
   



Revolution and Counter-revolution in Iran 

by Phil Marshall (1988) 
 
The fall of any tyrant raises hope for oppressed people the world over. So it was when the Shah of 
Iran fled into exile in January 1979, propelled by a mass strike of millions of workers. 

Yet within weeks independent workers’ organisations were being suppressed. Within six months 
Ayatollah Khomeini was firmly in control of an “Islamic state”. Soon, workers and peasants were 
being sent to die in their thousands in a war with neighbouring Iraq. 

Today many socialists are at a loss to explain the events of the Iranian revolution of 1978-79. In the 
Middle East in particular many talk enthusiastically of the “Islamic” revolution and the positive role 
of religious leadership. Others look at the repression practised by the Khomeini regime and conclude 
that the whole experience was a catastrophe. 

This book shows the immense importance of the Iranian revolution. It looks in particular at the 
positive role of the Iranian working class in the overthrow of the Shah, and the failure of the Iranian 
left to carry this great movement forward. In doing so, it provides us with an analysis which has vital 
implications for the socialist movement the world over. 
 
 

Introduction 
IT Is almost ten years since the Iranian revolution and still many socialists are at a loss to explain 
the events of that great mass movement. In Iran and around the world some talk 
enthusiastically of the ‘Islamic’ revolution, of the positive role of the religious leadership and 
today’s ‘progressive’ government. Others look at the repression practised by the Khomeini 
regime and conclude that the whole experience was a catastrophe. For some, Iran has advanced 
towards a form of ‘popular power’; for others, it has regressed to forms worse than those of the 
Shah’s Pahlavi dynasty. For some, Khomeini is a strong anti-imperialist leader; for others, he is a 
butcher. 

The picture is complicated by the Gulf War. With the West lining up behind Iraq and using its 
military might against Iran, socialists in the Western countries have been the first to defend Iran 
against a new imperialist threat. But does this mean they should look favourably on the 
Khomeini regime — and does the Gulf conflict mean that socialists in Iran should be less critical 
of their rulers? These questions can only be answered if we can understand the revolution and 
the character of the society it produced. 

The revolution which removed the Shah in 1979 was of immense importance. It raised every key 
question in the Marxist tradition: the nature of imperialism; the fragility of capitalism in crisis; 
the role of the working class; the power of the state; the questions of ideology and religion, of 
nationalities, of women’s liberation; above all, the question of the character of the 
revolutionary workers’ party. Yet just as there is disagreement on the character of today’s Iran, 
there is continuing dispute about each of these questions. 

This book looks at the revolution in order to clarify these problems, allowing revolutionaries to 
add the Iranian experience to the fund of knowledge on which all international socialists must 
draw. It is also written in the belief that understanding the revolution is the first step towards 
the building of a healthy socialist current within Iran. 



3: After the Shah 

 
BY JANUARY 1979 the Shah was gone and Khomeini was preparing to return to Tehran in 
triumph. The ayatollah was widely accepted as leader of the mass movement and was 
already using his position to try to control the radical elements within it. He had been 
happy to encourage the strikers when concerted pressure on the Shah was needed — by 
late January he was preparing to destroy them. 
 
On 20 January he established the Committee for Co- ordination and Investigation of 
Strikes (CCIS). This was composed of bourgeois opponents of the Shah - Bazargan, 
Sanjabi and Moinfar — and the religious leaders Bahonar and Rafsanjani. “Their task was 
‘to call off those strikes which jeopardise the work of the main industries involved in the 
production of people’s urgent needs, and those threatening the country’s survival.” 
Within ten days — three weeks before the insurrection which removed the Bakhtiar 
government — the CCIS had succeeded in persuading 118 striking workplaces and some 
public services back to work. 
 
This was an index of the increasing influence of the religious leadership, though the 
mullahs still did not dominate the strike movement. Despite a CCIS instruction to the 
railway strike committee to carry fuel ‘for the consumption of the people’, the strikers 
refused on several occasions. Customs workers declared they would release only vital 
goods, while the oil workers repeatedly rebuffed CCIS attempts to re-start production, 
one of their leaders resigning and publishing a declaration which attacked the 
‘repression’ by Khomeini’s representatives.  
 
But the disputes were a warning of what was to come once Khomeini and his supporters 
were formally in control. They showed that with the Shah gone the contradictory nature 
of the protest movement would rapidly be exposed, that despite the strike committees’ 
importance they did not lead the movement, indeed that the movement was under the 
influence of forces alien to working class interests. 
 
“The revolution is over” 
 
By mid-February, the Bakhtiar government was on the brink. Despite the clergy’s 
attempt to hold back the movement on the grounds that Khomeini had not issued 
instructions for armed confrontation, the insurrection in Tehran broke the back of the 
regime. This was soon followed by the destruction of the Pahlavi state apparatus - but 
while the police, the courts, Savak and sections of the armed forces disintegrated, the 
fabric of Iranian capitalism was largely untouched. 
 
The contradiction in the movement was evident. When Bakhtiar fell on 11 February, 
Khomeini appointed a Provisional Government. The bourgeois liberal Bazargan, a 
founder of the Liberation Movement, was named prime minister. His cabinet was made 
up of representatives of the bourgeosie and petit bourgeoisie acceptable to Khomeini. It 



was, wrote Shaul Bakhash: 
 
a cabinet of engineers, lawyers, educators, doctors, and former civil servants, men drawn from the 
professional middle class and the broad centre of Iranian politics. The majority had pursued 
successful careers. A number headed prosperous engineering or business firms. 
 
The new government represented that section of Iranian capital unscathed by the 
revolution — plus the aspirant petit bourgeoisie which hoped to gain from the upheaval. 
Despite six months of mass strikes and factory occupations these social layers still 
dominated the Iranian system. Some employers and managers had gone into hidding or 
fled the country but many remained: they had supported the opposition movement, 
were not compromised by direct association with the regime, or were protected by their 
links with the mosque or individual religious leaders. In addition, the bazaar was not 
only intact but had greatly expanded its influence. In the countryside, though some 
landlords had fled, many remained, leaving political relations little changed. 
 
The new government was immediately charged with returning the country to economic 
normality — in effect, consolidating the control of the social layers it represented. 
Meanwhile, the main object of its attention — the strike committees — held control in 
hundreds of workplaces. But nowhere were the committees moving towards a co-
ordinated attack on the structure of the capitalist system. 
 
The protest movement had originated as a response to the crisis of the Iranian system 
and its forms of struggle were those dictated by the structures of capitalism — but its 
leadership was not anti-capitalist. The national leadership's aim had been to modify the 
system by removing a ruling group which had refused it a share in power — when this 
was accomplished its concern was to put an end to the movement from below, which 
threatened the gains already made. 
 
The bourgeoisie and petit bourgeoisie had remained within the opposition movement 
far longer than in 1951-53, when the threat from the working class had led them to re-
align with the Shah and his Western backers. Twenty-five years later, despite the 
advances they had made under the Pahlavis, sections of these classes had been so 
alienated by the Shah’s policies that they believed they had more to gain from his 
removal. They also felt confident in a religious leadership with which they had much in 
common and which seemed capable of influencing the working class in a way which 
even the Tudeh had not been capable of doing under Mossadeq. 
 
Under these conditions the new government prepared for an all-out offensive against 
the very forces that had made the revolution. With the ejection of Bakhtiar it launched a 
new form of class war — one directed against the mass movement. Bazargan’s 
spokesman, Abbas Amir-Entezam, was precise about its intentions. He insisted: 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Lessons of the Revolution 
 
THE REVOLUTIONARY POTENTIAL of the Iranian working class is not in doubt. What remains 
in question is the political tradition of the Iranian left. 
 
The left is fragmented and disoriented. Tens of thousands of activists have abandoned 
socialist organisations — most have subsided into passivity and even despair. This is not 
merely a result of the regime’s reign of terror — the left’s malaise is also a product of its 
refusal to absorb the lessons of the revolution, its stubborn attachment to ideas which have 
failed — its inability to explain the fate of the revolutionary movement. 
 
The revolution offers a wealth of lessons. Of these, the most important are those which 
confirm the Marxist analysis of the capitalist crisis and the strategy for socialist revolution. 
Earlier they were dealt with in detail; they can now be summarised: 
 
‘Exceptionalism’: Iran is not a ‘special case’. The revolution was a result of processes at 
work throughout the world system. It was the crisis of Iranian capitalism which brought 
down the Shah, 
 
Capitalism: The history of Iran is not that of a ‘dependent’ capitalism, in which Iran has been 
a mere creature of imperialism. The Iranian bourgeoisie has had its own interest in 
maintaining the power of capital. The theory of ‘dependency’ leads to false conclusions 
about the role of the bourgeoisie and its allies. 
 
The ‘progressive’ bourgeoisie: The bourgeoisie cannot play a role in the revolutionary 
transformation of Iranian society. Such change can only be accomplished by the class to 
which it is implacably hostile — the proletariat. Marxists cannot, therefore, accommodate 
to sections of the bourgeoisie identified as ‘progressive’, ‘patriotic’ or ‘anti-imperialist’; or to 
the petit bourgeoisie, which maintains an interest in the status quo. 
 
The theory of ‘stages’: There are no ‘intermediary’ stages between a developing capitalism 
and a socialist revolution. The idea of a ‘democratic’ stage results in surrender to the 
bourgeoisie. 
 
Permanent revolution: Only in a process of permanent revolution can Iranian society be 
fundamentally changed. In such a process the working class will lead other oppressed 
groups against the bourgeoisie and those vacillating layers which back capitalism. 
 
Substitutionism: The workers’ movement emerges from the needs of the proletariat in 
struggle. It cannot be engineered by ‘revolutionaries’ engaged only in abstract propaganda 
or guerrilla struggle. 
 
The mass strike: Rising workers’ struggles produce the mass strike — the workers’ principal 
weapon against capitalism. In such a movement ‘economic’ and ‘political’ demands are 
combined; each stimulates the other as the movement gathers confidence, leading to the 
rapid politicisation of large numbers of workers. 



 
Workers’ councils: In the mass movement workers establish organs of democratic control 
based on the workplace: in the case of Iran these took the form of strike committees and 
shoras. When such organisation is generalised outside the workplace, organisations 
representing the advanced sections of the whole class may be formed. Such soviets can be 
the basis for a revolutionary assault on the bourgeois state, which must be smashed. In Iran 
shoras reached a high level of development — but they did not become soviets: 
 
The revolutionary party: Under conditions of a rising workers’ movement, the role of the 
revolutionary workers’ party is vital. It can generalise political issues, organise the leading 
militants and eventually lead the assault on the capitalist state. No such party existed in Iran 
— with a handful of exceptions, ‘revolutionaries’ were outside the workers’ movement. 
 
The struggle for power: With or without soviets, the workers’ movement cannot be 
sustained indefinitely. Its survival depends on its ability to confront bourgeois attempts at 
counter-revolution. In Iran the counter-revolutionary force was led by the 
clergy and its petit-bourgeois allies. 
 
Revolutionary independence: In such a struggle for power revolutionaries must assert the 
independent identity of the working class. In the case of Iran the left subsumed the interests 
of the proletariat below those of a ‘progressive’ bourgeoisie, directing workers into the 
camp of the counter-revolution. 
 
Stalinism: Despite a historic opportunity the Iranian left was unable to provide the workers’ 
movement with the leadership it needed. This was a result of its bankrupt political traditions 
— those of Stalinism. This ideology, alien to the interests of the working class, is also the 
result of a counter-revolution — that which followed the defeat of the Russian revolution in 
the 1920s. Its main principles — those of the theory of stages, the need for class blocs, the 
substitution of other social forces for the working class — dominated the Iranian left. As a 
result, the conduct of the left contributed to the victory of the counter-revolution in Iran. 


