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Prologue

September 18, 2022

Tehran, Iran

It was a Sunday morning, and Rozhin Yousefzadeh was still in bed at her Tehran boardinghouse, scrolling on her phone. On Instagram and Twitter, she saw images of the crowds that had gathered the previous day in Saqqez and Sanandaj, two Kurdish cities in western Iran. In Saqqez, thousands of people had defied the authorities and marched to the cemetery to bury Mahsa Jîna Amini, a Kurdish Iranian woman a few days shy of her twenty-third birthday who had been detained by the so-called morality police for showing too much hair and then beaten into a coma. At her funeral, a female activist demanded that the police force be abolished, and some of the women ripped off their black headscarves. People chanted “Jin, Jîyan, Azadî”—“Woman, Life, Freedom”—a slogan born of the Kurdish freedom movement.

Rozhin, a member of Iran’s Kurdish ethnic minority herself and just a few years older than Mahsa, had a defiant spirit that had propelled her from her home village in northwestern Iran to the capital city all alone. At times, it felt to Rozhin like she could tap into a collective consciousness that let her know when people around her were frustrated enough to take to the streets. It was an instinct whose mechanics she didn’t know how to verbalize. And she knew now that this was one of those times.

At that point, aside from a spontaneous protest outside the hospital where Mahsa had died, there was little going on in Tehran. Rozhin scrolled her social media feeds. “This sympathy, this empathy, is a symbol of our national unity,” one tweet read, above a drawing of Mahsa. “Today I’m wearing black and this afternoon I’m leaving my house.” Rozhin retweeted it. On her Instagram, she wrote a message to her followers. “Today it’s Mahsa, tomorrow it might be my turn or yours,” she said. “No people deserve such a criminal government.” She searched for any calls to protest in Tehran and found none. She feared this injustice would pass, leaving no mark on the system responsible for Mahsa’s death.

Something surged inside her. Rozhin, you’re always waiting for someone else to call for a protest, she thought. Why don’t you start one for once? She just needed to be brave enough to be the spark. Her appearance would be her protest sign. She put on a short-sleeved dress that went to her knees and wore no pants underneath it, and she draped a short jacket over her shoulders. Her black hair hung to her collarbone. From top to bottom, her outfit was a gross violation of the Islamic dress code—women’s hair and skin covered, their bodies’ curves cloaked—enforced for over four decades by the state. At 10:30 a.m., she left her boardinghouse. Then she walked on some of the most prominent streets of Tehran—Valiasr, Beheshti, Motahhari. As she walked, she filmed a video with her phone. “I mourn, I mourn for Kurdistan, I mourn for all of Iran,” Rozhin said into the camera, her face stricken. She listened on her earbuds to one of her favorite artists, an exiled dissident Iranian rapper. A mix of emotions flooded her from moment to moment—fear, courage, grief, worry. Was her act futile? Her heart pounded. She expected to be arrested at any second.

After a few hours, she returned to the boardinghouse. There, she ran into another resident, and the woman asked Rozhin if she could join her. Rozhin changed into white capri pants, a dark tank top, and a sheer blouse and tied a black-and-white handkerchief around her wrist. Again, she wore no headscarf. The pair walked to a copy shop, where they scrawled “#Mahsa_Amini” in Persian on sheets of paper. They held the makeshift signs aloft as they walked that afternoon and into the evening. They were silent, each listening to her own music, stopping occasionally to smoke a cigarette together. They reached Enghelab (Revolution) Square, where hundreds of members of Iran’s security forces, dressed in full riot gear and armed with batons, were already stationed. A passerby stopped them.

“Please don’t do this,” she told the women. “They’ll arrest you.”

“I want people to see that something is going on and to prepare themselves,” Rozhin replied.

She was daring, and when she felt fear, she took it as a signal that she was doing the right thing. She wanted people to take courage from her example. She had calculated that the cost of her act may be months in prison, but she was okay with that.

The two women reached the University of Tehran. Police were stationed outside the entrance. A young woman there asked the two if she could join them. What Rozhin had hoped to do that morning—give courage to others through her example—she had accomplished.

The trio walked east, reaching the intersection of Valiasr and Enghelab Streets. Just then dozens of officers in camouflage surrounded them, tore the signs from their hands, and herded them into a small café. They threw the customers out, blocked the entrance, and forced the three women to cover their hair. Rozhin’s housemate started yelling, asking passersby to save them. Against all likelihood, the girl who had joined them at the university managed to squeeze between the officers and escape.

An officer shouted: “Go ahead. Don’t you think we know who you are? We’ll find you.”

Around ten minutes later, the girl returned, yelled to create a distraction, grabbed the women’s hands, and pulled them through a gap in the doorway. Rozhin hardly had time to process what had happened.

The third girl ran off. Rozhin and her friend began to walk away, but a man stepped in front of them. “Can you wait here a minute?” he said. Surprised, Rozhin took two steps backward. Someone grabbed her from behind. Officers appeared, taking Rozhin’s arms and dragging her toward a nearby van, the kind the police used to haul protesters to detention centers. She bent over, using her weight to resist them—once, twice, three times. Finally, one of the officers yanked her by her hair and threw her inside.
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Rozhin’s actions that day in late 2022 put her at the vanguard of a protest movement that would grow into the longest and most widespread popular challenge to the Islamic Republic of Iran in its four decades of rule. The Woman, Life, Freedom movement, as it came to be known, was sparked by outrage against the government’s violent repression of women, but the protests soon grew to encompass forty-three years of unfulfilled promises and injustices: a failing economy, political oppression, institutionalized corruption, suffocating social control, environmental destruction, and rampant hypocrisy, all in the name of a holy government. The protests of that year, which lasted nearly twelve weeks, were unique in their breadth and longevity. They built on the demands of protests of previous eras. But they were also remarkable1 for bringing together Iranians across ethnicity and social class and for putting women’s demands at the center, features that had been absent from previous periods of unrest. Rage overpowered fear. Rozhin and her generation had seen their horizons walled off in every direction. They were on the streets to topple those walls.

The 2022 street protests were eventually snuffed out by a government that spared no brutality to stay in power. Killing, arrest, torture, rape, execution—the Islamic Republic was scared, but it could muster enough riot police and plainclothes thugs to frighten Iranians back into their homes. The protesters left the streets, their resistance shifting into a register of everyday disobedience. Open defiance of the mandatory hijab law became normal, leaving observers wondering what taboos would be trashed next.

How had this happened? The 1979 revolution that swept aside a monarchy was the product of a movement that harbored dreams of social justice, equality, independence, and political freedom after a quarter century in which the shah, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, had strengthened his autocratic rule and blocked avenues for political opposition. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the Shia cleric who emerged as the leader of the revolution, promised a new, more democratic Iran that would also be harmonious with Islam. The revolution was born of an impulse that had stirred Iranians into protest, rebellion, organizing, and dialogue throughout the twentieth century. Moderate liberals, right-wing Islamists, secular intellectuals, and leftist guerrilla groups banded together to overthrow a dynasty. It was a movement full of conflict, contradiction, and contestation.

But instead of allowing space for these competing visions, Khomeini and his acolytes built a system that served his narrow Islamic fundamentalist faction and worsened beyond imagination every failing and brutality that had existed under the shah. Almost immediately those men began excluding their former allies from power and then turned to persecuting them. Precious few insiders objected to Khomeini’s drive to consolidate control of the new state and eliminate his perceived enemies. Far too late, they realized their creation would one day just as easily flick them into oblivion.

In the late 1990s, a political and social movement emerged that dared to redefine the meaning of the revolution and demand a greater say for the people in determining their destiny. Dubbed “reformism,” it included some of the 1979 revolutionaries and, more crucially, a new generation of young people seeking to channel their formidable energies into transforming the government into one that was more flexible, responsive, and representative. They revealed that Iran was not what its rulers wished it to be: a submissive polity that accepted one vision of a good and holy life. Instead, it was a restless, vibrant country that would always question those who wielded power. This movement hoped to change the system from within, not tear it down. Had they succeeded, they might have enabled the Islamic Republic to forge a new, stronger social contract with its people. But Khomeini had created a template for eliminating even loyal critics, and his successor Ayatollah Ali Khamenei followed it, crushing his peaceful opposition with a ruthlessness that stunned the country.

By the late 2000s, the democratic promise of the revolution had been stolen. But there were still people who dreamed of bettering the lot of Iranians through economic prosperity. They sought to reconnect their country to the rest of the world and build businesses that would give millions a route to the middle class. The Persian Gulf states and other authoritarian countries near Iran had followed a similar template: political repression and control leavened by material comfort and the pursuit of ambition. There was no reason Iran could not do the same, although it would require its rulers to relax their grip on the country’s immense wealth. For a moment, that appeared to be in the offing when Iran reached a deal with world powers that would lift some of the most onerous sanctions on the country. But Iran’s ruling political and economic system, answering to Khamenei and made up of thousands of security men and profiteering insiders, mounted a terrifying backlash that chased away honest businessmen and tolerated only those willing to make the deepest moral compromises. Khamenei steered the country to a form of clerical-military oligarchy that infused the Islamic Republic with greed at every level and steadily closed off economic opportunity to the vast majority of Iranians.

So by the late 2010s, it had become clear to Iranians that they could not achieve political or economic freedom in their homeland. None of the revolution’s promises—of justice, freedom, or homegrown flourishing—had come to pass. More and more Iranians left, and those who stayed rejected completely the inheritance they had been handed. Some of them disdained their predecessors in opposition, seeing them as too willing to compromise with the Islamic Republic. One by one, they broke political and social taboos that had suffocated young Iranians of prior generations. As Iran’s political structure ossified, street-level cultural change accelerated, driven by the internet, which gave Iranians direct access to the outside world, unmediated by their government’s propaganda. There had never been a bigger gap between Iran’s people and its rulers in the modern era. It is unsurprising, then, that the world has witnessed round after round of widespread protest in the last decade in Iran.

We tell this story of a country through the eyes of six people who have lived through and shaped these events. They come from different social classes and ethnic backgrounds, with varying views on the Islamic Republic and the reasons behind its failure. Some of them helped to strengthen the government at times, or were complicit in some of its crimes, while others have a hardened, uncompromising stance on the regime. Each of them ended up challenging a system that sought to subjugate them. They have diverging visions for Iran’s future: the total overthrow of the Islamic Republic, its reform from within, or the return of the monarchy. In their nuances, they reflect the astonishing diversity of contemporary Iranian society, which has simultaneously resisted and been forced to make do with its rulers.

The Islamic Republic has evolved, becoming more repressive than it was at its inception. The accumulation of wealth by loyalists, the formation of powerful intelligence services, and the indoctrination of security forces have made the system more rigid, intrusive, and aggressive than ever. The system has invented, borrowed, and adapted new oppressive methods to control Iranians and suppress their calls for change. Despite lacking the popularity and charisma of his predecessor, Khamenei has far greater power than Khomeini ever did.

At the same time, Iran’s protest movements, which were never fully repressed, have also evolved. In their determination, they have won innumerable victories, forcing the state to make concessions on the way people dress, the movies and television they watch, the internet they access, and the news they consume. Never have Iranians been so aware of their rights or so able to articulate their ideals and aspirations.

As change in Iran has accelerated over the past two decades, the outside world’s understanding of the country has fractured. Censorship and pressure on independent journalism have long been features of the Islamic Republic, but these restrictions grew more severe after the late 2000s. We wrote this book because, as journalists with roots in Iran and fluency in Persian, we were in a privileged position. We could speak directly to Iranians, and during nearly five years of reporting, we constructed a narrative that foregrounded their stories.

We had another privilege. Neither of us can travel safely to Iran, because of the stories we have written on power and corruption within the Islamic Republic. The Iranian government arrests dual nationals and journalists without justification. But having been stripped of that hope long ago, we felt free to write an unflinching history of modern Iran. The bravery of Iranians willing to tell their own stories, together with modern communication technologies, a new wave of emigration, and recent disclosures of previously secret government documents, has enabled us to depict the overlapping crises the country finds itself in, and the lives of the people who hope to find a way out.

The story we emerged with is this: A revolution that was launched with egalitarian ideals and immense hopes has resulted in a mafia state—a criminal enterprise that benefits a few, protected by a brutal, repressive apparatus. Along the way, there were turning points that could have led to a different fate. Among the key actors were some with good intentions who nonetheless birthed devastation when they sacrificed accountability, political inclusion, and the rule of law.

When Mehdi Karroubi was spreading Khomeini’s message as a young dissident cleric in 1960s Iran, he foresaw little of what was in store for his country. Few Iranians would see their fortunes fluctuate to such an extreme in the coming years. His path, perhaps more than anyone else’s, illustrates the stolen promise of the 1979 revolution. It is with him that we begin our story.




Part One




1

Exile

Late one evening in1 the summer of 1966, a tall young man wearing a white turban stood on the banks of the Arvand. A gentle breeze jostled his clerical robes and cooled the sweat on his forehead. His heart pounded. The river divided his native Iran, where the police were hunting him, from Iraq, where he hoped to find refuge.

Mehdi Karroubi had been in hiding for months, running from the shah’s secret police, the SAVAK. He had abandoned his seminary studies and gone from city to city to evade capture.

Now, with another cleric, he was headed to the Iraqi holy city of Najaf. He had family there, but his real purpose was to meet with the man whose revolutionary vision had captured his mind and heart: his teacher Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, exiled to Najaf a year earlier by the monarchy. Karroubi was only twenty-nine, but his commitment to Khomeini’s cause had already distinguished him within Iran’s Islamist opposition.

A man paddled toward the two clerics in a canoe and told them to jump in. Within hours, they were on Iraqi soil. Another man greeted them, instructing them to hide in a palm grove and be quiet. Barefoot locals worked nearby, their daggers glinting in the moonlight. The man returned a few hours later, locked them inside a house not far away, and left.

They spent the next day alone, sharing a hunk of bread for sustenance, with only their thoughts and conversation to entertain them. At night they slept on the floor, their robes folded into makeshift pillows, similar to how they’d slept in the shah’s prisons. It was a price Karroubi had paid several times, sent there for secretly distributing Khomeini’s books and speeches. After Khomeini had been exiled, Karroubi had signed on to a letter declaring his commitment and loyalty to the ayatollah, and a second letter to the shah’s prime minister demanding Khomeini’s return. His outspokenness had made him one of the secret police’s targets. But once he believed in a cause, Karroubi would hold fast to it, no matter the cost to himself.

Two days later, another man showed up and instructed Karroubi and his friend to get into a car.

A scorching August sun beat down on the desert road as they drove from Basra in the southeast toward Najaf in central Iraq. Sand drifted in waves over the asphalt. Hot air wafted in through the open windows. Before them was an endless road, a landscape bathed in muted, dusty browns.

After a while, the car made a strange noise, slowed, and stopped. They were stranded in the desert, with just a bit of water, which was meant for cooling down the engine. It smelled of gasoline, but they grew so thirsty that they had no choice. They sipped a few drops, then rubbed dirt on their lips to get rid of the smell of fuel. As the hours stretched on, Karroubi’s thirst and hunger grew so severe that he considered turning himself in to the police, despite the stories he had heard of harsh treatment in Basra jails. The night arrived, bringing with it a heavy silence swollen with loneliness and dread.

But then a car’s headlights appeared. The driver ferried them to a nearby village, where they spent the night, and the next day, a hired driver, reckless and swerving, delivered them to Najaf. Karroubi went to the home of his brother Hassan, also a devoted follower of Khomeini. But now was not the time to catch up with his brother. After some rest, he headed to Khomeini’s home.

Karroubi stooped to fit through the outer entrance into a small courtyard. Through the windows, he could see Khomeini, in his robes and the black turban that signified he was a descendant of the Prophet Mohammad, sitting in the front room, surrounded by students. His face was severe, with dark black eyebrows that gave him a perpetually stern expression. Softly, so as not to disturb the teaching session, Karroubi stepped inside.
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Karroubi had first encountered Khomeini in the 1950s. He was a newly arrived teenage seminary student in Qom, the Iranian center of religious learning, and Khomeini was already renowned among the young mullahs for his teachings. A religious historian2 of that era described Khomeini as “the centre of attention for many students and people from Qom, Tehran and other cities, whose lectures were, until interrupted after eight years, attended by hundreds of virtuous people from the centre itself and from other places.” Unlike most seminary teachers, Khomeini started his courses on time and snapped at students who arrived late. He delivered his teachings with absolute certainty and grew angry if students interrupted. He ridiculed unprepared students and hectored them to read more.

Khomeini rose through the clerical ranks and built his network of devoted followers, which included Karroubi. When Iran’s leading cleric died in 1961, Khomeini had a freer hand to comment on political events, and he took to it with alacrity, becoming the shah’s most outspoken critic. He condemned the shah for what he saw as myriad failings, including corruption, allowing Western influence into Iran, repression of the press, and “capitulation” to foreigners, all issues that had deep resonance with the Iranian masses.

Khomeini spoke in a simple way, and in short sentences, making his speeches appealing to ordinary people. He addressed the shah as if he were one of his lowly students.

“Don’t do this; listen to my advice. Sir! You’re forty-five years old,”3 Khomeini said in a fateful speech on June 3, 1963, in Qom. “Stop listening to what everyone says. Think a little. Consider the consequences of your actions. Learn a lesson.”

The crowd, moved by Khomeini’s daring, began chanting “Death to the dictator!” Two days later, Khomeini was arrested and transferred to Tehran. The news spread, angering his supporters and sparking demonstrations in major cities. Dozens were killed by the police.

Karroubi, who was in Tehran, hurried back to Qom. He encountered an unrecognizable city. The streets were full of riot police, and shops were shut down. Helicopters and fighter jets flew overhead, intimidating residents. Karroubi went directly to Khomeini’s house. The door was open, and his son Mostafa was receiving visitors. Karroubi and other students arranged more demonstrations, and he was soon arrested for the first time and spent almost two months in jail.

Khomeini was released from detention but was sent into exile after a year, first to Turkey and then to Iraq. His exile was a blow to the nascent movement of militant clerics. They realized that their ideology was not enough—they needed to create an organized network to push their goals forward. Some of the clerics formed underground armed movements, but Karroubi and his friends took a more pacifist approach, secretly publishing magazines and distributing statements from Khomeini to keep his message alive.

Karroubi was arrested again and again for his activism. By 1966, the SAVAK was hunting him, and he fled to Najaf.
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In Najaf, when Khomeini caught sight of Karroubi’s entrance, his expression lightened. He embraced Karroubi and had the young man sit next to him. The other students appeared curious to know more about their teacher’s beloved guest.

Karroubi started to weep. He kissed Khomeini’s hands and told him he was missed in Iran. The next day, Karroubi returned to give him a private report and described the arrests of his disciples and their abuse in jail. Khomeini’s books had been banned, and one of his closest allies, Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri, had been arrested. The police had found a poem in Montazeri’s home that mocked the shah. They asked Montazeri to explain it. “Ah, this? This is nothing,” Montazeri replied, grabbing the paper and tearing it into shreds. An officer began whipping Montazeri, an unimaginable insult to a ranking ayatollah. Leading clerics were reluctant to support Khomeini’s cause, unwilling to invite similar humiliation.

Khomeini’s political activism went against the prevailing discourse in Iranian seminaries at the time. One day, as Karroubi stood by a kiosk reading newspaper headlines in Qom, a seminary teacher of his told him it was unacceptable for a serious cleric to waste time with such matters. Karroubi wanted to listen to the news, but conservative seminarians frowned upon radio and television, associating the new technologies with un-Islamic programs and music they considered morally corrupt. Karroubi moved out of the seminary residence and into a small flat in Qom and began to enjoy his freedom. Though he opposed getting a television set, he bought newspapers and a multiband radio and immersed himself in current events.

Clerics had long disagreed on the proper relation between the clergy and the state—ranging from shunning of authorities to grudging acceptance to full alliance. But over eleven centuries of debate, none had argued for a state run by the clergy or declared the monarchy illegitimate. This, however, was the position that Khomeini eventually adopted during his Najaf exile, putting forth his ideas in an explosive series of lectures that were then circulated in Iran. His ideas were rejected by most senior clerics in Iran, who called Khomeini’s innovations in Shia doctrine heretical.

The clerics in Qom had a doctrinal basis for their opposition, but Khomeini sensed another reason for their cautious approach. Many were large landowners and had accumulated wealth generation after generation through religious taxes, endowments, donations, and gifts from their followers. Disrupting the status quo would endanger their comfortable positions. Khomeini called his clerical4 opponents “court mullahs” and said they were betraying Islam for lucre. “Our problem is people who wear turbans, have read a book somewhere, and have joined the state to fill their bellies or increase their authority,” he said. “These false saints prevent Islam from exerting its proper influence.”

But to Karroubi and other young clerics, his ideas were electric, because Khomeini depicted himself and his followers as on the front line of a global battle. Karroubi saw Islam as a religion concerned foremost with justice. Imam Ali, one of the most admired saints of the Shia branch of Islam, the predominant religion of Iran, was known from folk stories that told of his unwavering attention to the poor and his unimpeachable moral conduct while in power. In Khomeini’s telling, Imam Ali considered holding power less valuable than a pair of shoes. This was the self-effacing political model that Khomeini promised to enact.

Karroubi spent most of the rest of 1966 in Najaf, doing his noon prayers with Khomeini and pursuing his clerical studies. But soon he found himself drawn back to Iran. He missed his wife and infant son, for one, but he also sensed that his youth and revolutionary ambitions were being wasted in what he later described as the “petrified” atmosphere of Najaf. Even if he were arrested, as he had been before, his punishment would be bearable—at most a year in prison—because he was only printing and distributing Khomeini’s teachings, not engaging in armed struggle. He confided in Khomeini, who agreed he should return. Khomeini preferred his former students be in Iran to maintain the dissident mood in Qom and help him stay in touch with supporters.

Khomeini dispatched him with a few letters to deliver to friends. He also issued a decree granting Karroubi the authority to collect donations on his behalf and distribute them to private religious schools. This level of trust from his political and spiritual mentor elated Karroubi.

The journey back to Iran was even more dangerous than crossing into Iraq. If Karroubi were arrested with Khomeini’s documents, he would face certain prison time. In Abadan, an Iranian port city, a police officer briefly detained him but backed off after he was offered a small bribe. Karroubi returned home to Qom.

He and his wife Fatemeh had married just a few years earlier, when Fatemeh was sixteen and Mehdi was twenty-five, in their hometown of Aligudarz, in Iran’s western Lorestan province. Fatemeh was not instinctually political, but living with Karroubi had made her so. After they married, she changed her last name to his, not the normal practice for Iranian women.

Upon his return to Qom, Karroubi continued his underground political work. One Friday, as he washed for prayers, there was a knock at the door. Outside were SAVAK officers,5 who had discovered his location. “Well, well, Mr. Karroubi!” one of them said menacingly. “When did you honor us with your presence? Did you think we wouldn’t find out?” They took Karroubi. But they neglected to search the house first, so Fatemeh removed their sensitive documents to the home of a trusted friend. When the police returned with him a few hours later and began a search, Karroubi could tell from her calm expression that they would find nothing.

Karroubi was sentenced to exile in Gonbad Kavous, near Iran’s northern border with Soviet Turkmenistan. By now it was winter and bitterly cold. It was a largely Sunni area, and demand for his clerical services was meager, so he had little money. Every day, he had to register at the police station. He spent most of his time in a local mosque, sitting next to the indigent, all gathered around a stove to keep warm.

Eventually, a penniless old man who had heard about an exiled cleric visited the mosque and invited Karroubi to stay with him. He had no electricity but shared his food. When Karroubi’s wife and son joined him in Gonbad Kavous, the man allowed the family to stay with him.

At the end of winter, Karroubi received some money from Montazeri, which helped him survive. But it was what accompanied the money that gave him a bigger boost: a letter from Khomeini, written in his own hand. It told him to be patient, as their pains and struggle were for the Almighty.




2

The Common Enemy

Mehdi Karroubi’s devotion to Khomeini was like a son’s to a father, and that was no accident. It was through his cleric1 father Ahmad that Karroubi received his introduction to both religion and a fierce, unbending belief in Khomeini’s cause.

Ahmad Karroubi came from a family of rich landowners but had abandoned most of his wealth to dedicate his life to Islam. He led prayers at a mosque in Aligudarz and was known for his simple life, cheap attire, frankness, and harsh opposition to the shah. Aligudarz was a small, remote city, and Ahmad kept up with political events in Tehran by buying days-old newspapers. He had an unruly white beard, deep-set eyes, and a face etched with wrinkles.

In his youth, he backed Ayatollah Abol-Qasem Kashani, a cleric who opposed British interventions in Iran. Kashani initially supported Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh, who had nationalized the Iranian oil industry and was ousted from power in a U.S.-backed coup. After Mossadegh’s ouster, the shah crushed domestic opposition groups.

This was the historical backdrop that made Khomeini’s message so powerful not just to clerics like the Karroubis but also to a wider swath of Iranians. He wove an anti-colonial theme into his writings and speeches, arguing that the shah’s unholy ties to the United States and Israel rendered him incapable of protecting Iran against foreign influence. By linking Islam with Iranian national pride, he offered a potent combination to a populace with living memory of occupation by the British and Russians during World War II and the coup that toppled Mossadegh. Khomeini’s own views on the political events involving Mossadegh were unclear, but Ahmad was struck by Khomeini’s message against the shah and agreed with him that political activity was integral to religious life.

Ahmad Karroubi was rigid with his children, adamant that his sons enter religious studies and his daughters marry early. But he had a generous side, too. Some days, he would arrive home without a robe, and Mehdi would learn that he had given it away to someone in need. He collected wheat from the wealthy and distributed it in poor neighborhoods. Ahmad’s home was a gathering place for the shah’s critics, and Mehdi later recounted that it was under constant surveillance. But Ahmad had nothing to hide. He declared his support for Khomeini and his vision of an Islamic government. He once told his interrogators that he supported the formation of an Islamic state and that “the only man who could implement this mission is Ayatollah Khomeini … I am ready to die for this belief.”

Mehdi Karroubi was Ahmad’s eldest son. Ahmad woke him before dawn each day to shout the call to prayer from the rooftop. He then walked with Mehdi in the cold to the mosque to lead the morning prayer. Mehdi would sometimes fall asleep in the middle, only to be jolted awake by his father’s shout: “Go and renew your ablution, come back and start all over again.”

While other children played in the street, Mehdi had to study Arabic, the Qur’an, and basic religious courses with his father. He was sixteen when his father sent him to Qom to study under Khomeini and other senior clerics. Every now and then, Ahmad visited Qom. He held court in a corner of the seminary mosque, with students gathered around him to listen to his frank criticisms of the Pahlavi dynasty. He was jailed once for participating in an anti-shah demonstration in Qom and later sentenced to two years of internal exile. Seeing his father suffer for his beliefs, Mehdi vowed he would never abandon Khomeini and his cause.

Khomeini’s supporters were mainly young clerics in Qom, who did not enjoy the same privileges as the older, more established ayatollahs. Politically active clerics paid a high price, especially when they were arrested and jailed. To counter this obstacle, Khomeini created a financial system to support prisoners’ families. In Shia tradition, devout Muslims gave alms to the ayatollah they chose to follow, and the more senior and respected clerics could command substantial donations. As his following grew, huge amounts of money flowed into Khomeini’s treasury—not only from Iranians but also from Shia followers in Arab countries, Afghanistan, and the Indian subcontinent—which he used to bolster his movement. He expanded Karroubi’s responsibilities, entrusting him to collect donations and distribute the funds. When a cleric was jailed or exiled for his activism, he could count on the fact that his family would not go hungry.

It did not take long for the secret police to find out. Indeed, the SAVAK was2 deeply worried about the financial resources at Khomeini’s disposal. At one point, its agents were directed “to assess the amount of money which was sent to him and ways of preventing it from reaching its destination.” Under torture, some members of the network revealed Karroubi’s name. He was arrested and faced his harshest prison sentence yet: three years. But the SAVAK’s sensitivity demonstrated to Karroubi that the network was a vital part of their revolutionary cause. When he was released from jail, Karroubi expanded the network, now providing help to families of workers striking to support what had become a broad and diverse movement.

Karroubi and his father were attracted to Khomeini’s anti-colonial message, but the idea that most captivated them was Khomeini’s vision for an Islamic government that resembled the one the Prophet Mohammad had created. In Najaf, Khomeini expanded3 upon this idea, putting forth a theory of velayat-e faqih, or “guardianship of the Islamic jurist,” a government led by a senior Shia cleric. He began referring to the religious jurist as “the highest authority,” arguing that if a capable jurist established a government, he would hold the same authority as the Prophet Mohammad. The jurist would operate for the nation like “a guardian for a minor.” In Khomeini’s ideal state,4 divine law would rule over man, and instead of a legislature, a “simple planning body” would make policy in accordance with Islam. In his view, Islam had established all the laws that man needed.

His interrogators mocked Karroubi5 for what appeared to them to be the narrow appeal of Khomeini’s cause. “In Qom and Mashhad, there are thousands of mullahs,” one remarked. “Have you ever wondered why, whenever a mullah is arrested, it’s always one of you forty or fifty clerics? Are only you concerned about Islam while others are not?”

Some clerics supported velayat-e faqih in theory but had concerns about its implementation. Karroubi spent a stint in jail with Ayatollah Mahmoud Taleghani, an older, remarkably open-minded cleric with thick-rimmed eyeglasses who had helped establish the Freedom Movement of Iran, an opposition group, and been a consistent supporter of Mossadegh. He had devoted much of his life to bridging the divides between the various opposition camps, including clerics, radical intellectuals, secularists, and traditional merchants, with an intellect that made him receptive to ideas from a range of political traditions. In the prison yard, Karroubi and Taleghani would sometimes walk together while the other clerics played volleyball. In one of their chats, Taleghani revealed his ambivalence. It was easy to criticize the ruling system’s corruption from the outside, but what if they succeeded in bringing down the shah as they dreamed of doing—what would come next? They were just men of the cloth, with no experience in running a government. What kind of rule would they establish in the monarchy’s place? Taleghani worried that if they failed in power, they would only harm the country, not to mention the standing of the clerics and Islam.

Karroubi was puzzled by Taleghani’s concerns—of course they could establish something better than the shah’s rule.

One of Karroubi’s prison mates was a cleric named Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, another former Khomeini student, who laughed and joked easily. After their daily interrogations, they often recited poetry to each other, and sometimes sang the poems, easing their loneliness.

As Khomeini’s popularity grew, security forces heightened their pressure on the clerics. For a time, they had exhibited restraint—during one of Karroubi’s early arrests, they had treated him with respect, not even using handcuffs. But no more. Clerics were barred from wearing their robes and forced to appear in court in prison uniforms. Like other prisoners, they had their hair and beards shaved. They were not allowed to say their prayers as a group.

In one interrogation, Karroubi was slapped until he fainted. In another, his face was so bruised that the guards did not allow his family to visit him for forty days. On other occasions, he was hung from the ceiling by his hands for hours, or the soles of his feet were flogged bloody and he was then forced to run. He once spent more than a month in solitary confinement, speaking a word to no one. He would strain to hear the idle conversations of the guards outside. One day, one of them said something that made Karroubi laugh involuntarily for several minutes, surprising himself.

In 1974, Karroubi’s ear was injured by interrogators and became infected. He was sent to the hospital and given painkillers, but they were stolen by drug-addicted prisoners, who swallowed them several at a time. When Karroubi warned them that they could overdose, they told him they were well past the point of caring. Once, his kidney became infected after vicious beatings, and he began urinating blood. Interrogators tied his opposite hand and leg together and left him for hours, causing him back pain that he would suffer from for the rest of his life.

Karroubi, unlike most clerics, obtained a traditional university education, studying Islamic jurisprudence at the University of Tehran throughout the 1960s, his schooling interrupted by his political activities. This exposed him to the tumult and dynamism of the capital city and widened his horizons beyond his devout clerical circle. And in jail, Karroubi encountered dissidents of a strain unfamiliar to him. They were mainly Marxists, who were more prevalent among the intellectual class. These two political currents held vastly different views, but they had a common enemy: the shah, whom both sides regarded as a corrupt, brutal puppet of the United States. These leftist prisoners faced harsher sentences and torture than the clerics, as the shah perceived them as a bigger threat. One of Karroubi’s prison mates was a young man named Parviz Hekmatjoo, a member of the communist Tudeh Party. He was tall, with a thick mustache, and had spent years in exile, including in Romania and Iraq. Karroubi and many other prisoners believed that Hekmatjoo died in prison under torture, although the official reason given was illness.

In conversations with the leftist prisoners, Karroubi learned methods to tolerate torture; for example, when being slapped in the face, he would feel less pain if he clenched his teeth.

Karroubi also familiarized himself with their ideas. The Tudeh Party called for the recognition of civil liberties and observance of constitutional laws. It was the discourse of a modern party, something that the clerics, who relied on scripture and an idealized vision of the short-lived seventh-century Islamic polity that the Prophet Muhammad had led, lacked. Karroubi’s primary reason for supporting Khomeini’s movement was his belief that the shah’s government was un-Islamic. But the leftists’ arguments influenced him, and he began to oppose the shah for a new reason: his nascent belief that the rule of a single man over the people was wrong.

Eventually, Khomeini offered his own class analysis. As the movement against the shah gained momentum, he wrote and spoke of the mostazafan (the oppressed) and the mostakberan (the oppressors), borrowing the Marxist concepts of the proletariat and the bourgeoisie. The former were the working class, the downtrodden masses, the barefoot and deprived who had suffered for centuries, and the latter were the arrogant powers who were profiting from capitalism, exploiting and monopolizing the world’s resources. The United States embodied this camp, committing injustices against Muslims and the people of other nations. Only an independent, Islamic Iran, with control over its immense resources and no reliance on the West, would be able to produce a just economy. Islam—and specifically the defiant Shia Islam that Khomeini personified—was the answer to all that ailed the country: oppression, inequality, corruption, dependence. This rhetoric of social justice and independence unified the Islamists, secular left, intellectuals, and middle class, fueling what was fast becoming a revolutionary movement.
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Though Karroubi inherited his father’s political beliefs, he forged his own path when it came to rearing his four sons. The Karroubis did not have a television in the prerevolution years, but he allowed the children to watch football matches at a neighbor’s home. They could wear jeans, seen as a symbol of Western culture, and Karroubi hugged his sons and carried them on his shoulders, unusual behavior for a cleric. He did not punish them physically, and as they grew into teenagers, he granted them freedom. He did not force them into religious studies, as he had been, but he did insist that they read the Qur’an. Every Friday, he gathered his boys and taught them to read the holy book, explaining the meaning of verses to them.

Because Karroubi was in and out of prison so often, it was his wife who led the household. During one of his prison stints, Fatemeh bought a plot of land and supervised the construction of three flats. Karroubi joked that Fatemeh had a better understanding of economic matters than he did because her father was a shopkeeper. Karroubi, on the other hand, was like his father. If he received a gift, like a precious ring, he passed it on to another person. He believed that what was gained should be shared. So it fell to Fatemeh to build a stable life for their family, a task for which she proved well suited.

Karroubi had been in jail when his second son was born. He had not been allowed visits during Fatemeh’s pregnancy, and he’d had no word on her condition. One day, a soldier opened his cell door and handed him a package. Inside were clothes, some nuts, a bit of cash, and a note from Fatemeh. “Mohammad Hossein and Mohammad Taghi greet their father,” it read. They had tried to visit him but had been blocked. Karroubi read the note and smiled. Seeing this, Rafsanjani asked the reason. “My wife just told me that we have a son, and they have named him Mohammad Taghi,” Karroubi replied. He asked the prison guard to distribute the pistachios in the ward to celebrate the good news.
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Triumph

Karroubi’s final significant prison stint under the shah ended in early 1977, just months before open protest against the monarchy began to build. During his three years in prison, a culture of dissent had taken hold on the outside, despite, or in reaction to, the shah’s increasingly totalitarian instincts. Inflation spiked, putting pressure on the middle class, which the shah responded to with price controls and prison sentences, alienating the business community. Iranian exiles organized demonstrations to protest atrocities by the secret police. Western news outlets, human rights groups, and intellectuals began to criticize the shah’s repression. In a major blunder, in 1975 the shah established a single political party that sought to insert the state into the bazaars, the religious establishment, and broader Iranian society. This expanded the ranks of the shah’s opponents and inflamed the existing opposition.

In January 1977, Jimmy Carter took power in the United States, and in his inaugural address the new president emphasized human rights in U.S. foreign policy. Just days later, Karroubi and several dozen other political prisoners received a royal amnesty, though first they had to take part in a controversial ceremony billed as a show of gratitude to the shah. Around fifty men and1 women were seated in rows, some of them hanging their heads or covering their faces. Most of the men wore suit jackets and ties and had mustaches. Karroubi and another cleric were in the back, in their robes and white turbans, Karroubi looking straight ahead and resting his chin on his hand. According to one account,2 some of the religious prisoners, fearing that young people were being driven toward Marxism in their absence, wrote a letter to authorities asking to be released. Two other Khomeini supporters3 who took part in the ceremony said later that they were told by senior clerics to do whatever was required to be freed, because they were more useful on the outside than in a prison cell. His release allowed Karroubi to help bring about and witness the final moments of the regime he had fought against for over a decade.

The discontent that would sweep the shah from power had been bubbling up for decades and emerged from distinct tributaries. There were the secular intelligentsia, who objected to the shah’s suppression of free speech and other civil liberties. The Muslim nationalists were pro-democracy and sought independence from Western influence. Anti-Western leftists saw the shah as drowning Iranian culture in American and European dreck. The conservative merchants were threatened by the shah’s economic and trade policies and played a crucial role in funding Khomeini’s cause. The politicized clerics, like Karroubi and other Khomeini students, were dedicated to his vision of an Islamic government. The urban poor and working class—conspicuously absent from demonstrations until the final months of the shah’s rule—were finally pushed to protest by economic recession and government belt-tightening.

Khomeini’s movement drew strength from all these constituencies. He was adept at tailoring his proclamations to maximize his support while avoiding being too closely tied to any one group. His supporters and allies also saw in him what they wished to see—a man committed to instituting a strict Islamic government, or a Gandhi-like spiritual leader who would retreat to Qom once the shah was ousted.

Khomeini might not have succeeded in assuming the mantle of leadership had the shah not spent a quarter century repressing every other viable opposition group, especially the secular forces. The clerics, on the other hand, had an existing hierarchy and system of organization via mosques and other venues, which put them at an advantage.

From late 1977 onward, things began to shift rapidly, influenced by the Carter administration’s human rights policy, the shah’s faltering health, and a series of conciliatory measures by the monarchy that were interpreted by the public as signs of weakness. In a matter of months, an autocratic regime with a fearsome secret police force, billions of dollars in oil revenue, and vast caches of military equipment eroded into an isolated, besieged, and insecure shell of a government. Iranian students abroad staged rallies protesting the shah during his official visit to the United States in November 1977, revealing his unpopularity to an international audience. At a pro-Khomeini rally in Qom in January 1978, several protesters were killed in clashes with security forces, launching a year of unrest, protests, and strikes that brought the monarchy to its knees. This time state repression drew clerics off the sidelines, enhancing Khomeini’s support. Momentum for drastic change built. The shah responded by naming a series of prime ministers, all of whom were ill suited to the reality at hand.

Khomeini, sensing the shah’s weakness, was not satisfied with the late compromises made by the government, which included closing nightclubs and casinos, raising salaries, releasing some clerics from prison, relaxing censorship, and allowing multiple political parties. On September 4, hundreds of thousands of people marched in Tehran, shouting “Death to the shah” and carrying posters with Khomeini’s image. A day after the government imposed martial law in major cities, troops fired on a crowd of demonstrators, resulting in a street battle that left dozens dead.

On October 31, 1978,4 as events reached a fever pitch, Karroubi participated in a daylong gathering of students, scholars, and poets at the University of Tehran. Thousands of people attended, seated cross-legged before an outdoor podium. The day’s emphasis was on national unity and freedom. In his remarks, Karroubi said their movement “has reached its peak, but we should not become too arrogant about it. We should learn from the past, be vigilant against conspiracies and attacks from mercenary elements, and continue our path firmly and without false prejudices.”

Late in the year, an exhausted and depressed shah asked Shapour Bakhtiar, a member of the secular nationalist opposition, to be prime minister. On January 16, 1979, the shah left the country with his family. He called his trip an “extended vacation,” although the glistening eyes and gloomy faces of his entourage belied that fiction. At the news of his departure, jubilant Iranians poured into the streets, dancing and waving pictures of Khomeini. Motorists honked their horns and flashed their headlights. Shops placed boxes of sweets outside for passersby to enjoy.

Khomeini rejected the legitimacy of the Bakhtiar government, and Bakhtiar had little popular support among Iranians. Bakhtiar made an offer—that he would resign as premier within four months after holding a referendum allowing people to choose between a monarchy and a republic. Khomeini turned him down, and in response Bakhtiar closed Tehran’s Mehrabad Airport, blocking Khomeini’s return, which had been highly anticipated by his supporters. He did so, Bakhtiar later5 said, “to show I am not the type of person to waver.”

Bakhtiar was himself an activist and a fighter. As a young man, disgusted by Francisco Franco’s disrespect for the rule of law, he supported Spain’s Popular Front, and he fought for the French Resistance during World War II.

Quoting a Persian poet, he called himself a “thunderbird” unafraid of storms, and he promised to establish a social democracy in Iran.

The closure of Mehrabad Airport outraged Karroubi and other Khomeini disciples, including Montazeri, who helped organize a sit-in at the mosque of the University of Tehran in response. Karroubi and other clerics arrived there in a minibus on the morning of January 28.

Inside, hundreds of people raised their fists and chanted slogans against the shah, while a cleric addressed them with a megaphone. Any worries that the army would raid the sit-in and arrest them all soon dissipated. Other clerics arrived and hundreds of university students joined in. The number of demonstrators grew day by day. The mosque hall—a striking example of modern Islamic architecture, with its unusual diagonal beams—could accommodate only a few hundred. The rest remained outside, braving the cold winter wind.

At the entrance of the university mosque, two young men climbed a ladder and chiseled off the name of the shah, which had been etched in golden calligraphy on blue tiles. A poster of Khomeini was mounted over the ruined tiles, along with a banner that read: “We are eagerly awaiting the return of Imam Khomeini to the homeland.”

Clerics in other cities held simultaneous sit-ins to show support. Telegrams streamed in from prominent religious figures endorsing the sit-ins. Some clerics even traveled to Tehran to join the protest, sleeping in the mosque at night. Donors dispatched cars full of blankets to keep them warm. Wealthy merchants paid for food.

One of Karroubi’s friends, a young cleric named Ali Khamenei, set up a campaign committee, published daily bulletins, and printed statements. Some pilots and oil industry workers who had gone on strike in support of the movement joined in. Iranian academics, students, and even railway workers issued statements expressing their solidarity with the clerics.

Their strategy—not just the sit-in, which dominated domestic political news, but also street protests against Bakhtiar—worked. In the face of a unified, organized, well-funded, and diverse opposition, Bakhtiar had no choice. He ordered the airport opened.
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On February 1, 1979, Karroubi paced back and forth in Mehrabad Airport in Tehran, waiting for Khomeini’s plane to land from France, where he had been exiled after Najaf. There were fears that it would be shot down, or that Khomeini would be assassinated on the way.

But Khomeini’s plane arrived without incident around 9 a.m. The plane door opened, and Khomeini, then seventy-six years old, stepped down the stairs, a Frenchman dressed in an Air France uniform holding his hand. Khomeini was greeted by his admirers’ cries of “Allahu akbar” (“God is great”) and “Khomeini, O Imam, we salute you, peace be upon you.” “Imam” is a title used by Shia Muslims for their earliest, infallible leaders. Khomeini had been elevated into a holy figure. Karroubi—one of approximately fifteen hundred supporters allowed into the airport by the army for the occasion—was one of the first to meet him. Khomeini looked at Karroubi and greeted him by name.

From there, Khomeini got into a Chevy Blazer for the trip to Behesht-e Zahra, a cemetery on the southern edge of Tehran that had become the final resting place for hundreds of people killed in the course of opposition to the shah. Millions of Iranians gathered along the route from the airport to the cemetery, creating such a dangerous melee that Khomeini was forced to travel the last few miles by military helicopter. At the cemetery, Khomeini6 declared Bakhtiar’s government illegitimate. “I will punch this government in the mouth,” Khomeini said, wagging his index finger. “With the support of this people, I will appoint a government.”

His return was a national event. Thousands of Iranians tried each day to visit Khomeini at the Islamic school that was now acting as his base of operations, overwhelming the system his disciples set up to control the crowds. People stretched out their hands, trying in vain to touch Khomeini’s. Parents held their children aloft to receive a blessing from the ayatollah. Khomeini waved to them, stone-faced. Karroubi brought his eleven-year-old son, Mohammad Taghi, to the school. He wanted him to be a part of these historic moments and to meet the person who had given meaning to their lives.

It was in the small amphitheater of the school, four days after his arrival, that Khomeini appointed the new prime minister of his provisional government, a thermodynamics professor and devout Muslim named Mehdi Bazargan. Bazargan had established the Freedom Movement of Iran with Taleghani and spent decades in political opposition, earning him several terms in jail. He had connections among the clerics and the secularists, and he supported constitutional democracy, though he also saw a place for Islam in politics. Khomeini had trusted him sufficiently to assign him responsibility for an oil industry strike in 1978 that helped to weaken the monarchy. But he was moderate in temperament, which made him an odd fit for the radical mood of the country at that moment.

In his decree appointing Bazargan, Khomeini referenced the support of the people for this new government, as demonstrated by the enormous protests that had preceded his return to Iran. Sitting before reporters,7 he elaborated on his decree. “This is not an ordinary government,” he said. “It is a government based on the shari’a … Revolt against God’s government is a revolt against God. Revolt against God is blasphemy.” It was a logic that could justify any brutality in response to dissent.

But the revolutionaries’ job was unfinished. Bakhtiar’s government was still technically in place. Bakhtiar brushed off Bazargan’s appointment and suggested that Khomeini decamp to Qom and form a Vatican-like government, though in secret he contacted Bazargan to discuss a transition.

Popular impatience for wholesale change soon overwhelmed any hopes for a calm and orderly handover. People remained in the streets and attacked military barracks and police stations. The army sent tanks into the streets to control the unrest. People fought back, emptying cars’ gas tanks to make Molotov cocktails.

On February 10, 1979, the Tehran military command declared a curfew, banning anyone from the streets after 4 p.m. Rumors of an imminent military coup spread. Karroubi and other Khomeini associates suggested moving him to a safer place. But Khomeini was unperturbed. He said his prayers, then issued a statement calling the curfew anti-Islamic and asked his followers to pour into the streets. His aides, including Bazargan, warned him there would be a bloodbath, but Khomeini ignored them. He ordered the school doors to be kept open so people could see that he had not escaped.

Karroubi asked a friend to take Mohammad Taghi home and called Fatemeh. He would not return home that night, and this might be their last goodbye. He procured a microphone and jumped into the bed of a pickup truck that drove him throughout Tehran. As the truck cruised down streets and alleys, Karroubi read aloud Khomeini’s statement over and over: “The curfew is a deceit and against religion, and people should not pay attention to it.”

To his surprise, people stepped out of their houses. Young people fortified the streets with sandbags to block military cars. They lit firepits in the winter night and stayed on the streets until morning. The next day, the Iranian military command declared neutrality. It withdrew its soldiers from the streets, and they returned to their barracks. The revolution had triumphed. Hours later, news came that people had broken open the doors of Ghasr Prison, where Karroubi and his father had served prison terms, and released everyone inside.

Karroubi always thought he would die in jail under torture, or on the street in a protest, and would never see the day their movement resulted in a revolution. But as he cruised the streets on the back of the pickup truck, witnessing Iranians defy their government, the page of history turned. He would soon be in a position of greater power than he could have ever imagined.
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Government by Decree

Though he was not officially head of state yet, it was Khomeini who held ultimate power. He exercised that power through decrees, or hokms, which were carried out by his deputies. Before his return to Iran, Khomeini had formed the Revolutionary Council, a secret group of clerics and laymen he appointed to carry out his orders. And before he ordered his underlings to do almost anything else—hold a referendum, pass a new constitution, reorganize the armed forces—he ordered the creation of a new revolutionary body, which he described as a relief committee, or Komiteh Emdad. He put Karroubi, along with two others, in charge of this new organization, which would help the poor. The first source of its funding was assets confiscated from the shah’s sister after her escape from the country. Later it received more money from donations, religious taxes, and the state. It was a public version of the underground network that Karroubi had run before the revolution to support prisoners’ families.

Khomeini trusted Karroubi,1 saying of him that he had been “beaten for many years during the previous regime, suffered a lot in this way, and is a resilient and righteous person.” The appointment spoke to Karroubi’s strengths: He was not a cunning political strategist like Rafsanjani, or a talented public speaker like Khamenei, or an Islamic theorist like Morteza Motahhari, another Khomeini student. He expressed himself with vigor and emotion, though with difficulty, owing to a jaw injury he had suffered in prison. But he had a simple, straightforward demeanor that appealed to the poor and a humanitarian essence, instilled in him by his father, that drew him to charity. Karroubi saw himself as on a Robin Hood–style mission to redistribute wealth to the impoverished. He was also helping to solidify clerical support among the lower classes, which could provide a political base for the new government and help the clerics to outmaneuver the secular leftists.

The strategy that Karroubi had used to keep the revolutionary movement alive when in opposition was now being adapted to fulfill some of the promises that the revolutionaries had made to Iranians. And those promises were vast. The poor, Khomeini said2 with great exaggeration, were the “leaders and founders of the revolution.” He declared that “no one must remain without a dwelling in this country”3 and promised to ensure free electricity and water for the poor. An Islamic system and laws would solve their problems, Khomeini avowed. He spoke of nothing less than eradicating the roots of poverty and deprivation. During the shah’s reign,4 Khomeini had pledged that if the clerics were given just one or two ministries to run, they could “enrich the poor.” Now with the entire government under their control, they could show what they were capable of.

But the revolution had destabilized the economy, thanks to strikes, capital flight, and bankrupted factories. Khomeini’s economic populism had no concrete solutions to these problems. He relied on evocative rhetoric to make his points, with little concern for how his promises might be fulfilled. Even his followers’ writings on Islamic economics failed to address the needs of a complex society plunged into chaos by a tumultuous revolution.

Khomeini’s description of5 an ideal economy dealt in a vague critique of extremes: “Islam seeks moderation; it neither restricts capital nor allows it to reach the point where one person possesses billions of dollars and can afford a car and chauffeur for their dog, while another person goes home at night with no bread to feed their children.” He focused on how wealth should be distributed, rather than on how it should be generated.

And the revolutionary coalition had been an amalgamation of different visions—ranging from outright communists to conservative clerics who believed in the sanctity of private property—so there was no consensus on an economic model.

The vast ambitions and contradictions of the new state were reflected in its constitution. In a referendum held after the monarchy’s fall, Iranians voted overwhelmingly for an Islamic republic as their new form of government, but no one knew precisely what that meant, other than a change from the autocratic monarchy to some form of democracy. The new constitution’s economic6 articles, influenced by leftist groups, promised that the government would provide “basic necessities for all citizens” and handed over large-scale industry, foreign trade, minerals, banking, insurance, power generation, irrigation, radio and television, aviation, shipping, railroads, and more to the state. The government was responsible for providing citizens with equal opportunities, work, and their essential needs. Reflecting the tensions that had contributed to the revolution, the constitution warned that the economy should remain free of “foreign domination” and “poverty and deprivation.” It gave the government astonishing powers, including to confiscate property that had been gained through “usurpation,” which it did not define. Private property was to be respected only if it were “legitimately acquired,” a loophole that would prove impossible to resist exploiting.

Embedded in the constitution, in addition to economic populism, was authoritarian clerical rule. Khomeini’s lay supporters argued for a government that would emphasize the “republic” in “Islamic Republic,” with only a supervisory role for the clerics, arguing that to do otherwise would be a betrayal of Iranians’ wish for freedom. But they lost to the more powerful clerical faction, resulting in a constitution that established Khomeini’s theory of velayat-e faqih. The Islamic Republic would consist of a popularly elected president and Parliament, as well as a prime minister selected by the president and voted in by Parliament. But those offices were second to the supreme leader, a cleric who commanded the armed forces and held ultimate authority over the judiciary, among other powers. This would be Khomeini’s role. The constitution also established a body of clerics and legal experts called the Guardian Council, which was given veto power over legislation, as well as the authority to oversee elections. It was the institutions of the supreme leader and the Guardian Council that would ensure clerical domination. The constitutional debate offered the first glimpse of a durable feature of the Islamic Republic: the presence of factions with widely diverging visions of what constituted a legitimate religious state.

The constitution enumerated rights for citizens like privacy, legal counsel, freedom of assembly, a free press, and the formation of political parties. All were dead letters. The new government’s approach to due process and human rights could be witnessed in its first moments in power. Soon after the collapse of Bakhtiar’s government, Khomeini signed off on the execution of four of the shah’s senior generals after a kangaroo trial. The men were shot on the rooftop of the school that Khomeini had been staying in. Eventually, executions were moved to Ghasr Prison, the same prison Karroubi and his father had spent time in under the previous regime.

Anyone associated with the old government was at risk of execution or imprisonment—former officials, prominent businessmen, the outwardly secular, and women who refused to obey the new government’s mandated dress code. The clerics’ loyal vigilantes, known as the komiteh, enforced Islamic dress and behavior codes in public spaces. A “cultural revolution” closed universities for almost three years to Islamize their curriculums. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps,7 a military force set up by Khomeini to protect clerical rule, shut down a popular newspaper in the name of “defending the revolution.” Asked by an observer why they were closing the paper, a young guardsman replied that the newspaper was “shit,” and the two million people who read it were “shit too.” Khomeini dismissed the paper8 and others that had been shut down as a “phony opposition [which] tried to restore the old regime and to serve foreign interests.”

There is no public record of Karroubi directly criticizing these revolutionary excesses. To do so would have been to risk his own standing as an insider, given Khomeini’s intolerance of dissent. And many of the worst crimes were committed or ordered by Karroubi’s own political allies, first among them Khomeini.

Indeed, those within Khomeini’s circle who dared to speak out risked not only their influence, but according to some suspicions, their safety as well. Just months into the9 revolution, Taleghani—the leftist, senior cleric who had mentored some of the younger mullahs—was already in conflict with Khomeini and the forces most loyal to him. He criticized the actions of the komitehs, and militia members briefly detained his two sons and daughter-in-law. In protest, Taleghani shut down his office and went into hiding, issuing a statement warning that Iran could “once more fall back into the hands of dictatorship and despotism.”

After a meeting with Khomeini in Qom, however, Taleghani appeared on state television—avoiding direct eye contact with the camera—to publicly reaffirm his loyalty to the leader. He would never again pose a direct challenge to Khomeini’s authority. Just five months later, Taleghani died in his sleep. Some of those close to him believed the death was suspicious. What is certain is that Taleghani’s death eliminated from the scene a moderate cleric with the stature to challenge Khomeini.

[image: ]

Khomeini was pleased with10 Karroubi’s performance at the Relief Committee, saying that he “put his heart and soul into helping the needy.” He then ordered Karroubi to look after veterans of and families who had lost someone in the fight against the shah. The resulting organization was called the Martyrs’ Foundation, or Bonyad-e Shahid in Persian. Karroubi started the organization in a small office in central Tehran, with only a few employees. Within a few years, it had grown to encompass nineteen departments.

Bonyad-e Shahid provided its beneficiaries with housing, land, health insurance, free bus passes, and half-price air and rail travel. They also received priority in government employment. Those who were unable to work and the families of martyrs were supported by state salaries. Karroubi distributed food and gave out cars, motorbikes, Persian carpets, television sets, and refrigerators. Pictures from this era show Karroubi always in his clerical robes and white turban, with large, square eyeglasses and a neatly trimmed beard starting to gray. He was a fastidious dresser, swapping out his shirts and robes at even the slightest hint of a stain.

For trusted insiders serving approved causes, there were few checks on accessing the wealth of the new state. Karroubi met with Khomeini after the launch of Bonyad-e Shahid. Khomeini had recently been released from the hospital and was ailing, his leg resting on a stool to aid blood circulation. “People died for this revolution to succeed,” he told Karroubi in a feeble voice. “We need to serve them.” Then he turned to a top aide and asked him to accompany Karroubi to the Revolutionary Council to ask for a budget. With Khomeini’s endorsement, there was no real discussion. The council asked Karroubi to name a number. Karroubi, taken aback, spit out a figure, which a senior cleric said was far too low. The cleric gave an impassioned speech, convincing the council to generously fund Karroubi’s new organization.

While Karroubi’s family lived a comfortable life, especially after the revolution, he wanted his children to have a broader perspective. He took Mohammad Taghi with him to slums in southern Tehran, called halabiabads, or “tin cities,” for the flattened tin cans of vegetable oil that were used to build the houses there. Most families lived in a single room. The children had no shoes and were covered with flies. Sewage ran in the streets. On their visits, Karroubi filled several cars with food to give away.

The halabiabads were a result of the housing crisis that the revolutionaries had inherited. For decades, the rural poor had migrated by the hundreds of thousands to the cities, and they established informal settlements on the margins of them. The housing crisis endured and even worsened after the revolution. In the 1970s, an estimated two hundred thousand new homes were needed per year to keep up with demand; after the revolution, this increased to three hundred thousand. The rural migrants sought to take advantage of what the revolution had promised them, including free homes. At the same time, private investment in housing plummeted, while state efforts to build homes had meager results. The growth of the crisis was an early clue that the revolutionaries’ rhetoric and intentions weren’t enough to address the immense needs of the society they now ruled. They also faced a sudden11 spike in unemployment, driven by factory shutdowns, the exodus of business owners, and labor strikes, resulting in 2.5 million Iranians, or 21 percent of the workforce, unemployed in the first year of the revolution.

Finding itself unable to address these problems, the new government increased repression instead, attacking those who organized the unemployed as “infidel communists” and raiding their sit-ins. And where before Khomeini12 had woven together economic justice, an independent Iran, and his revolutionary aims, now that he was in power, he began to disentangle them. “No wise person can imagine that we sacrificed our blood so that melons would become cheap, [that] we gave our youth so that housing would become affordable,” Khomeini said just seven months after the revolution. “It is for Islam that a person can give up his life. Our saints also gave up their lives for Islam, not for economics. Economics is not worthy of this.”

But it was too late—the revolutionaries had made certain promises. “They say we have not made revolution for economic betterment!”13 a factory worker said in 1981. “What have we made it for, then? They say for Islam! But what does Islam mean then? We made it for the betterment of the conditions of our lives.” And so began a long but steady popular disenchantment with what the revolution had wrought.

Karroubi, while careful not to contradict Khomeini, maintained an emphasis on redistribution and the responsibility of an Islamic state toward the poor. In an early postrevolutionary14 interview, Karroubi criticized the Pahlavi regime for allowing “wealth accumulation through illegitimate means” and declared that an Islamic government would not do the same. In a 1983 speech,15 he said that while the revolution had been carried out for Islam, “discrimination, oppression, inequality, and disorder” had no place in an Islamic government and that it would be a shame for the Islamic Republic if there were even one hungry person in the country. To the extent that the revolutionaries had failed to deliver in the prior four years, Karroubi argued, it was due to the machinations of foreigners.

In addition to its budget from the state, Bonyad-e Shahid received property that the government had confiscated from people it claimed were affiliated with the previous regime, which Bonyad-e Shahid then redistributed to martyrs’ families. These confiscations were common, and Bonyad-e Shahid was not the only revolutionary body that benefited from them. They were ordered by the Islamic Revolutionary Court, created to deliver summary justice to those deemed enemies of the new government.

The confiscations were haphazard and hasty, and they had the thinnest of legal justifications, if any at all. It was a feeding frenzy, fueled by resentment and retribution against anyone believed to be opposed to the new government. Karroubi’s Bonyad-e Shahid received a steady flow of properties taken from the Baha’is, a religious minority the Islamic Republic targeted with particular cruelty, including executions, arrests, confiscations, and exclusion from public services.

The chaos caused unease among right-wing Islamists, who held that Islam respected private property rights. Khomeini tried to alleviate their concerns. “If someone, let’s say, was a SAVAK agent or a member of Parliament and they owned property on their own, this should not be confiscated,” he said. But it was impossible to maintain such a fine delineation between what was protected and what was fair game.

Karroubi found the confiscations fair and necessary and displayed little empathy for those they targeted. He derided some of16 the people whose homes had been confiscated as taghuti, a term that means “idol worshiper,” which the revolutionaries used to refer to monarchists. In those first chaotic months and years, Karroubi helped create a lasting model for unaccountable institutions, justified by clerical charity.

In one speech in September17 1985, Karroubi targeted the Baha’is. Some officials had spoken in favor of allowing the return of people who had left Iran in the aftermath of the revolution. But Karroubi warned against allowing “fugitive capitalists,” including the Baha’is, who came to claim their property. His complaint was seemingly that the government was being too soft with them: “The anti-revolutionaries were afraid of entering the country! [But] now they have come demanding their inheritance.”
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A Time for Extremism

The revolution allowed, briefly, for a flourishing of ideas, open debate, and the participation of a range of political groups, from Islamist to centrist to radical left—all phenomena that the monarchy had clamped down on in its final years. For a delirious, intoxicating moment, Iran’s future looked capacious enough to fit everyone who wished to build it. But Khomeini and his circle were not inclined to share power, even with those who had helped them achieve it. And one of their most effective tools was to cast the other side as not only wrong but ungodly, anti-revolutionary, and compromised by the enemy. For about a decade, this was a tactic that benefited Mehdi Karroubi and his allies, and he became complicit in the exclusion of people he had once fought shoulder to shoulder with.

It started with Mehdi Bazargan, the Western-educated, devout Muslim whom Khomeini had entrusted as prime minister. His democratic ideals and inclination to moderation and gradualism were an uncomfortable fit for the prevailing mood, which emphasized utopia, ideology, independence, and quick justice. He likened Khomeini to a bulldozer, and himself to a delicate passenger car. His cabinet of necktie-wearing, clean-shaven men drawn from the political center and Iran’s middle class was quickly undermined by a parallel revolutionary government that justified its actions through the holy book. Bodies like the Revolutionary Council, the Revolutionary Court, the Revolutionary Guards, and the foundations Karroubi led were loyal above all to the clerics, rather than the formal executive branch that nominally wielded power. Bazargan, on the other hand, had inherited the institutions of the former shah, which were viewed with suspicion by the revolutionaries.

Bazargan, with what he believed to be the mandate of the Revolutionary Council, tried to normalize relations with the United States, and he met with a senior Carter administration official, Zbigniew Brzezinski, on November 1. He and his aides had been meeting with American officials since before the fall of the shah to encourage them to end their support for the monarchy, meetings that Khomeini’s camp was aware of. After the revolution, a CIA official had warned Bazargan’s aides that Iraq’s leader, Saddam Hussein, was planning to invade Iran. But Carter had also recently, and controversially, allowed the shah into the United States for medical treatment. The revolutionaries were haunted by the possibility that the shah might consult with his American allies and launch another coup. On November 4, student followers1 of Khomeini stormed the U.S. embassy in Tehran and took American diplomats hostage, plunging Iran into international isolation and seizing control of Iran’s foreign policy. To cast their enemies as traitors, the students also selectively publicized embassy papers that documented meetings with Iranian officials. Bazargan’s deputy was arrested and charged with being an American spy, part of a wider effort to delegitimize the moderate faction of revolutionaries. He would become the Islamic Republic’s longest-serving political prisoner. The embassy building was later gifted to Karroubi’s Bonyad-e Shahid. Karroubi supported the embassy2 attack, but said he was against putting the hostages on trial, and said the government should find a “dignified solution” by trading them for the release of Iran’s frozen assets abroad.

In the midst of the hostage crisis turmoil, Iranians went to the polls in 1980 to elect the Islamic Republic’s first president and Parliament. Factions ranging from the leftists to the nationalists weighed their prospective candidates. Khomeini had long advocated for clerical activism, but he wanted to avoid alienating the secular factions and thus barred clerics from running in the presidential election. When someone suggested that3 Khomeini himself run for president, he found the idea absurd. “It’s good that I become the president so when [Queen] Elizabeth comes to Iran, I go welcome her,” he joked. He encouraged Karroubi and the others to set their eyes instead on the Parliament.

Iran’s new, first-ever president was Abolhassan Bani-Sadr, an Islamic economist with an anarchist streak whose father, a cleric, had been friends with Khomeini. Bani-Sadr had become one of Khomeini’s close advisers during the ayatollah’s exile in France. He won the election easily, though in an ominous statement4 confirming Bani-Sadr’s victory, Khomeini warned him that “whatever office man achieves, it will be taken away from him one day, on an unspecified day.”

With Khomeini’s encouragement, Karroubi ran for the Aligudarz parliamentary seat. He had not lived in the city for years and was not well known there, but his father was, and Karroubi won. His clerical allies overall did well, buoyed by Khomeini’s exhortation to Iranians5 to vote for “those who are one-hundred percent Muslim, and are committed to implementing the Islamic principles.” Rafsanjani, Karroubi’s former prison mate and now part of the dominant Islamic Republic Party (IRP), was elected as speaker. By the later standards of the Islamic Republic, it was a relatively open election, and candidates affiliated with the Freedom Movement of Iran, including Bazargan and several men who had served in his government, won seats. But it was still marred by interference that benefited the IRP. Pro-cleric thugs attacked the rallies and offices of opposition candidates, and even Khomeini’s brother spoke publicly of election violations.

Their victory in the parliamentary vote gave a lift to Karroubi and his friends. They had gained seats in a body that Khomeini believed6 to be “at the forefront of affairs.” The shah’s sympathizers had been eliminated from the scene, and Bazargan had been ousted. But the clerics now sought to push aside other former allies who sought a share of power in the postmonarchic order but were critical of Khomeini’s absolute rule.

It was President Bani-Sadr who became their next target. He had ideas about government that were utopian and diverged from those of Khomeini. In his ideal Islamic state, power would be diffuse, and no man would be elevated into a cultish figure. But he wanted to be a powerful president, a vision at odds with both his earlier ideas and the reality of the system he was operating in. He asserted authority to solve the hostage crisis, only to be slapped down by Khomeini. He wanted to sweep away the parallel revolutionary institutions that had bedeviled Bazargan. He had few allies in Parliament, and he clashed with the body over his choice of prime minister, forced finally to accept a hard-liner. Some Iranians noticed the rancor7 between Bani-Sadr and the Parliament and found it distasteful, pleading with Karroubi in a question-and-answer session in September 1980 to encourage unity, which he pledged to do.

It was not to be. Just a week later, following months of escalating tensions between the new revolutionary state and the Baathist dictatorship next door, Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi army invaded Iran, exploiting a demoralized military whose senior commanders had been executed, jailed, or pushed into exile. Saddam, who had territorial grievances with Iran and worried that the revolution would stir up his own large Shia population, sent twenty-two divisions into Iranian territory, one of the largest military operations since World War II. The Iran-Iraq War would turn into the longest conventional war of the twentieth century. It also ensured the domination of the clerical faction. Bani-Sadr tried to use his status as a wartime president and the commander of the armed forces to enhance his power, but his frequent absences from Tehran for trips to the front enabled his opponents to undermine his standing with Khomeini.

The other legacy of the war was the hardening of the enmity between Iran and the United States and the lasting resentment toward the international community among Iranian officials who came of age in this era. The United States was initially silent on Saddam’s invasion, as were the other great world powers, and the U.S. would eventually become Iraq’s most important ally in the war, despite Saddam’s well-documented atrocities.

As his conflicts with the clerics grew, Bani-Sadr positioned himself as an opposition figure and tried to appeal to the public. He drew closer to8 the Mojahedin-e Khalq (MEK), a guerrilla group with an ideology that combined elements of Marxism and Islam that had allied with Khomeini to overthrow the shah but then been excluded from power by the clerics. Finally, Khomeini dismissed Bani-Sadr as commander of the armed forces. Soon after, the Parliament voted to impeach him. After the vote,9 standing on the Parliament building balcony and addressing a crowd that chanted “Death to Bani-Sadr!” a member of Karroubi’s faction in Parliament called him an agent of the CIA and the Israelis.

Karroubi had not been among his harshest critics, but after Bani-Sadr’s removal,10 he told a reporter that “the line of the Imam now rules society.” Bani-Sadr would later say11 that watching Khomeini as supreme leader was like “watching my father slowly turn into an alcoholic … The drug this time was power.” He went into hiding and fled the country.

The crackdown on dissent expanded. Some of Karroubi’s communist friends and old prison mates were thrown in jail, where they faced brutal torture. One of them was Mohammad Ali Amouei, a leading figure of the Tudeh Party, who was arrested in 1982. Interrogators put a blanket over his mouth and sat on his head to simulate suffocation. They tied his hands and hung him from the ceiling, his toes barely grazing the ground. They swung him like a pendulum and whipped him until he suffered cardiac arrest. All the while, they raised their hands to the sky and said, “Oh God, we do this for the greatness of Islam.” More than ten Tudeh Party members died under torture before their trials.

Karroubi remained silent about what was happening to his former prison mates. For him, the priority was to follow Khomeini’s orders and stabilize the government of Islam. His rhetoric throughout12 much of the 1980s was filled with references to “conspiracies” against the government and the machinations of world powers. Occasionally, he tried to help Muslim prisoners, but he did not risk using his influence to vouch for any of the communists.

It was a time given to extremism, not nuance or mercy. The revolutionaries, paranoid and besieged, were terrified of losing what they had gained. They would accept nothing less than Khomeini’s uncontested domination, and as they imposed his vision, their former allies turned against them, often violently, which then justified new rounds of arrests, torture, and executions.

Khomeini sought to strip13 the liberals and communists of credit for the victory of the revolution. “None of them fought or suffered,” he said. “It was only after the people had shed their blood that these leftists came out to take advantage of that blood.” Karroubi contributed to this14 rewriting of history, delivering a sermon in 1983 that interpreted Iran’s twentieth-century history as a series of cleric-led uprisings against authoritarianism, erasing inconvenient facts about the parts played by secularists and nationalists.

The clerics set a model in those early days that would be replicated in the decades to come. Khomeini unleashed terrifying coercive power, including mass arrests and executions. His opponents were painted as uniformly illegitimate, and often as agents of foreigners. He admitted no wrongdoing and took no steps backward.
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