How far Mousavi’s protest can go 
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THE Arab East and Iran confronted the imperialist domination of the region in different manners. Hence, the difference in the natures of the problems faced by them. 

The Arab nationalism predicated itself on putschism. Thus, whenever a middle-rank officer could lead an army formation into storming the royal or the presidential palace, it was claimed as a revolution and welcomed as such. The masses were not asked to participate in the political process at all. Indeed, the petit bourgeois leadership of Arab nationalism was scared of any independent political role of the masses. They were required only as claquers after a successful putsch. 

It was, therefore, not surprising that the successful Arab “revolutionaries” failed to recognise a real revolution when they saw one — that of Iran, where the masses rose directly to confront and overthrow the Shah. The only response that the Arab “revolutionaries” could think of was to assault the Iranian Revolution with the backing of the West and inflict massive losses upon it. 

It is, consequently, natural that the problems faced by Iran today are qualitatively different from those confronting the descendents of Arab putschism. The latter, in fact, become irrelevant in the political scenario unfolding in Iran, as the revolution comes face to face with the impasse created by its own inner contradictions. 

The troubles in Iran arise, firstly, from the existence of problems left unresolved by the Iranian Revolution. Secondly, there is the demand, mainly from the intelligentsia, as in any society after a period of revolutionary upheaval, to return to more “normal” ways of managing the state and the economy. Lastly, the fervent hope in the West for a “rose revolution” in Iran may have brought clandestine material help to the anti-regime Iranians, though it is doubtful if they possess within Iran the means to do there what they did in Kiev and Tblisi. 

Khomeinist framework was too constricted to contain the full richness of the Iranian Revolution. It strains at it. 

The clerics were able to take power in 1979 primarily because the Shah had succeeded in clearing the political board of all leftist and near-leftist influences, even of genuine liberalism. Secondly, of course, the Shia church, being structurally and financially autonomous of the state, has always been able to play an independent political role in times of crisis. Stirring slogans are usually more effective in mobilising the masses than cold economic or political analysis. The slogans provided by the clerics were, of course, drawn from the religious history. 

Even so, the nature of the Iranian revolution was mundane, arising from the class struggle. And, as Bernard Lewis says, it was as authentic as the French and Russian revolutions. 

The Pahlavis had modernised Iran in many ways but had not modified the socio-economic structure of society in any substantial manner. The country thus had big landed estates, scattered small industries and petty traders, together with some bigger businesses engaged mainly in foreign trade. The mainstay of the economy was the income from the petroleum, which contributed from 85 to 95 per cent of the national budget. Its sale was the monopoly of a foreign consortium which took half of the industry’s profit. 

But the important point here is that the oil industry, combining, as it does, high productivity with only a small labour force actually engaged in productive labour, contributes neither to the industrialisation of a backward country nor to the spread of technology. As a result, the income from the industry is essentially of a rentier nature. In the case of Pahlavi Iran, almost all of it went into the consumption of the ruling family, the ruling class and their instruments of coercion. When the last ruler came to the throne, there were various opposition groups, including a surprisingly sizable communist party. There was also a parliament with periodic elections to it. The Shah gradually put an end to all that, so that the “opposition” parties and the “elected” members of parliament were all nominated by him. 

However the main problem arose when the leadership attempted to “develop” the country in partnership with foreign capital. The local partners for the foreign capitalists were drawn from the richer merchant class, in actual fact from the members of the royal family. They had no business experience. And, as to the capital, they brought influence in its stead. As a result, the development turned out to be nothing more than high-scale jobbery. This created resentment among the old bourgeoisie, particularly the small traders, the “bazaris”, who were kept out of it. 

The attempt at corporate farming was particularly disastrous, as it drove the peasants in hordes from farming. They were concentrated, bitter and hungry, in the towns and provided the manpower for the mass demonstrations organised by the national bourgeoisie and the intelligentsia, which drove out the Shah. They were also supported by the leftist and liberal groups who had been struggling against the Shah for years. 

The succeeding clerical regime snuffed out the latter groups and based itself on the national bourgeoisie, protecting itself, at the same time, from their power through the Revolutionary Guards. These guards were drawn mainly from the petit bourgeoisie in the towns and the displaced peasants in the rural areas. Enjoying social security due to their state stipends, they were prepared to ignore the deeper political questions raised by the opposition and provide firm support to the revolutionary power. 

The clerical regime, though happy enough to confiscate the property of its major opponents, did not attempt a re-distribution of wealth or property. The poorer were given stipends or loans to keep them quiet. And the rich could keep their wealth if they did not challenge the regime. This, however, left a latent danger at the heart of the society. After all, both French and Russian revolutions had been saved by the peasants, who had come out in millions to protect the property given to them by the revolutions. 

In Iran, the peasants may not be as strong. But, combined with the industrial workers and the petty traders, they can mount a formidable challenge to the revolutionary regime if they lose hope in its ability or willingness to ultimately carry out some measure of re-distribution. Driven by their poor economic condition, they may take sides in a purely political tussle, in whose issue they may not be directly interested, but in the hope that a political change may bring a leadership sympathetic to their problems. 

This is not the situation at present. Mousavi, representing the wealthiest elements of the Iranian haute bourgeoisie, looks to the West rather than to the oppressed. He probably obtained a majority of votes in Tehran but Ahmedinejad has solid support in the rest of Iran. However, Mousavi would not care to radicalise his protest movement even in Tehran, since, like all rich, his collaborators would be more afraid of a mass “movement” raising basic questions of social re-distribution than of Ahmedinejad, or even of a possible return of the US hegemony. 

On the other hand, Ahmedinejad’s political bloc, specially the central and provincial bazaris and the displaced peasants, is still intact. But it may not remain so if the revolutionary regime continues to assume that the people’s problems can be solved without giving thought to the question of economic re-distribution. 

