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INTRODUCTION

Ali Gheissari

In recent decades Iran has experienced a wide range of changes. These include 
shifts in the relationship between urban and rural economies, the nationwide 
growth of the middle class and ensuing social mobility, a higher literacy rate 
along with the expansion of educational institutions, and new complexities and 
expectations in gender relations—all within the context of the country’s evolv-
ing domestic and international politics. This volume examines the extent and 
the degree of such vicissitudes in contemporary Iran through the prism of dif-
ferent disciplines. Each chapter provides a thorough analysis of its specifi c and 
substantive topic, though not in isolation, without neglecting the overarching 
and interdisciplinary goal of the book to probe the many-sided factors that 
connect all these radical upheavals and departures together in the still volatile 
society of contemporary Iran.

Earlier versions of some of the contributions in the present volume were 
presented at a conference titled “Iran: Domestic Change and Regional Chal-
lenges,” held on September 29–30, 2005, at the Joan B. Kroc Institute for Peace 
and Justice at the University of San Diego. Although the idea of a collection of 
new research on contemporary Iran was conceived at the time, the conference 
proceedings form the nucleus of only a part of the present book. Numerous 
revisions and substantive changes have been made, and some entirely new con-
tributions have been included. The chapters in this volume, as a whole, offer 
detailed and factual examination of Iran’s economy, signifi cant aspects of social 
change, and the dynamics of its domestic as well as international politics in 
the period after the 1979 Revolution, with the emphasis on the post-Khomeini 
period to the present. The issue of social change from different disciplinary 
perspectives, and the way they complement one another, is the leitmotif that 
runs through the volume.

These perspectives are studied within a tripartite framework of economy, 
society, and politics. Part I, on the economy, begins with Djavad Salehi-Isfahani’s 
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essay on oil wealth and economic growth in Iran. It argues that as a people with 
a relatively recent revolution behind them and still affecting their lives, Iranians 
are naturally preoccupied with redistribution rather than economic growth. In 
this chapter Salehi-Isfahani examines the record of past growth, the changes in 
the distribution of income and the level of poverty, and the role of oil and demo-
graphic factors in the long-term growth of the economy. In so doing he tackles 
a wide range of issues, including the question of the distribution of the revenue 
from oil and how it affects individual incomes, the growth performance of the 
economy, and the changing attitudes toward market based reforms. In Salehi-
Isfahani’s view, if the recent mode of popular politics in Iran continues, the 
attitude of the Iranian voters will be the initial determining factor as to how far 
a free market economy will be allowed to expand without the restraints placed 
upon it by the succeeding governments. He points out that by and large the 
electorate is disappointed with the public sector and ready to once again allow 
the market greater autonomy. The pragmatic, pro-market economic policies in 
the eight years of the right-leaning Rafsanjani administration (1989–1997), fol-
lowed by equally pragmatic policies of the left-leaning Khatami administration 
(1997–2005), refl ect these popular attitudes—even though in certain key areas 
of expenditure Iran continues to preserve a command economy since its main 
source of revenue, oil, is a state monopoly.

In chapter 2, Kaveh Ehsani narrates how the collapse of the monarchy and 
the subsequent political turmoil precipitated momentous social and geo-
graphic changes within the Iranian society. Accordingly, the changes that took 
place during the fi rst decade after the Revolution set the stage for greater socio-
logical and geographic integration of the country. Ehsani argues that political 
developments since 1997 (when, with the widespread support of the provincial 
electorate, a reformist government came to power and gained more support in 
subsequent local and national elections and in public opinion surveys) offer a 
clear indication that collective identities and political opinions and trends are 
no longer forged in Tehran or large cities alone, but also in smaller and more 
distant provincial localities. In his case study of the small provincial town of 
Ramhormoz in the southwest province of Khuzestan, an examination of how 
it was affected by the national events of the fi rst decade after the Revolution, 
Ehsani analyzes two interconnected processes that have radically altered the 
social and political landscape of contemporary Iran. The fi rst process can be 
seen in “the agency of subaltern social actors,” namely, provincial and rural 
populations, women, young people, war refugees, ethnic minorities, and 
migrants. Accordingly, these social actors have contributed to social change; at 
the same time, they have been infl uenced by the very processes that they had 
set in motion themselves. The second process is “the transformation of urban 
space itself, as the arena where much of the social and material contestation 
to reshape society in the wake of major political changes took place.” Ehsani 
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further explores the role of the public sector, and of new state institutions and 
the bureaucracy together with their respective new cadres and clients, as the 
main “material benefi ciaries of some of these urban and provincial transforma-
tions” in postrevolution Iran.

The issue of women’s employment is analyzed by Roksana Bahramitash 
and Hadi Salehi Esfahani in chapter 3. The authors reexamine the evolution of 
women’s labor force participation (LFP) and employment in Iran in the light 
of the census data from the latter half of the twentieth century, roughly 1956 
to 2006. They show that changes in schooling and economic structure have 
fundamentally transformed the nature of female LFP and employment in the 
country. Although women’s overall LFP rate was slow to recover following a 
sharp drop in the aftermath of the 1979 Revolution, it has gathered momentum 
in recent years. More importantly, an increasingly larger proportion of edu-
cated women between the ages of 20 and 50 are employed in the private sector 
in professional positions in urban areas. This is quite different from the expan-
sion of female employment before the Revolution, which was predominantly 
confi ned to very young and uneducated women in rural areas who worked 
mostly as unpaid family workers, for example, weaving carpets or employed 
in handicraft work. Bahramitash and Salehi Esfahani argue that economic and 
political factors after the Revolution have been highly instrumental in shap-
ing the new trends. They show that these factors are likely to have played a far 
more important part than the ideological ones (particularly Islamization), in 
reducing female LFP and employment during the 1980s, which was essen-
tially due to decline of private sector jobs, particularly low-skill ones in rural 
handicrafts, closely connected with the disruption of production and trade in 
the aftermath of Revolution and the Iran-Iraq War. In recent years, however, 
it is unemployment among educated women that has risen sharply because 
their entry into the labor force has signifi cantly outpaced their ability to fi nd 
jobs. Nevertheless, as the authors argue, this problem may be temporary since 
the service sector where female employment is most common, and where the 
value added per worker is greater than in the rest of the economy, is growing 
faster than other sectors.

The condition of women is also the focus of Shahla Haeri’s chapter 4 contri-
bution. In this fi rst chapter in part II, which deals with society at large, she ana-
lyzes the social context of the relationship between religion, state, and women 
in Iran since the revolution of 1979. Highlighting women’s growing concern 
with palpable injustices in their legal and political status and in their social 
relations, she discusses the apparent paradox that a robust and vibrant women’s 
movement is in the making in the Islamic republic not despite but because of 
the revival and implementation of serious legal restrictions and discriminatory 
political practices against their interest. She also analyzes the manner in which 
the development of structural incongruities and fundamental inconsistencies 
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in the Islamic state’s rhetoric and policies (whether legal/political, religious, or 
economical), have led to women’s awakening to their legal and sociopolitical 
inequalities. These challenges have in turn motivated women of different back-
grounds, classes, and ethnicities to mobilize and to come together to search for 
common grounds.

Pardis Mahdavi’s chapter 5 essay provides an anthropological survey of 
high-risk behavior among the contemporary Iranian youth. In particular, she 
focuses on high-risk sexual activity and opiate use. She argues that while pre-
liminary statistics show a rising HIV and drug problem, little is known about 
the settings and motivations behind such initiations into high-risk practices 
by urban Iranian youth. Through qualitative and ethnographic research, Mah-
davi throws much light on the circumstances, networks, social environments, 
and motivations surrounding these initiation events. Moreover, she assesses the 
level of knowledge of high-risk behavior among the youth (e.g., knowledge of 
transmission of HIV or sterile injection paraphernalia). The fi ndings of this 
research will be particularly benefi cial to the development of educational mate-
rials with regard to sex, HIV/AIDS, and the risk reduction campaign in Iran.

The issue of addiction is further analyzed by Amir Arsalan Afkhami in 
chapter 6. Afkhami argues that after the Revolution the treatment of substance 
abuse began to be seen by the government outside the previously held medi-
cal paradigm. In accordance with the government’s new standards of moral-
ity, which were drawn along the Islamic religious precepts, and in accordance 
with new ideological rhetoric, stringent antidrug campaigns were launched; 
elements of these campaigns included the fi ning of addicts, imprisonment, and 
physical punishment and even the death penalty for serious offenses. Afkhami 
notes that substance abuse specialists from the medical community—no longer 
benefi ting from government support—were marginalized and that treatment 
centers were closed. Despite these measures (and in tandem with the Iran-Iraq 
War, political repression, and a deteriorating economy), the drug problem 
continued to grow, with the number of addicts increasing rapidly. In the early 
1990s, as the more pragmatic Rafsanjani came to power, the government began 
to take a less doctrinaire approach to substance abuse. The chapter explores the 
history of this shift in policy, beginning with the early days of treatment policy 
in the Qajar and Pahlavi periods through the early postrevolutionary govern-
ments in Iran, and fi nally to the current crystallization of the harm-reduction 
treatment model exemplifi ed by community-sponsored methadone and bupe-
norphine addition drug treatment programs.

In chapter 7, Farhad Khosrokhavar explains that after a period of relative 
stagnation immediately after the Revolution, Iran witnessed signifi cant advances 
in scientifi c research and activity during 1995–2005. This should be considered 
as a new trend and departure, Khosrokhavar posits, rather than a mere continu-
ation of the projects left over from the Pahlavi period. Most of those who are 
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active in producing new scholarly research are young or relatively young and 
belong to the second or even third postrevolutionary generation; this amounts 
to the birth of a new scientifi c community in Iran that has been productive in 
scientifi c fi elds such as chemistry, mathematics, theoretical physics, and genetics. 
Such achievements are due to a combination of both personal endeavors and the 
more structural results of the formation of a scientifi c community. Khosrokha-
var argues that many scientists are deeply frustrated, that very few are content 
with their situation and with the state of research in Iran in general. Neverthe-
less, in spite of these frustrations, many of those who remain in the country 
admit to their strong attachment to the country, its culture, and its people. The 
paradoxical problem is that almost every scientist believes that some headway 
has been made since the last decade, but many tend to attribute the progress to 
accident rather than to institution, uncertain as to whether or not it indicates the 
beginning of a fully fl edged scientifi c community. However, in Khosrokhavar’s 
opinion, the problem is not whether or not a scientifi c community exists in Iran; 
rather, the problem is why, in spite of considerable achievements in some fi elds, 
Iranian scientists are still skeptical about the Iranian scientifi c community or 
deny its existence altogether. According to Khosrokhavar, the general alienation 
of the Iranian middle class plays a major role in this attitude.

Part III, on politics, begins with chapter 8, Saïd Amir Arjomand’s essay on 
constitutional implications of current political debates in Iran. Arjomand looks 
closely at Khomeini’s constitutional legacy, and emphasizes the importance of 
the fi rst two decades of the constitutional development in the Islamic repub-
lic—namely, the signifi cance of Khomeini’s constitutional measures in the last 
year and a half of his life in terms of his advocacy of the “Absolute Mandate of 
the Jurist” which was followed by a decree creating of the Council for the Deter-
mination [Discernment] of the Interest of the Islamic Order (or the “Expedi-
ency Council”). In April 1989, shortly before his death, Ayatollah Khomeini 
ordered the revision of the Constitution of 1979 with regard to a range of speci-
fi ed items, including the issue of leadership and the constitutional recognition 
of the new Expediency Council. He thus laid the foundation for the system of 
collective rule by clerical councils that was consolidated after his death, and 
set the parameters for Iran’s constitutional politics to the present. Within this 
system, however, there has been a marked growth of the personal power of 
the supreme leader, Khomeini’s successor, Ayatollah Khamenei. To build his 
personal power, Khamanei has promoted new men from revolutionary armed 
forces and intelligence, including President Ahmadinejad, at the expense of the 
clerical elite. In Arjomand’s view this has introduced an element of instability 
into the system of clerical conciliar rule.

In chapter 9, Ali Gheissari and Kaveh-Cyrus Sanandaji argue that the turbu-
lent decade leading up to the 2005 elections—marked by contentious issues over 
the direction of Iran’s domestic and foreign policies—created an opportunity 
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for the traditional clerical establishment to engage in intense efforts that suc-
cessfully consolidated conservative power. Indeed, interference in the February 
2004 parliamentary elections by the Guardian Council helped to put back in 
place a conservative parliamentary majority that had been eclipsed since the 
2000 elections. By drawing on election data, Gheissari and Sanandaji argue 
that despite concerns regarding such interference, the public nevertheless 
took a keen interest in the 2005 presidential campaign. This period generated 
heated debate about Iran’s domestic agenda, particularly the stagnant national 
economy, and the future direction of its foreign policy. The coherent agenda 
for economic reform proposed by pragmatic conservatives contrasted sharply 
with the disorganized reformists and their failure to present concrete solutions 
to ameliorate public grievances. This led to an increase in political activity in 
favor of the pragmatic camp, signaling a shift to a new form of conservative 
politics in Iranian elections that stood in stark contrast to the reform-oriented 
sentiment that had dominated the Khatami years. Although this development 
set the tenor of the campaign, the pragmatic conservatives, partly as a result 
of Guardian Council’s vetting method and partly because of certain election 
irregularities at the eleventh hour, failed to translate voter support into an elec-
tion victory, as evidenced by the hard-line populist Ahmadinejad’s victory over 
Rafsanjani in the presidential elections of 2005.

Nayereh Tohidi’s chapter 10 essay deals with a general overview on the status 
and rights of ethnic and religious minorities by emphasizing the perils of both 
secular ultra-nationalist homogenization and religious (Shi’i Islamist) segmen-
tation in contemporary Iran. She argues that an uneven and overcentralized 
strategy of development has resulted in a wide socioeconomic gap between the 
center and peripheries. A great part of the grievances of ethnic minorities, who 
mostly inhabit provincial peripheries of Iran, has its roots in the uneven dis-
tribution of power and socioeconomic resources rather than in any interethnic 
tension. Tohidi further discusses the signifi cance of the recent rise in politiciza-
tion of ethnic issues, manifested during the presidential elections of 2005 and 
also in the 2006 clashes in Khuzestan and Kurdestan, from national, regional, 
and international perspectives. In spite of being treated as a minority, and in 
spite of the discriminatory attitudes and traditional cultural constraints, ethnic 
and religious minorities in contemporary Iran have succeeded in improving 
their social conditions as well as articulating their democratic demands and 
presenting themselves as a signifi cant political constituency.

Chapter 11, by Anoushiravan Ehteshami, deals with decision making in Ira-
nian foreign policy. Ehteshami argues that both domestic and regional changes 
have combined to make of Iran an exceptional case study of how an Islamic revo-
lutionary state might set about managing the post–cold war order. Accordingly, in 
the 1990s it was the new geopolitical realities which came to dominate the agenda 
of the Islamic republic, bringing Iran closer to its Eurasian hinterland (Central 
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Asia, China, the European Union, and Russia). Ehteshami also argues that in the 
new millennium, however, geopolitical complexities have been compounded by 
the challenge of Salafi  Islam, which has emerged as the single most signifi cant 
source of threat to Iran, as well as to the West’s regional interests. Al-Qaeda’s fi erce 
attacks on both the Shi’a communities and the West have made tacit, unacknowl-
edged allies of Iran and the West in containing its impact on the status quo in the 
Middle East. This has been the case, remarkably, despite the ongoing rift between 
Iran and the United States. The chapter traces Iran’s responses to this dynamic 
environment and analyzes its impact on Iran’s elites, outlook, and policies.

Iran’s foreign policy is further analyzed by Mohsen Milani in chapter 12. Milani 
argues that the collapse of Saddam Hussein in Iraq accelerated Iran’s transforma-
tion from a revolutionary regime to a “regional status quo power” in search of 
creating “spheres of infl uence,” particularly in southern Iraq. Accordingly, one 
of Iran’s ultimate strategic goals is to become a hub for the transit of goods and 
services between the Persian Gulf, Afghanistan, Central Asia, and possibly China. 
On the other hand, Iran’s Iraq policy is directly correlated to Tehran’s threat per-
ception regarding the United States. Milani argues that a threatened Iran whose 
legitimate security needs are ignored would act more erratically in Iraq than 
would a secure Iran. In Milani’s view, the United States and Iran can conveniently 
build upon their common interests in Iraq to lay the foundation for improv-
ing their turbulent relations. Moreover, any future regional security arrangement 
that excludes Iran will most likely be “expensive, ineffective, and unsustainable.” 
Milani concludes that when the United States, “as the world’s hegemonic power,” 
and Iran, “an emerging regional power,” are not at peace, the region as a whole 
will suffer; when they are at peace, the region is more likely to enjoy stability.
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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION

Diacritical marks in transliteration of Persian names and terms have been 
avoided. In spite of this, the transliteration attempts to follow current Persian 
pronunciation as closely as possible. Persian words already established in Eng-
lish are used in their anglicized form.



Part I

ECONOMY




