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The western media portrayal of life in
the Islamic Republic of Iran during the
decade of the 1980s, following the revolu-
tion of 1979, was very rarely favourable.
An occasional observer of post-revolu-
tionary Iran could be forgiven for visualis-
ing a stereotype of a harsh regime which
had as prime goals the clamping down on
the local version of western pop sub-cul-
ture and the de-emancipation of women.
Simply put, the Iranians have been por-
trayed for over a decade as the ‘baddies’
in several conflicts: the on-going tension
with the United States; the surge in Is-
lamic fundamentalism throughout the
muslim world which went hand-in-hand
with what appeared to be an active Ira-
nian policy of exporting revolution; the
Iran-Iraq conflict, during which the West

~ saw Iraq as a buffer against Iranian funda-
mentalist expansion; and the dispute with
Britain over Salman Rushdie’s Sazanic
Verses.

Not only did the image of Iran suffer,
but the stereotype of Islam in general was
badly affected by the various conflicts be-
tween Iran and the West. Iran was seen as
the latter-day exponent of revivalist funda-
mentalist Islam, indeed the personifica-
tion of the Islamic faith, and its actions
which aroused so much hostility in the
West led directly to a rapid eroding of the
perception of Islam throughout the West-
em world (Von Der Mehden 1983).

Of considerable interest for our pur-
poses is the Iranian perception of the post
1979 Islamic republic, and the claim that
it is the first truly Islamic state to be estab-
lished since the community assembled by
the Prophet Muhammad in 7th SEE.«
Arabia (Bakhash 1990:8). This paper
will focus on several significant features
of contemporary Iran, placing them
within an Islamic context, by reference to
the Qur’4n and speeches and writings of

"leading Iranian Islamic revolutionaries.

Social Engineering

Post-revolution Iran is characterised
by a single-minded, normative approach
to restructuring society. There is little
room in modem-day Iran for the plural-
ism of the West. The significant differ-
ence between the West and Iran in terms
of the varying attitudes to pluralism, is
that in Westem societies there is a separa-
tdon between Church and State, whereas
in post-revolution Iran religious values un-
derpin the entire philosophy and structure
of the State. In Western societies, there is
no single supreme guardian of absolute
values. Rather, relativism has become the
order of the day, and Westemn democra-
cies place a high value on freedom of
opinion, political persuasion and creed. In
societies where religion is the formalised
basis of the State, however, revealed
scripture containing God’s Word repre-
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sents an absolute set of values, which
overrides any human value systems
(which are perceived as being inherently
flawed). This makes for a strong, central
moral code, which because of the accep-
tance of absolutes in terms of beliefs and
behaviour, absolves the society of the
need to allow for relativist pluralism to a
considerable degree.

Thus, in an Islamic state, such as Iran,
the ultimate point of reference for all mat-
ters, whether judicial, moral, ethical, or
social, will be scripture: the Qur’én, the
Islamic Traditions of the Prophet, and the
successive layers of Islamic literature
built upon these two great sources. Any
value system which is at variance with
these sources is seen quite simply as be-
ing incompatible with God’s Word, and
thus wrong. There can be no room for the
‘each to their own’ syndrome of the West,
as there is logically no alternative, equally
valid system to that given to humanity by
God. This belief in the divine origin of Is-
lamic law is encapsulated in the teachings
of the Ayatollah Khomeini, who said:

Islamic government is the government of
divine right, and its laws cannot be
changed, modified, or contested. (Hendra
1980:15) .

It is important in this context to under-
stand the impact that such pronounce-
ments by Khomeini had on Iranians. He
was accorded unquestioned authority as
the fagih or supreme jurist. As his spiri-
tual successor Ali Khamenei said in 1988,
‘When the supreme jurist issues an order
based on the interests of Islam and the so-
ciety, that order is an order from God, a
religious edict.” (Bakhash 1990:11)

To reinforce the authority which he de-
rived from his position, Khomeini regu-
larly drew upon the authority of the

Qur’én. This is the essence of fundamen-
talist Islam: the recourse to revealed scrip-
ture as the primary point of reference in
setting the goals and pattemns of contem-
porary society. An example to illustrate
the issue of the divine origin of Islamic
law discussed above is found in Qur’anic
verses which encapsulate the uniqueness
and absoluteness of Islam, such as:

(Q3:109)You are the best of the nations
raised up for (the benefit of) men; you en-
Jjoin what is right and forbid the wrong
and believe in Allah; and if the followers
of the Book had believed it would have
been better for them, of them (some) are
believers and most of them are transgres-
sors.

(0Q2:143)And thus We have made you a
medium (just) nation that you may be the
bearers of witness to the people...

Education in Iran has been used as an
essential tool for social engineering since
the earliest stages of the revolution. It was
seen by the revolutionaries as having
been an agent of negative values during
the Shah'’s period of rule, and for two
years in the early post-revolutionary pe-
riod, Iranian universities were closed
down, 1o allow time to purge the institu-
tions of anti-revolutionary influences. But
after this initial purification process, the
universities have come to be seen as pro-
viding fertile ground for consolidating the
revolution. This has had various manifes-
tations. Firstly, there is an ideological
screening process which ensures that both
academic and administrative staff in
prominent positions are supporters of the
Islamic government. Secondly, changes
to school and university curricula have
served to reinforce revolutionary ideals.
For example, school curricula now in-
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clude a subject called Mor-
als. An Iranian acquaintance,
who teaches Morals in
schools, described it to me as
one of the most important
aims of the Iranian education
system, which wants to
change the behaviour of Ira-
nian children, owing to what
he termed ‘a crisis in social
behaviour’. He demonstrated
a very fixed view of what is
right and what is wrong, and
aresolve to bring up a new
breed of Iranians who will be
attuned to absolute values, as
are found in God’s Law.

The Moral Crusade

One of the most striking
features about contemporary
Iran is the intense preoccupa-
tion of the authorities with es-
tablishing and maintaining a
strict code of sexual moral-
ity. Once again, the refer-
ence point is the Qur’4n,
which gives very clear in-
structions, both in relation to
sexual conduct, and also in
connection with dressing in
an appropriately modest manner. The fol-
lowing verses demonstrate this:

(Q24:30)Say to the believing men that
they cast down their looks and guard

their private parts; that is purer for them;

surely Allah is Aware of what they do.

(Q24:31)And say to the believing women
that they cast down their looks and guard
their private parts and not display their
ornaments except what appears thereof,

A sign in an Iranian hotel reminding foreign women

of the compulsory dress code.

and let them wear their head-coverings
over their bosoms, and not display their
ornaments except to their husbands or
their fathers, or the fathers of their hus-
bands...

(Q24:33)And let those who do not find
the means to marry keep chaste until Al-
lah makes them free from want out of his
grace.

The comerstone device for enforcing
appropriate moral conduct is the hijab,
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the female headcovering which is manda-
tory m@cmn& for every woman outside her
home . It is the means to ensure that
women do ‘not display their ornaments’
as referred to above. The role of the hijab
in a nutshell is as follows:

The philosophy behind the hijab for
women in Islam is that she should cover
her body in her associations with men
whom she is not related to according to
the Divine Law and that she does not
flaunt and display herself. (Mutahhari
1987:12)

To supplement the hijab covering, Ira-
nian women are forbidden to shake hands
with men other than those in their immedi-
ate family, and devout Iranian women are
trained to defer their gaze when meeting
men. The purpose is to prevent the tempta-
tion for men to leer at women with lustful
looks, which is forbidden by Islam.

The existence of clear Qur’anic injunc-
tions regarding'moral behaviour, and the
implementation of these injunctions in the
Islamic legat code which predominates in
Iran, raises the issue of the-appropriate
punishment for miscreants. Which of the
nation’s members are most guilty of ac-
tions which are contrary to the spirit of
these injunctions, and how does the sys-
temn deal with law-breakers?

These questions were put to a young
member of academic staff, who was a spe-
cialist in criminology and who also wrote
articles for youth magazines on subjects
related to crime among the young. The in-
terview went as follows:

Q: Is crime a big problem amongst
young people in Iran?

A: Yes, it is very important in Iran.

Q: What are the main crimes that young
people engage in in Tehran?

A: Crimes against property and sexual

crimes. These two categories are most im-
portant.

Q: You mean rape?

A: Rape in foreign countries is important,
but in Iran, unlawful intercourse is a
crime. Rape refers to relations between a
man and a woman by force. In Iran, this
is a crime, as are unlawful relations be-
tween a man and a woman (without use
of force).

Q: What is the punishment for an unlaw-
ful relationship between a man and a
woman?

A: If the man or woman is married, the
punishment is death. Of course, to prove
this crime is very difficult. If you look in
the newspaper, you will have difficulty
finding cases of this punishment, because
proving it is very difficult. For example,
there must be four witnesses to the act.
They must completely see the act.

If the man or woman who commits the
crime is not married, they receive one
hundred lashes. Proving this is also diffi-
cult. There must be witnesses or a confes-
sion.

The punishments referred to above
have been codified in the post-revolution-
ary Iranian legal system of civil law, with
the details being drawn from the Qur’4n
(Q4:15-16) and the Islamic Traditions.

An example of this detail concermns the
identity of the witnesses required in order
to prove a charge of fornication:

Article 91: Fornication is proved with the
testimony of four reputable men, or three
reputable men and two reputable women,
whether it involves the punishment of
flogging or the punishment of stoning to
death.

Article 92: In cases where fornication in-
volves only the punishment of flogging, it
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is also proved with the testimony of two
reputable men or four reputable women.

NOTE: Testimony of women alone or
Jointly with that of one reputable man
does not prove fornication; rather such
witnesses shall be subject to the punish-
ment for slander. (Da‘wati 1984:150-151)

During the 1980s, the precondition of
there being witnesses to fornication for a
verdict of guilty to be handed down was
not always enforced. However, it appears
that since early 1990, there has been some
tightening up of the conditions for carry-
ing out punishment for moral crimes, and
it is now increasingly necessary for the
prescribed number of witnesses to be pro-
duced before the law can be carried out,
as defined above.

Minorities - Misfits of the Islamic
Revolution

What is the place of minorities in a so-
ciety with such a clearly defined set of so-
cial norms and absolute values? The issue
of minority rights is addressed in Iran
within the context of the broader Islamic
community. This is illustrated by the fol-
lowing comment by the Ayatoliah
Khomeini:

The person who governs the Moslem com-
munity must always have its interests at
heart and not his own. This is why Islam
has put so many people to death: to safe-
guard the interests of the Moslem commu-
nity. Islam has obliterated many tribes
because they were sources of corruption
and harmful to the welfare of Moslems.
(Hendra 1980:28)

The above statement illustrates a fun-
damental point about contemporary Iran;
namely, that most minorities are able to
function as distinct social and religious
groups providing that they acknowledge
the supremacy and authority of the Shiite
Islamic government and do not threaten
this authority in any way. To this end,
various minority groups have repre-
sentatives within the Iranian parliament,
and non-Islamic groups are free to prac-
tise their own forms of worship within
certain limits 3. Nevertheless, such *free-
dom within constraints’ runs counter to
the human spirit of independence, and
there is evidence of varying degrees of
dissatisfaction among minority groups,
whether social, political, or religious, who
are out of step with the policies and per-
suasions of the Iranian authorities.

A Kurdish informant expressed such
disaffection in saying that although he
was a Muslim, he was regarded with sus-
picion because he did not assume the out-
ward trappings of being a good
revolutionary, such as regular attendance
at the mosque, or remaining unshaver.
Kurds complain of being subjected to on-
going, and sometimes violent, forms of
discrimination by fellow Iranians partly
because of their being Sunni Muslims,
whereas the majority of Iranians are Shi-
ites. It should be added that Kurdish resis-
tance groups, struggling for an
independent Kurdish state, have greatly
contributed to a continuing distrust of the
Kurds by the Iranian government. Such
an open challenge to the central Islamic
authority usually precipitates a Govern-
ment clamp-down on what it perceives as
a dissident group.

A minority group to feel the full brunt
of official disapproval is that of the
Baha’is. Unlike the Kurds, who are ac-
cepted as muslims, the Baha’is are treated
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with disdain, and regarded as being
preachers of a false, infidel creed. Perse-
cution of this group has included confisca-
tion of property, denial of basic civil
rights, physical abuse, and imprisonment
and execution (Amnesty International Re-
port 1985:310). The fact that the Baha’i
faith developed as an offshoot of Islam,
and that the three central figures in its es-
tablishment are buried in a shrinein
Haifa, Israel, has not assisted their cause
in the eyes of the Iranian Government.
The main Baha’i temple in Tehran has
been closed down, and many Baha’is
have left Iran since 1979 to settle in west-
ern countries, including Australia.

Jews are considered by Islam as ‘Peo-
ple of the Book’, and are thus accorded
recognition as one of the official state re-
ligions, and are allowed to practise their
faith providing they don’t proselytise.
Nevertheless, the frequent references to
Jews in the Qur’4n are often highly criti-
cal, as was seen previously in the refer-
ence to ‘the followers of the Book’ in
Q3:109. Though not arousing the ire of
the Iranian authorities to the same degree
as the Baha’is, Jews have nevertheless ex-
perienced varying degrees of discrimina-
tion, including being denied opportunities
for advancement in government service,
denial of import/export licenses for Jew-
ish businessmen, and the withholding of
various standard civic services from Jew-
ish neighbourhoods. There are also re-
portts of specially heavy taxes being
levied against Jews, as well as other meas-
ures, such as refusing to grant permission
for an entire family to travel out of Iran,
thus detaining one member to ensure the
return of the others. Some Iranian Jews
have managed to leave Iran via Turkey,
continuing on to Israel, where they have
been accepted as new immigrants, joining

a substantial community of ex-Iranian
Jews now resident in Israel.

Thus, the official attitude to and treat-
ment of minorities is largely dependent
on the degree to which those minorities
show allegiance to the overall rule of Is-
lam. They enjoy a freedom with con-
straints and without a complete degree of
equality. This is labelled discrimination in
the West, but supporters of the Iranian
government argue that the standard is
sanctioned by Islam, so variants diverging
from this Islamic standard are not deserv-
ing of complete equality.

Heroes of the Islamic Revolution

Preceding discussion has focused
upon issues and forces identified as poten-
tial or actual opponents of the Islamic
state. However, the Islamic revolution has
not been simply preoccupied with address-
ing negative factors in society. An essen-
tial agent of the fundamentalist revolution
has been the depiction of goals of accept-
able Islamic behaviour. The most striking
device for doing this is in the identifica-
tion of heroes of the Islamic revolution
for the benefit of the masses.

The most frequently depicted personal-
ity is Imam Khomeini, the spiritual father
of the revolution and leader until his
death in June 1989. Representations of
Khomeini are found on all manner of con-
structions, from small columns to large
walls of multi-storey buildings. In addi-
tion, one will also see paintings of Imam
Khomeini’s successor as spiritual leader,
Ali Khamenei, as well as representations
of various heroes of the revolution and
martyrs of the war against Iraq.

Since 1979, many streets have been re-
named, and now carry the names of per-
sonalities held up as models of
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revolutionary ideals. A notable example
is Khaled Eslambouli Street, named after
one of the assassins of Egyptian President
Anwar Sadat. Eslambouli is regarded as a
hero in Iran because, as a member of the
Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood, he was re-
sponsible for exacting revenge on Sadat
for the latter’s signing of the Camp David
Peace accords with Israel in 1979. The
post-revolution Iranian regime is implaca-
bly opposed to the existence of the State
of Israel. It sees the establishment of the
Jewish state on former Islamic-controlled
land, and Israel’s control over the Islamic
holy site of Al-Aksa in Jerusalem, as run-
ning directly counter to the previously-dis-
cussed notion of Jewish communities
being acceptable within ddr al-Islam.
only as long as they accept Islamic sover-
eignty.

Many institutions carry the names of
martyrs of post-revolutionary Iran. An ex-
ample is Shahid Chamran University,
named after a famous Iranian who spent
several years in Lebanon assisting Leba-
nese Shiite forces in their struggles in the
Lebanese Civil War, and who was eventu-
ally killed in the Iran-Iraq War. Another
is Shahid Beheshti University, named af-
ter a prominent leader of the revolution
and Chief Justice of the Supreme Court,
who was assassinated by Mojahedin re-
bels in June 1981.

Perhaps one of the most prominent im-
pressions which strikes the visitor to Iran
is the cult of martyrdom which has been
developed and is reinforced in a myriad
of ways. In addition to the numerous
streets, buildings, and universities which
carry the name of a shahid, or martyr, one
carinot fail to constantly encounter slo-
gans, exhorting young Iranians to taste
the glory of dying for Islam. Slogans such
as ‘Faith, Jihad, Martyrdom: the Only
Way to Salvation’ adom both city walls

and billboards on country roads. Waiting
rooms in government offices will often in-
clude a large picture poster of young Shi-
ite revolutionary guards, with their
characteristic red headbands A, marching
ceremoniously on parade prior to embark-
ing for some distant conflict on the Iran-
Iraq border or in Lebanon. The ultimate
goal seems 10 be admission to the Be-
hesht-e-Zahra, the martyrs cemetery in
the southern suburbs of Tehran, where
rows of martyrs’ tombstones surround a
large fountain which spews out bright red
water, representing the blood of the mar-
tyred heroes.

The common characteristic in the de-
piction of heroes of the revolution and
models of good revolutionary behaviour
is their commitment to the struggle
against what are perceived as anti- Is-
lamic forces for evil. This struggle is de-
picted as a fundamental dichotomy
between good, represented by Islamic val-
ues and teachings, and evil, represented
by non-Islamic, secularist, materialist
value systems.

Whither Iran?

The temptation is to look at recent de-
velopments in Iranian society through the
eyes of a completely different, western
culture, and to judge it negatively as a re-
sult. Indeed, the reverse could also apply,
and a number of my Iranian acquain-
tances who are sympathetic to the revolu-
tion were highly critical of what they saw
as the advanced state of decay of western
society, manifested in the decline in mar-
riage, fewer people wanting children, ram-
pant drug problems, and a preoccupation
with self-serving materialism. Just as this
latter assessment of the West is raw and
simplistic, it would not be appropriate to
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evaluate post-revolutionary Iran out of
context. Rather, it is necessary to see it as
a product of the Iran which went before,
which was characterised by enormous so-
cial inequities and stark distinctions be-
tween the westernised elite and the less
educated masses. In the revolution, the lat-
ter section of society finally found its
voice, and the dramatic swing in the pen-
dulum has been a function of political and
social developments this century and the
conditions existing at the time of the revo-
lution.

So whither Iran? The initial fundamen-
talist scripture-driven fervour and zeal of
the 1980s has been tempered somewhat
during 1990 and 1991 by more pragmatic
factors, brought about by considerable so-
cial and economic dislocation resulting
from both the revolution itself and the
eight year long Iran-Iraq War. There
seems little doubt that the radical changes
brought about by the revolution, in terms
of social engineering based on Islamic
values, will continue to be the predomi-
nant determining factor in society for
some time to come. But we are also likely
to witness a gradual breakdown of the
simplistic portrayal of the Western ‘bo-
gey-man’, which will coincide with a
growing awareness on the part of Iran
that it cannot quarantine itself from the
West. Iran will continue to be the most dy-
namic force for change in the muslim
world for some time to come, but its own
increasing pragmatism will serve to add a
degree of stability to current social and
political trends throughout the muslim
world.

Notes

1.The following pages describe im-
pressions of Iran gathered during three

visits which I made to Tehran between
October 1990 and November 1991.

2.Very devout women will wear the hi-
jab even within the home. Less commit-
ted muslim women wear it in public as is
obligatory, but discard it as soon as they
withdraw to the privacy of their own
homes.

3. An example of such limits concems
the practice of Christian worship in Iran,
where churches must avoid all references
to Jesus as the ‘Son of God’ in their lit-
urgy. Such a reference is expressly forbid-
den at several places in the Qur’4n, such
as Q18:4-5 ‘And wam those who say: Al-
lah has taken a son. They have no knowl-
edge of it, nor had their fathers; a
grievous word it is that comes out of their
mouths, they speak nothing but a lie’.

4. These bandannas are emblazoned
with the ubiquitous Islamic exhortations,
most commonly in the form of dedica-
tions to the Twelfth Imam, whose coming
will inaugurate the reign of Truth and Jus-
tice, according to Shiite belief,
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Jewish Fundamentalism

Martin H. Katchen
Postgraduate University of Sydney

At the end of World War II, an ob-
server in either Israel (then Palestine) or
the United States, would have been hard
put to see Orthodox or fundamentalist Ju-
daism as anything other than a living fos-
sil, soon to be superseded by more
progressive forms of Jewish observance.
After all, Eastern Europe, the heartland of
Orthodoxy had been almost totally annihi-
lated by the twin assaults of Communism
and the Nazi Holocaust. Orthodox Juda-
ism had shown little talent to this point in
surviving in the corrosive environment of
North America, South Africa, or Austra-
lia, which unlike Eastern Europe, offered
positive incentives for Jews who would
moderate their observance in the interest
of fitting in and getting ahead. Moreover,
in Israel a new breed of nationalistic Jew,
the sabra, was emerging, aggressive,
proud of his or her Jewish heritage, but
having little use for such restrictions as

Sabbath, which appeared to be almost uni-
versally accepted as an outdated restric-
tion having little value in modermn
industrial society.

That fundamentalist Judaism has
shown not only incredible staying power,
but the ability to grow appears
astonishing, but only to one who is not
aware of similar trends in most other relig-
ions. Fundamentalist Judaism appears to
be following many of the same social and
religious dynamics as fundamentalist
Christianity, particularly in the United
States and to a lesser extent, Australia.

This article shall focus on these simi-
lar factors and how they contribute to the
rise of American fundamentalist Judaism.

Robert Wuthnow, Professor of Sociol-
ogy at Princeton University, has identi-
fied fundamentalism as essentially a
response to modemity. Rather than being
an authentic retum to premodern folk pi-
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ety, fundamentalism is essentially an at-
tempt to update a religious tradition and
to adjust and conform to the forms of
modernity without accepting the sub-
stanice of modernism. Fundamentalism
identifies the priorities of the religious tra-
dition, the fundamentals which must be
adhered to. Across religious traditions,
these fundamentals appear to fall in
roughly three categories, purity, pente-
costalism, and prophecy.

Purity comprises the laws and norms
of the religious society. In Christianity,
these include sexual mores such as prohi-
bitions on divorce and premarital and ex-
tramarital sex, as well as strictures against
alcohol. In Islam most of these strictures
are included in the Sharia or Muslim le-
gal system. In Judaism, these strictures
(with the exception of the Christian prohi-
bition on divorce(not found in Islam
either)) are included in the Mitzvot or
commandments.

Pentecostalism, besides referring to a
specific Christian group of denomina-
tions, refers to the acceptance and cultiva-
tion of states of religious euphoria or
ecstasy. In Christianity, examples abound
in the ecstatic singing and preaching asso-
ciated with pentecostal churches. In Juda-
ism, Chassidism has historically filled
this role, as it does today. Ecstatic sing-
ing, dancing and often drinking at

fahrbrengenen (the Lubavitch chassidic
term for celebration) are quite common in
Chassidic movements, and offer a major
religious attraction.

Prophecy is an emphasis on the fulfil-
ment of end times speculation. The need
for fundamentalists to fit current events
into an expected prophetic framework is
an aspect that appears to cross religious
lines. In Shiite Islam, speculation on the
revelation of the hidden Imam centred on
the Ayatollah Khomeinei. In fundamental-

ist Christianity, as is well known, specula-
tion has centred on the Book of Revela-
tions, with current events being
interpreted in terms of them. In Judaism,
various sources have been quoted in at-
tempts to relate current events to the end
times regarding the coming of Moshiach.
Although the current Lubavitch specula-
tion is the most obvious example of this,
it is not the only current example, as we
shall see.

This preoccupation with end times is
both a manifestation of and a support for
an attitude of premillennialism. Premillen-
nialism can be defined as a belief that the
world is in a relatively undesirable period
in which evil is relatively triumphant.
This period will be followed by a cataclys-
mic change which is the millennium,
which will usher in a new and perfected
world.

Premillennialism is relatively common
in religions. Hindus believe that we are in
the dark Age of Kali. Shiite and Ismaili
muslims await the coming of the hidden
Imam. Fundamentalist Christians await
the Second Coming of Jesus. And funda-
mentalist Jews await the coming of
Moshiach.

A premillennialist stance makes it pos-
sible for a fundamentalist group to be
skeptical and critical of the world, and of
secular authority. If the world is not per-
fectible without a major upheaval, than
progress is illusory. This fits with an al-
ready existing dissatisfaction with the
world among fundamentalists.

Postmillennialism on the other hand,
is rare among fundamentalist movements.
Postmillennialism postulates that the
world is past the millennium and that we
are living in the new age, or to paraphrase
Voltaire’s Dr. Pangloss, ‘the best of all
possible worlds’. Postmillennialism thus,



