west, among others—have weakened
the central authority which now battles not the Kurdish insurgents
who are well-armed and well-organized, but also, since the autumn
of 1980, the Iraqi army which occupies part of the Iranian terri
tory.

1.2 INTERNAL SCENE. The internal situation abruptly worsened
last summer after Bani-Sadr was dismissed from his functions as

commander in chief of the armed forces and as president of the re
public. The leadership class was, so to speak, "decapitated" by
the bombing of the headquarters of the Islamic Republican Party
(IRP) which cost the lives of seventy-four personalities of the
regime, including that of the IRP's president, Ayatollah Beheshti.
The guerilla war unleashed by the People's Mujahidin (Mujahidin-e
Khalq), the strongest of the opposition movements, has been charac
terized by its amazing effectiveness. More than a thousand poli
tical and religious leaders have been killed, among them Bani-Sadr's
successor as head of state, Muhammad Ali Rajai, and the prime mi
nister, Hojatolislam Bahonar. Armed assaults against government
offices, police stations, and the barracks of Pasdaran (revolution
ary guards) have been the occasion for bloody fighting between in
surgents and the forces of the regime.

Even the extremely brutal methods of repression practiced by
the government ran the risk of redounding against the regime; at
least, that was what was thought at the time. Some two to three
thousand people, mostly young men, have been executed since last
summer under conditions which should normally have aroused the
disgust and anger of public opinion. Death sentences were pro
nounced at the end of so-called "trials" behind closed doors that

lasted anywhere from a few minutes to a few hours. The accused
did not have the right to a lawyer, and some of them were shot
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despite the fact that they had refused to reveal their identities.
Others failed to save their heads even after having admitted their
"crimes" and begged the indulgence of the authorities in front of
television cameras. There were massive arrests; in November, the
authorities admitted to having imprisoned some six to seven thou
sand people. Some observers have estimated that this figure would
have to be at least doubled even to approach accuracy.

1.3 PRESENT OUTWARD SCENE. Nevertheless, despite the foregoing
statements, it would be a mistake to conclude that the Khomeini
regime has lost its popular foundations to the extent of being
threatened. Hundreds of thousands of Iranians in Tehran alone

have demonstrated their support for Khomeini on a variety of occa
sions. The flow of crowds in the mosques remains substantial, al
though somewhat reduced in comparison to the early months of the
republic. Two presidential elections have been held without no
table incidents, a fact which is remarkable for a country in a
state of civil war. Three successive governments have been sworn
in by the parliament after sharp debates which were concerned as
much with the qualifications of the proposed prime minister as the
policies he intended to follow.

Life in Tehran is practically normal. Western businessmen who
spent time in the Iranian capital this past autumn were surprised
at the order and calm that reigned in the city. Nighttime out
bursts of gunfire, which were a matter of course last summer, have
virtually ceased. However, major traffic arteries are carefully
watched, drivers are often subjected to identity checks, and their
vehicles are meticulously searched at roadblocks set up by members
of Islamic committees or by Pasdaran. Nevertheless, despite ra
tioning and the high price of gasoline bought on the black market,
traffic is intense. The lines at the doors of foodstores are longer

than before, but the residents of Tehran do not evince a great de
gree if impatience. Foreign products, either legally imported or
smuggled into the country, are available for those who can afford
the cost. The crowds in the bazaar would seem to indicate that

internal commerce is not doing too badly.
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of the bureaucracy which affect the various sectors of public life
are attributed to them. The clergy, then, constitutes both an
asset and a liability for the regime: on the one hand, the mullahs
are used to defend the regime, but on the other, they are also a
cause of its weakness and could even be an instrument of its down

fall.

Khomeini, by his position and by his convictions, is condemned
to reliance on the "Party of God" in which he has only mild trust.
Indeed, a significant portion of the higher-level clergy either
does not share all of his opinions, or is openly hostile to him.

2.4 CRITICS AMONG THE CLERGY. Among his opponents is the Ayatollah
Shariat-Madari, a "moderate," who is opposed to the religious and
political doctrines of the "Guide of the Revolution." After having
criticized the very foundations of the Islamic constitution, he has
taken refuge in silence as a way of expressing his complete disap
proval. He was placed under house arrest in December 1980. As for
the Ayatollah Qomi, he has circulated—in the form of a tract—a
letter addressed to Khomeini in which he denounced the policies of
the IRP and of the government. Using the same means, the Ayatollah
Mahalati distributed a text consisting of nine points in which he
challenged the religious direction (velayat faghih) of the state.
At the time of the conflict between Khomeini and Bani-Sadr, several

religious dignitaries publicly took up sides in favor of the latter.
The opposition has crept into the midst of Khomeini's very own

family. His grandson, Hojatolislam Hussein Khomeini, gave on May 1,
1981 one of the most scathingly critical speeches against the re
gime to date. Before tens of thousands of the faithful assembled
at the mosque of Mashhad, he declared:

"The new dictatorship established under the mask of re
ligion is worse than that of the Shah. ...Our country
is governed by fascists who are more dangerous than the
founders of fascism. ...People are arrested and execu
ted for trifles. ...The massacres perpetrated in our
land are appropriate to the Middle Ages. ..."

Addressing his grandfather, he continued:

"Imam, they will say to you no doubt that I have joined
the ranks of the counter-revolution! They will try to

have me arrested or assissinated, but that will not keep
me from spreading the truth through the country. You al
ready know it, Imam. Ninty percent of the mullahs agree
with my opinion and they will not be quiet either!"
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strategy has yielded results in the field since the Iraqi forces,
having suffered heavy losses in the conquest of Khorramshahr, now
avoid occupying urban centers and are content to lay siege to them
or to bypass them.

Even when the army conducts a successful military operation, the
merit is attributed, rightly or wrongly, to an equal degree to the
"heroic struggle" of the Pasdaran. The political implications of
the "people's war" are obvious. Any victory belongs to the people
and those who support them, whereas any defeat can be attributed
to a failure of the army.

2.9 WAR OBJECTIVES. The Islamic leaders see only advantages to

the prolongation of the war, the tide of which they consider to
have turned in their favor ever since their "great victory" at Aba-
dan at the end of September. Not only was the blockade of the port
smashed, but the Iraqi forces were driven back in disorderly re
treat, leaving behind some six hundred dead and more than two thou
sand soldiers captured by the Iranians. It is reported on good au
thority that the staff officers in Tehran considered carrying the
offensive on to Basra, but Khomeini, on the advice of his entourage,
apparently opposed the plan. According to the same sources, the
Iranian generals were instead given the mission of reconquering the
frontier locality of Qasr al-Shirin which commands the road, less
than 200 km. long, that leads to Baghdad.

Khomeini's objective remains unchanged: to provoke the downfall
of the Baathist regime (which has been an object of hatred for him
ever since his years of exile in Iraq) and to replace it by a gov
ernment of Islamic leaders. In order to achieve this goal, he is
betting heavily on the demoralization of the Iraqi army and on an
uprising among the Shicis, who constitute a majority of the Iraqi
population, His stubborn determination in this regard is unshake-
able, so say some of his close associates. Even as early as his
return to Iran from exile, he was of the opinion that, in order
for the Islamic Republic to become solidified, the three most dan
gerous enemies of all would have to be eliminated: the Shah, Pres
ident Carter and Saddam Hussein. The first one is dead; the second
was not re-elected president after his failure to free the .American
hostages; there remains only for Hussein to disappear from the
scene for Khomeini to feel that he has accomplished a "sacred"
mission. This objective helps to explain how improbable it is that
the Tehran government would accept any kind of compromise that
would put an end to the war with Iraq. Still, it is essential that
the conflict not last too long and that its consequences not lead
to a divorce between the Iranian people and their leaders.
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the side of the counter-revolution. In any case, the recent threats
and actions of the Islamic leaders do not inspire trust among the
lower middle class. If one takes into account the progressive dis
affection of the bazaar, to which may be added popular discontent
fed by the economic depression and social injustice, a fundamental
question arises: to what extent are the opposition groups capable
of taking advantage of the circumstances to put the regime in jeo
pardy?
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weakening the resistance of the Iranian armed forces in their con
frontation with the Iraqis, although it does not appear to threaten
the Tehran regime in the immediate future.
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cells within the Islamic organizations and the various administra
tive departments of state.

4.4 THE PASDoARM AGAIN. Nevertheless, observers admit that the
Tudeh party has only a relatively limited number of militants and
that it will take several years for it to see the fruits of its
labor. In the interim, other forces may modify the course of
events. The most often mentioned in this context are the Pasdaran

whose paramilitary and political strength continues to grow within
the ranks of the present government. Just as the ruling party
and its opposition, the Pasdaran too are divided into several fac
tions. Depending upon whichever one wins out over the others,
there will be a change in the image and perhaps even in the very
nature of the Islamic Republic. However, caution requires the
exercise of care in making such predictions which, given the com
plexity, changeability, and uncertainty of events in Iran today,
must have about them as much speculation as projection.


