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The last few weeks have not been easy for Ira n ' s
b e l e a g u e red gove r n m e n t . In early Ju n e ,I ra n i a n
students at the unive rsities of Te h ra n ,I s fa h a n ,
A h vaz and Shiraz protested against the re l i g i o u s
d i c t a t o rship as well as plans to privatise higher

education in Ira n . M a ny we re
a t t a cked by the security serv i c e s
and fundamentalist thugs wield-
ing clubs. A c c o rding to one gov-
ernment source 4,000 students
we re arre s t e d . Then in Ju ly,
I ranian born Canadian photo-
journalist Zahran Kazemi died
in a Te h ran prison cell fro m
head injuries. She had been
a r rested for taking photos of

I ran's Evin prison. After initial denials, I ra n i a n
g overnment sources admitted that she had died of
a fra c t u red skull as a result of being beaten.
D e m o n s t rations and protests by fellow journalists
inside and outside Iran have once more called fo r
an independent inquiry into random arrests of

j o u r n a l i s t s ,w r i t e rs and com-
m e n t a t o rs by the Iranian securi-
ty serv i c e s . In early Au g u s t
n ews came that Aya t o l l a h
Khomeini's gra n d s o n , who had
re c e n t ly arrived in the Ira q i
Shi’a city of Najaf, in a nu m b e r
of interv i ews with Western and
I ranian journalists had
denounced Iran's re l i g i o u s
regime as "the wo rst dictator-

ship in the wo rl d " , reminiscent of the "ch u rch dur-
ing the Dark Ages in Europe."  All this at a time
when Iran remains part of the so called 'axis of
evil' and when at least sections of the US adminis-
t ration harbour thoughts of 'regime change' in

I ra n .
During this latest US lead wa r
against Ira q ,I ra n ’s Islamic gov-
ernment defined its fo reign poli-
cy as one of ‘ a c t ive neutra l i t y ’ .
In re a l i t y, of cours e ,I ran wa s
a nything but ‘ n e u t ral’: the sup-
p o r t e rs of ‘ regime change’ in
I raq included many Ira n - b a s e d
I raqi ex i l e s . Ty p i c a l ly, t h e
I ranian government has used

rhetoric to condemn ‘US aggression’ while holding
ex t e n s ive talks with the UK gove r n m e n t ,a n d
m o re re c e n t ly the US, re g a rding the role of va r i-
ous Shi’a factions in any future Iraq gove r n m e n t .
International isolation of the Iranian regime and
unpopularity at home have left it with no ch o i c e ,

even if Te h ra n ’s not entire ly
explicit support for the US-UK
o f f e n s ive has led to comments
about ‘ t u rkeys voting fo r
C h r i s t m a s ’ . I ran took a similar
position in 2001 when it sup-
ported the US attacks on
A f g h a n i s t a n . It hoped to bene-
fit from changes in US fo re i g n
p o l i cy, but no sooner was the
war in that country over than

Washington identified Iran as part of ‘the axis of
ev i l ’ . Recent statements from the US make it
clear that Iran is high on a list of possible targ e t s
for future ‘ p re - e m p t ive strike s ’ .

The failures of theocra c y
Twe n t y - t h ree ye a rs after coming to powe r, t h e

I ranian clergy presides over a country where
abject pove r t y, drug add i c t i o n , and pro s t i t u t i o n
(including child prostitution) have become major
social issues that threaten the fabric of Ira n i a n
s o c i e t y. The gap between the rich and poor is
wider than eve r. O f ficial statistics put unemploy-
ment at 16 per cent, but the real fig u re is mu ch
h i g h e r. H u n d reds of thousands of wo rke rs have n ’t
been paid for months, and government fig u re s
admit that more than 70 per cent of the popula-
tion lives below the poverty line. Both the sup-
p o r t e rs and the opponents of the Ira n i a n
p resident consider the experience of re form fro m
w i t h i n ,w h i ch began with Khatami’s election, a
fa i l u re . The abysmal low turnout in recent local
council elections was the nail in the coffin of
re formist Islam in Iran; many believe that parl i a-
m e n t a ry elections to be held in six months will
s h ow even lower turnouts. After more than two
decades of fundamentalist rule, I ran has the
l a rgest secular opposition movement in the
M i ddle East as most people identify ‘ re l i g i o u s ’
g overnment as their main enemy.

L a rge nu m b e rs of wo rke rs who have not
re c e ived any salaries for anything from six months
to three ye a rs demonstrate re g u l a rly outside their
wo rk p l a c e s . Millions of unemployed wo rke rs
made redundant through mass privatisation (a
p o l i cy demanded by the International Monetary
Fund and Wo rld Bank in return for billions of dol-
l a rs of loans) are among the re g i m e ’s most deter-
mined opponents. And the youth and women who
h ave suffered from the interference of religion in
eve ry aspect of their private lives are also amongst
the growing opposition.

The economics of a capitalist state, even one
that calls itself an Islamic Republic, necessitate an
o rganised society. Within the Islamic re g i m e
i t s e l f, most of the battles of the last decade have
been about the religious state’s inability to deal
with the current wo rld economic order: on the one
hand there are those who still believe in the rule
of Sharia; on the other those who have decided
that the only way the regime can surv ive is if it
e s t ablishes the rule of law in a fre e - m a rket capi-
talist state. The current president is of the latter
p a r t y. His pre s i d e n cy has coincided with unfet-
t e red priva t i s a t i o n , as well as limited relaxation of
the interference of religion in the private lives of
the Iranian people. I n ev i t ab ly, other arg u m e n t s
typical of capitalist ruling circles (between statist
re fo r m e rs and laissez-fa i re evangelists) have also
been aired in Ira n ’s parl i a m e n t , the Majlis. But in
both economic and political spheres the firs t
Islamic state has pre d o m i n a n t ly been and is
i n c re a s i n g ly becoming a capitalist dictators h i p
with strong nationalist and religious ove r t o n e s .

I ra n ’s ‘a n t i - I s l a m i c’ foreign policy
C o n t ra ry to those who believe it is ‘ Th i rd
Wo rl d i s t ’ , the Islamic Republic of Ira n ’s fo re i g n
p o l i cy was never anything other than a continu a-
tion of the Shah’s pursuit of regional powe r. O ve r
the last decade Iranian re a l p o l i t i k has been domi-
nated by highly nationalist competition with
Tu rkey, Pa k i s t a n ,I raq and Saudi A rab i a . To
become a regional powe r, I ran pursues a pra g m a t-
ic rather than an Islamist fo reign policy, d e s p i t e
all the rhetoric we hear from its leaders . In pur-
suit of its fie rce competition with Tu rkey, fo r
ex a m p l e ,I ran supported Christian A r m e n i a
against Muslim A ze r b a i j a n ,s i m p ly because Tu rkey
b a cked the latter.

When Iran opposed the Taliban advances in
A f g h a n i s t a n ,Te h ra n ’s propaganda talked of the
Taliban giving a bad name to Islam. In re a l i t y, t h e
d e f e n d e rs of Hezbollah in Lebanon could not have
been too worried about the public image of Islam;
the main concern was that Saudi and Pa k i s t a n i
m o n ey, competing with Iran for domination in
A f g h a n i s t a n , supported the Ta l i b a n . And Iran has
kept contacts and re a s o n able relations with Isra e l ,
m a i n ly because the enemy of its enemies (the
A rabs) must be a friend. Of cours e ,I ranian lead-
e rs have made a great deal of their support for the
d e p r ived Muslims of the wo rl d . G iven their total
mistrust of Sunni gro u p s , this has effective ly
amounted to support for a handful of Shi’a com-
munity groups in Leb a n o n ,I raq and Pa k i s t a n .
This policy has left Iran isolated in the re g i o n ,a n d
explains its ‘ a c t ive neutrality’ in the current wa r.
In fa c t , even the Islamist rhetoric of the Ira n i a n
regime is coming to an end. Last ye a r ’s dialog u e
with the UK and US on the Afghan war and this
ye a r ’s covert support for ‘ regime change’ in Ira q
signal a final shift in the policy.

As far as Iran is concerned, and irre s p e c t ive of
h ow long the Islamic regime remains in powe r, we
h ave come to the end of the road with Islamic fun-
d a m e n t a l i s m . N ew dive rsions threaten genu i n e
ch a n g e . B o m b a rded with Western pro p a g a n d a ,
young people and sections of the wo m e n ’s move-
ment have many illusions about ‘ Western democ-
ra cy ’ . Opposition fig u re s — even among those
claiming to be on the left—have chosen to fo rg e t
that many of Ira n ’s social and economic pro b l e m s
h ave more to do with the capitalist nature of the
I ranian state in the current wo rld order than its
Islamic ch a ra c t e r i s t i c s . These problems cannot be
s i m p ly re s o l ved with political change from ab ove .

Th e re is no doubt that the fa i l u re of Islamic
fundamentalism in Iran has led to an unpre c e-
dented rise in secularism, and there is eve ry re a-
son to believe that the regime ‘could crumble fro m
within’—just as US defense secre t a ry Donald
Rumsfeld claims. H oweve r, the possibility of a
US-UK military attack could divert the opposition,
and a nationalist backlash could prolong the
Islamic re g i m e .

I r re s p e c t ive of what fo l l ow s , it is the re s p o n s i-
bility of the left to use the experience of Ira n ’s
Islamic government to expose the failings of politi-
cal Islam—both in the economic-social sphere
( p ove r t y, c o r r u p t i o n , etc.) and in the international
a rena (i.e., a n t i - Western rhetoric instead of gen-
uine anti-imperialism). And inside Iran we need
to link anti-capitalist campaigns against unem-
p l oy m e n t ,n o n - p ayment of salaries and destitution
with daily struggles for freedom and democra cy.
It is essential to show that Ira n ’s social, e c o n o m i c
and political ills are interl i n ke d , and that many of
these problems are the inev i t able consequences of
the ‘ n ew wo rld ord e r ’ , even if the Islamic nature of
this dictatorship gives it a more ab h o r rent ch a ra c-
t e r i s t i c .
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