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IRAN ii(2), concluded

MOḤAMMAD REZA SHAH (1941-79)

Iran and World War II. The long history of Russian and British interventions in
Persian affairs had fostered widespread resentment against the two great
powers. As a result Germany, which did not have a history of dealing with
Persia and stood against both in World War II, was accorded a measure of
sympathy in Persia. Its ideology of Aryan supremacy added to the people’s
admiration without their realizing the nature of Nazism. The Allied forces
demanded right of passage through Persia in order to transport food and
ammunition to the Soviet Union. They also demanded the expulsion from
Persia of the Germans, some of whom were engaged in anti-Alliedactivities.
Reza Shah, proud of his position and insisting on the neutrality of the country,
refused. The British and Soviet armies attacked from the south and the north,
respectively; the Persian army could not present any effective resistance, and
Reza Shah had to abdicate his throne, leaving it to his eldest son, the 22-year-
old Moḥammad Reza (16 September 1941), following an agreement with the
invading powers. The censorship having been lifted overnight with Reza
Shah’s departure, the country was exposed to a torrent of ideas and ideologies,
including communism (q.v.). A period of relative freedom and ineffective
government with a faction-ridden Majles, in some respects reminiscent of the
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situation prior to Sayyed Żiā’s coup, followed. A communist party (hezb-e
tudeh), supported by the Soviet forces in Iran who had occupied Azarbaijan
and were encouraging a secessionist movement there, took shape and became
a considerable opposition force, attracting the great majority of intellectuals
and idealistic young talents.

Pressed by the Majles and those whose property in Māzandarān had been
“purchased” by Reza Shah, Mo-ḥammad Reza Shah agreed to return most of
his father’s acquisitions in that province to their original owners. The first
phase of Moḥammad Reza Shah’s reign (1941-53) was characterized by
factionalism in the Majles, unbridled disputes, and sometimes character
assassinations in the press, as a fruit of unprecedented freedom, despite a
measure of government control. Successive governments, none of which lasted
too long, were appointed by the shah after the Majles made its choice about
the next prime minister clear. The shah, who had been educated in
Switzerland and who, after returning to Iran, was sent to the military academy
(daneškada-ye afsari) for two years of training, exhibited a democratic attitude
and followed the vote of the Majles in the appointment of prime ministers. The
Tudeh party’s goals were, however, considered harmful to Iranian interests by
the Majles, and the government and therefore the Party was opposed, except
for a brief period, by the successive cabinets under Moḥammad Reza Shah.

In the meantime, the Soviet Union was pressing toobtain oil concessions in
northern Persia, a demand that was generally opposed, except by the Tudeh
party. The pressure was particularly threatening because of the continued
presence of Soviet troops in Azarbaijan and northern Persia, even after the
war had ended and contrary to an agreement signed by Josef Stalin, Winston
Churchill, and Franklin D. Roosevelt in their Tehran Conference of 1943.
Whereas the British and the Americans had accordingly withdrawn their
troops, the Soviets stayed on and encouraged a separatist movement in
Azerbijan headed by Jaʿfar Piševari, who, for all practical purposes, had staged
an autonomous government in that province, with a program of dividing the
lands among the peasants and replacing Persian by Azari Turkish. The
Republic of Kurdistan set up in Mahābād, south of Lake Urmiya, instigated by
the Soviets, was another reason for Persian government worry.

Pressured by the Soviet Union for oil concession in the north of the country,
the Majles gave a vote of confidence to Aḥmad Qawām-al-Salṭana in 1946, a
mature and clever politician inherited from the Qajar period and in whose
cabinet Reza Khan had once been a minister.
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In a smart game of politics, Qawām unbelievably managed to outfox and
checkmate Stalin. To appease the Soviets and gain Stalin’s confidence, Qawām
included six members of the Tudeh Party in his cabinet and then started
negotiating with the Soviet Union. He promised the Soviets most of what they
were demanding, particularly the oil concession, against the pledge on their
part to withdraw from northern Persia. The Soviets apparently did not pay
enough attention to the fine print of the agreement, which made any
concessions to the Soviets dependant on Majles approval. Before the
Agreement was presented to the Majles, Qawām made sure that the Soviet
troops withdrew. They did, and the Persian army entered Azarbaijan on 12
December 1946, but the Majles, as expected, rejected all the promised
concessions.

A deputy to the Majles who was not only opposed to the concession sought by
the Soviet Union but also considered the Anglo-Persian Oil Agreement an
offense against Persian interests and economic independence was Dr.
Moḥammad Moṣaddeq. He came from an aristocratic family related on his
mother side to the Qajars, had studied law in Switzerland, and had served as a
governor of Fārs province under the last Qajar king. He was one of the few
deputies like Sayyed Ḥasan Taqizādeh and Ḥosayn ʿAlā who showed the
courage to reject Reza Khan’s bid for terminating the Qajar dynasty, in order
to remain faithful to his oath upon entering the Majles.

In 1951 Moṣaddeq (1882-1967), who had achieved through his speeches and
his votes in the Majles a reputation for patriotism, liberal views, and
incorruptibility, was elected by the Majles as its candidate for the premiership.
Even though he had not been particularly sympathetic to the court, the shah
appointed him as prime minister. He received tremendous backing from all
classes of the people. The question of nationalizing Persian oil had been voiced
at least once before without any serious consideration being given to it.
Moṣaddeq made it a cornerstone of his program. He put through the Majles a
bill for the nationalization of Persian oil and entered into a protracted struggle
against the British for redressing the country’s right to its resources. As the
stalemate dragged on and economic privations caused by the country’s
inability to market its oil worsened, many of his erstwhile backers lost their
enthusiasm. In the meantime, the Tudeh Party, taking advantage of the
concessions made by Mo-ṣaddeq to freedom of speech and assembly, became
increasingly vociferous in its demands, to the extent that Britain and the
United States feared a communist takeover. Eventually, a coup inspired and



IRAN II. IRANIAN HISTORY (2) ISLAMIC PERIOD (PAGE 6)|Ehsan
Yarshater

4

aided by the British and the Americans was conceived with the concurrence of
the shah, who dismissed Moṣaddeq as prime minister, but Moṣaddeq ignored
the royal decree and had the shah’s envoy arrested. The shah, fearing the
consequences, left the country at once for Italy, and the coup was staged
without delay. Almost no resistance was offered by Mo-ṣaddeq’s earlier
supporters. He was arrested on 20 August 1953 and later tried in a military
court and banished to Aḥmadābād, a village he owned. The shah returned
triumphantly after the coup, and the purge of the followers of Moṣaddeq
began. An agreement was reached with a consortium of Western oil
companies that gave a greater share of the profit than before to Persia and
foresaw the possibility of nationalizing the oil industry altogether.

The Tudeh Party was banned, and its leaders were jailed; and the censorship
of the media was established with greater vigor than before. The intellectuals,
who became largely marginalized after the coup, found the situation cause for
despair; the nostalgia for the lost freedom and a liberal utopia is reflected in
the allusive works of most modernist poets and fiction writers of the period.

In January 1963 the shah launched his “White Revolution,” which called for
giving over the farmlands to the possession of the peasants, organizing farm
cooperatives and banks, granting the right to vote to women, nationalizing the
forests, and mobilizing young men and women into the Education Corps,
Health Corps, and Agricultural Corps. Dividing the farmlands among the
peasants naturally did not please the landlords, and the clergy objected
particularly to women’s franchise; they did not favor impinging on property
rights either. A protest movement encouraged by them was staged in Tehran,
which was decisively crushed by the prime minister Asad-Allāh ʿAlam. The
government’s control tightened further, and the censorship of the media and
books was more diligently carried out.

Stung by the provisions of the White Revolution, a clandestine protest
movement began to take shape among the clergy. The banishment of its most
forceful leader, Ruḥ-Allāh Khomeini, to Iraq did not weaken the movement,
contrary to the Persian government’s expectations. It was, in fact,
strengthened by the increasing involvement of the government with the
United States and the purchase of enormous amount of armament from that
country, which the shah’s opponents construed as hisbeing a stooge of the
United States.

Changes in global politics and the world oil marketallowed Iran in the early
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1970s to fully exploit Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries’ (OPEC)
collective strength against the weakening position of the Western oil
companies. The shah played an important role in leading OPEC to a policy of
“price rise, price and production control” between 1970 and 1975, posing as
the champion of the oil producers and of the Third World against “domination
and exploitation” of the West (Camb. Hist. Iran VII, pp. 450-51).

As a result, Persia’s oil revenue jumped from USD 1.1 billion in 1970 to 21
billion in 1977. The newly found riches promoted consumerism and
stimulated a variety of industrial, entrepreneurial, and importing ventures
that tended to clog the ports and the economy as well. The gap between the
rich and the poor widened, and this lent further strength to the Islamic protest
movement. Khomeini’s decision to transfer his exile to Paris as aresult of
misguided Persian pressure provided him with an effective means of
communication with his followers through the media and tape recordings. The
anti-regime movement gathered more adherents, and Khomeini’s bold
pronouncements against the person of the shah distinguished him as an
uncompromising and courageous leader to be reckoned with. In Persia the
anti-regime sentiment kept growing and was heightened when on Friday, 8
September 1978, police opened fire on a pro-Khomeini demonstration in
Tehran where a number of people were killed. The shah eventually found it
necessary to make unwonted political concessions and said in a radio
broadcast that “he had heard the voice of the people.” On 30 December 1978,
after failing to persuade some of theliberal leaders to take on the premiership,
he invited Šāpur Baḵtiār, one of Moṣaddeq’s leading followers, to assume the
position before he left the country on 16 January 1979 in despair for Cairo,
together with his family. Baḵtiār relaxed censorship regulations but had
difficulty in persuading the army leaders to follow his plans. Fear of the shah
and his regime had disappeared, and anti-government and pro-Khomeini
demonstrations escalated, with the soldiers refusing to shoot the offenders,
who went on a rampage, burning cinemas and destroying banks and some
government buildings. Negotiations with Khomeini proved necessary and
resulted in inviting him to return to Persia. On 1 February 1979 his plane
landed in Tehran, and soon he took the reins of the government, establishing
an all out theocracy and attempting to efface all manifestations and symbols of
nationalism, monarchy, and modernity in favor of Islamic laws and Islamic
nation (omma). Indiscriminate executions of officials associated with the
shah’s regime followed, including many army generals, the head of SAVAK
(the security agency), and the prime minister Amir ʿAbbās Hoveydā
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(1919-1979, q.v.), who delivered himself into the hand of the revolutionary
forces on the naïve assumption that he would be acquitted once he had
explained that he had committed no wrong and had been only following “a
system,” carrying out the shah’s order. He was executed shortly after his arrest
on 7 April, 1979.

In 1979 a referendum abolished the age-old monarchical regime in Persia, and
the “Islamic Republic of Iran” was established. The constitution as well as
various civil and criminal laws were abolished and replaced by the holy law of
Shiʿite Islam. Mehdi Bāzargān, an engineer and professor at Tehran University
who had earlier sided with Moṣaddeq, but who was a devout Muslim,
wasappointed prime minister, while the clergy slowly but deliberately, moved
to occupy all positions of power. In the summer of 1979 a Majles-e ḵobragān
(Assembly of Experts) began deliberation on a proposed Constitution for the
Islamic Republic in which, despite Bāzargān’s impotent opposition, the
welāyat-e faqīh (lit. “mandate of the jurist”) or supreme spiritual leadership
began to emerge (see CONSTITUTION OF THE ISLAMIC REPUBLIC).

A Constituent Assembly approved the new Islamic Constitution, establishing
the waliy-e faqih, or supreme leader endowed with all the powers of the
government and immune from opposition or contradiction, as well as a
Guardian Council to supervise the Majles and approve the qualification of
individual candidates for the Parliament, among other powers.

The Islamic Republic of Iran aspired to the leadership of the Islamic world;
accordingly, it made some moves in that direction in Lebanon, Palestine, and
Iraq. Such moves irritated the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein, who himself was
determined to establish Iraqi hegemony in the Persian Gulf. Thinking the
Persian precarious situation suitable for gaining a foothold in oil-rich
Khuzestan, he canceled a prior agreement on the use of the Shatt al-Arab
waterway and invaded the province. He was pushed back at great loss to the
young Persian soldiers driven by new Islamic zeal, no less than to the Iraqi
soldiers, but then the Islamic regime decided to advance well into Iraqi
territory and expand Iran’s influence throughout the Middle East. Iraq was
able, however, to resist Iran’s advances with financial support from Saudi
Arabia, Kuwait, and United Arab Emirates as well as intelligence information
and immense arms supply from a number of Western countries who did not
want the balance of power in the Middle East to be disturbed and were
alarmed by the escalation of tanker wars in the Persian Gulf, which
endangered the flow of oil to the West. After eight years of intense warfare,

https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/constitution-of-the-islamic-republic
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Khomeini agreed to the ceasefire following UN-sponsored negotiations in
Geneva in 1988. The rest is within living memory.

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY

For a detailed account of Persian history in the Islamic period, the best source
is The Cambridge History of Iran, vols. IV-VII, Cambridge, 1968, 1975, 1986,
1991. A history of Persia from the Arab Conquest to the fall of the Qajar
dynasty in 1925 can be found in ʿA. Eqbāl Āštiāni, Tāriḵ-e mofaṣṣal-e Irān az
ṣadr-e Eslam ta enqerāż-e Qājāriya (ed. M. Dabir-Siyāqi, Tehran, 1968); ʿA.-Ḥ.
Zarrinkub’s Ruzegārān: Tāriḵ-e Iran az āḡāz tā soquṭ-e salṭanat-e Pahlavi
(Tehran, 1999) brings the Persian history of the Islamic period down to the fall
of the Pahlavi dynasty. A comprehensive and very richly documented history
of Persia from the Arab conquest down to the end of the Saljuqids in a single
volume is B. Spüler, Iran in früh-islamischer Zeit; Politik, Kultur, Verwaltung
und öffentliches Leben zwischen der arabischen und der seldschukischen
Eroberung, 633 bis 1055 (Wiesbaden, 1952; Pers. tr. J. Falāṭuri and M. Mir-
Aḥmadi, as Tāriḵ-e Irān dar qorun-e noḵost-e eslāmi, 2 vols., Tehran, 1970,
1990). C. E. Bosworth’s The Islamic Dynasties. A Chronological and Genealogical
Handbook (Edinburgh, 1967; new ed., New York, 1980) with short notices on
the relevant dynasties discussed, is a useful work of reference. For the Arab
conquest of Persia, the article in the EIr. on the Arab Conquest (s.v. ʿARAB ii)
provides all the basic facts. For conversion to Islam, see CONVERSION
iiChristianizing Peoples and Converting Individuals (Turnhout, 2000, pp.
225-46). For the early religio-political movements after the Arab conquest the
classic work by Gh.-H. Ṣadighi, Les mouvements réligieux iraniens au IIe et au
IIIe siècle de l’hégire (Paris, 1938) still remains the best guide. For the Abbasid
movement in Iran, Moshe Sharon’s Black Banners from the East: The
Establishment of the ʿAbbāsid State: Incubation of a Revolt (Jerusalem and
Leiden, 1983) and Elton Daniel’s Political and Social History of Khorasan Under
Abbasid Rule, 747-820 (Minneapolis, 1979) provide ample information. For the
Saffarids, the standard work is C. E. Bosworth’s The History of the Saffarids of
Sistan and the Maliks of Nimruz (Costa Mesa, Calif., 1994). For the Samanids,

https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/conversion-ii%22
https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/conversion-ii%22


IRAN II. IRANIAN HISTORY (2) ISLAMIC PERIOD (PAGE 6)|Ehsan
Yarshater

8

there does not exist yet a single comprehensive book, but the article by C. E.
Bosworth (SAMANIDS at iranica.com) provides a reliable account; entries
there on individual Samanid amirs supplement the information in more detail.
For the Ghaznavids, the most recent and reliable works in English are C. E.
Bosworth, The Ghaznavids; Their Empire in Afghanistan and Eastern Iran ,
994-1040 (Edinburgh, 1963) and idem, The Later Ghaznavids: Splendour and
Decay: the Dynasty in Afghanistan and Northern India, 1040-1186 (New York,
1977). For the Buyids, A.-A. Faqihi’s Āl-e Buya wa awẓāʿ-e zamān-e išān (Tehran,
1978) is a comprehensive work. Roy Mottahedeh’s Loyalty and Leadership in
an Early Islamic Society (Princeton, 1980; rev. ed., New York and London, 2001)
provides an excellent discussion on some aspects of Buyid rule. For a concise
but well-documented history of the Buyids see also EIr., s.v. For the Deylamite
rule, see V. Minorsky, La domination des Dailamites (Publications de la Société
des études iraniennes no. 3, Paris, 1932; repr. in idem, Iranica. Twenty Articles,
Tehran, 1964, pp. 12-30). The history of the Saljuqids still awaits a
comprehensive and detailed treatment. The classic work on the Mongols in
Iran is B. Spüler’s Die Monglen in Iran, Politik, Verwaltung und Kultur der
Ilchanzeit 1220-1350, (Berlin, 1968; Pers. tr. M. Mi-rāftāb, as Tāriḵ-e Moḡol dar
Irān, Tehran, 1972).

On the Turkmen dynasties, see s.v. ĀQ QOYUNLU and John Woods, Āq-
Quyūnlū: Clan, Confederation, Empire (Minneapolis, 1976) for greater detail.
For Timur, Beatrice Forbes Manz’s The Rise and Rule of Tamerlane (Cambridge,
1989) may be referred to. For the Safavids the classic work is Roger Savory,
Iran Under The Safavids (Cambridge, 1980). Rudi Matthee’s excellent survey
(see SAFAVID DYNASTY at iranica.com) may be consulted with advantage. For
the Qajars, again a comprehensive book is lacking, but the articles in the EIr.
on ʿAbbās Mirza, ʿAyn-al-Dawla, ʿA.-H. Farmānfarmā, Amir Kabir, Dowlatšāh,
Fatḥ-ʿAli Shah, Aḥmad Shah, and some other Qajar officials furnish adequate
information. For Fatḥ-ʿAli Shah’s harem and children, see Solṭān-Aḥmad Mirzā
ʿAżod-al-Dawla, Tāriḵ-e ʿAżodi, ed. ʿA.-Ḥ Navāʾi, Tehran, 1976. Ann Lambton’s
insightful treatments of a number of important issues and episodes in the
Qajar period are available in her Qājār Persia. Eleven Studies (Austin, 1987).
Abbas Amanat’s Pivot of the Universe: Nasir al-Din Shah Qajar and the Iranian
Monarchy, 1831-1896 (Berkeley, 1997) deals with the reign of Naser-al-Din
Shah up to 1871 and is an excellent biography. His Resurrection and Renewal:
The Making of The Babi Movement in Iran, 1844-1850, (Ithaca, New York, 1989)
is a dependable study in English on the Babi movement. For the Pahlavi
period, Donald Wilber’s Riza Shah Pahlavi: The Resurrection and

https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/aq-qoyunlu-confederation%22
https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/safavids%22


Vol. XIII, Fasc. 3, pp. 243-246

9

Reconstruction of Iran (Hicksville, N.Y., 1975) and particularly L. P. Elwell-
Sutton’s essay “Reza Shah the Great: Founder of the Pahlavi Dynasty” in Iran
under the Pahlavis, ed. George Lenczowski (Stanford, 1978, pp. 1-50) may be
referred to. Amin Banani’s Modernization of Iran 1921-41 (Stanford, 1961)
deals handsomely with the achievements under Reza Shah. There is a plethora
of books and articles discussing andanalyzing the Persian revolution of 1979.
Amir Arjomand’s The Turban for the Crown: The Islamic Revolution in Iran
(New York, 1988) and Ervand Abra-mian’s Iran Between Two Revolutions
(Princeton, 1982) may be consulted with advantage.

Comprehensive and detailed work devoted to Persian economy in the Islamic
world remains to be written. Charles Issawi, ed., Economic History of Iran,
1800-1914 (Chicago, 1971) and Jahangir Amuzegar, Iran, an Economic Profile
(Washington, D.C., 1977) deal with contemporary issues and are among the
best works available.

On various Islamic sects in Iran, Wilferd Madelung’s Religious and Ethnic
Movements in Medieval Islam (Brookfield, Vt., 1992) is a concise book and
authoritative work.

Excellent research on Shiʿism is presented in: W. Madelung, “Imāma,” in EI ²
III (pp. 1163-69); Etan Kohlberg, Belief and Law in Imāmi Shiîsm (Hampshire,
UK, 1991); Mohammad Ali Amir-Moezzi, Le Guide divin dans le shîʿisme
original. Aux sources de l’ésotérisme en Islam (Paris, 1992; tr. David Streight as
The Divine Guide in Early Shiʿism. The Sources of Esotericism in Islam, Albany,
1994); idem, with Christian Jambet, Qu’est-ce que le shî’isme? (Paris, 2004). The
EIr. articles on Shiʿism, Shiʿite Imāms (at iranica.com), and other figures also
provide reliable information.

On the Ismāʿilis, Farhad Daftary’s The Ismāʿilis: Their History and Doctrines,
(Cambridge, 1990) has superseded the earlier works on the subject, although
Bernard Lewis’s The Assassins: A Radical Sect inIslam (London, 1967) retains
its usefulness.

Additional works. A. Banani, The Modernization of Iran 1921-1941, Stanford,
1961.

A. Biruni, Ketāb al-Tafhim le vā’ed sanāʿat al-tanjim, ed. J. Homā’i, Tehran,
1316-18.

X. de Planhol, Les nations du Prophète: manuel géographique de politique



IRAN II. IRANIAN HISTORY (2) ISLAMIC PERIOD (PAGE 6)|Ehsan
Yarshater

10

musulmane, Paris, 1993.

ʿA. Jahez, Risāla ela’l Fatḥ ebn Ḵāqān fi manā-qeb al-turk wa ʿāmmat jund al-
khelāfa, in Tria Opuscula (Thalāṯa rasā’el), ed. G. van Vloten, Leiden, 1903, pp.
1-56.

V. Minorsky, Studies in Caucasian History, Cambridge, 1957.

M. Omidsalar, “Šāh-nāma-ye Ferdowsi wa howiyyat-e farhangi-ye Maḥmud-e
Ḡaznavi” (Ferdowsi’s Šāh-nāma and Maḥmud of Ghazna’s cultural identity),
Iranshenasi 11/2, 1999, pp. 616-32.

R. Savory, Iran under the Safavids, Cambridge, 1980.

E. Yarshater, “Dar jostoju-ye rāz-e baqāʾ: masʾale-ye rastāḵiz-e farhangi-e
Ḵorāsān” (In search of survival: cultural resurgence in Khurasan), Iran Nameh
15/4, 1997, pp. 539-68.

 

ii(3). A chronological table of events (recording major happenings of Iranian
prehistory and history from the most ancient times to 2005).

Index of proper names that occur in the chronological table.

https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/iran-ii3-chronological-table%22
https://www.iranicaonline.org/%22/articles/iran-ii3-index-of-proper-names%22

