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NOTE ON TRANSLITERATION







The transliteration follows the system of the International Journal for Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) with the exception of the short vowels, which are given as o and e, not u and i. All translations from Persian, if not taken from secondary sources in English, are my own.


INTRODUCTION







In the Islamic state, to determine one's fate is the people's first and most fundamental right. No one can appoint himself the people's guardian and deprive them of their right to vote. In this system the freedom of parties and the democratic character of the media must be guaranteed, and no one has the right, under any pretext, to deprive the people of its use.

(Montazeri on the Islamic state in 2006)1

When the Iranian cleric and dissident Grand Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri died in December 2009, at the height of the protests against the controversial re-election of the hardline President Mahmud Ahmadinejad, he was regarded by many as the spiritual guide of the reform movement. In his view, as expressed in the citation above, the Islamic state must be based on the will of the people. They must be free to express their opinion in the media and to participate in government through political parties. Montazeri fiercely criticised the violation of civil rights by the regime and unrelentingly called for a reform of the authoritarian system. Although Montazeri, as the only senior cleric in Iran, endorsed the state doctrine of velāyat-e faqih (guardianship of the jurist), his reading of this theory profoundly differed from the official interpretation. In his view the vali-ye faqih (ruling jurist) is not appointed by God, but elected by the people. He is not their guardian, but their representative. Rather than exercise power himself, Montazeri argued, he only supervises its use to assure that the government does not violate Islamic precepts. The mandate and power of the ruling jurist must be restricted, Montazeri insisted, and the constitution must be revised accordingly. Yet in 1979, Montazeri, as the chairman of the constitutional assembly, had played a key role in writing this very constitution. While Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the leader of the revolution, had remained silent on the future form of the system, Montazeri had insisted that it be based on velāyat-e faqih and had opposed all efforts to establish a democratic system.


In order to be Islamic, the government must be based on a leader appointed by God […]. The commands of a president who has not been approved by the vali-ye faqih, even if the entire population has voted for him, has no binding value,



Montazeri had declared.2 How did this man, who had played an integral role in the founding of the Iranian regime, come to be one of its fiercest critics? What made him change his views, and how did he come to prioritise civil rights, pluralism and popular participation? What influence did his views have on others, and what does his example reveal about the political and religious discourse in Iran? Drawing on the speeches and writings of Montazeri and other central figures of the discourse, this book examines the evolution of Montazeri's political thought over the course of five decades and studies his contribution to the understanding of religion and politics in Iran. Starting from Montazeri's entry into politics in 1963 this book examines his activities in the struggle against the Shah, his role in the revolution and his position in the ensuing factional conflicts. It studies how he came to be chosen as Khomeini's successor in 1985, how he used this position to press for reforms and why he was deposed from this post in 1989. It examines how the regime sought to break his authority and to exclude him from the discourse. It then goes on to study his role in the debates on reform that unfolded in the 1990s and his relationship to other reformist clerics and intellectuals. Through the study of the life and thoughts of Montazeri this book seeks to contribute to the understanding of recent Iranian history. Furthermore, it seeks to help understand under what conditions discursive authority can change the objective structures of reality in a context shaped by force. In many ways the case of the Iranian reform movement is instructive for understanding the problems and potentials of a social movement in peacefully transforming an authoritarian regime.

In studying the Iranian discourse on politics and Islam, this book focuses on the role of religious authority and political power in defining the rules and limits of this discourse and in influencing its ability to shape reality. As this book will show, the discourse on the relationship between religion and politics in Iran was never an abstract academic debate, but its participants sought to attain discursive hegemony in order to change not only the understanding of religion but also the social and political order of society. In this book a discourse is understood in line with Pierre Bourdieu's definition, as the scene of the struggle for the legitimate interpretation, designation and definition of reality with the objective of enforcing certain visions of social order in order to change this reality.3 In this view the discursive field is not a space free of power, but rather power, authority and discourse are in many ways interrelated: only if a person speaks from a position of authority will this person's vision of reality be accepted as legitimate. This ability to define the socially accepted perception of the world in turn confers the power to change its objective structures. However, while authority is a condition for the exercise of power, power can also exist divorced of authority. What is more, as power confers the ability to define the rules and set the limits of the discourse, it can be used to restrict the domain of the sayable.4 According to Michel Foucault, discourses are situated in a discursive field located in time and space with certain defined rules and limits. These rules define who can take part, what can be said and in what way. Whether a statement is accepted as legitimate by others depends on the position of the speaker, the place of speaking and the form of the statement. Consequently the legitimacy, and in a more general sense the significance, of a statement depends on its context.5 The internal rules are subject to a separate discourse in which participants try to change the game according to their particular interests. Thus, they may try to exclude certain participants or to restrict what can be said.6 Each of the different fields, such as politics, religion, science, culture and economics, which Bourdieu conceived as autonomous but interrelated, operates according to its own rules and norms. These circumscribe the participants’ actions and the way their conduct is judged.7 These fields can be understood as spaces of conflict between different forces over the distribution of ‘capital’. The recognition of a person's symbolic capital such as education, eloquence or knowledge by a social group or institution lends that person authority and gives legitimacy to his/her position in the field. Authority is less a personal quality than a relationship that cannot exist without others who are willing to recognise it. It is bestowed upon a person and can also be withdrawn.8 It is the necessary condition for asserting perceptions of social order and the link between discourse and power, as only authority accords language the ability to shape reality. In the absence of authority, the act of speaking remains without consequence.9 While authority and legitimacy are important conditions for the exercise of power, these concepts should not be confused. Power is classically defined as the ability to induce a person to act in a way in which he/she would not have done of his/her own accord. While authority permits a person to influence others, power confers the ability to force others to comply with one's own will. According to Bourdieu, power is the ability to produce and to manipulate the objective structures of society. It not only seeks to shape the public's conception of the social world but also the world itself.10

This brief introduction will help understand the theoretical approach chosen for the study of Montazeri's role in the Iranian discourse on Islam and politics. This discourse must be understood as a struggle over the authority of interpretation and discursive hegemony in order to determine the conception of politics and religion, with the ultimate goal of changing the structures of society and the State. This book begins with the rise of Khomeini's clerical movement in the 1960s when the discourse first emerged in its contemporary form. However, its origins reach further back as it must be understood as the continuation of the wider discourse on Islam's relationship to modernity, begun in the nineteenth century by Islamic clerics and scholars trying to find a response to the growing cultural and political influence of the West. Like these clerics and scholars, Khomeini sought an answer to the question of how religion could retain its relevance in a changing world. His response to the challenge of modernity was a radical redefinition of religion's relationship to politics, which, after 1979, became the guiding model for the transformation of society and the State. Yet the formation of the new system raised new questions for religious intellectuals. The disappearance of the separation between the religious and the political field forced the clergy to redefine its role vis-à-vis the State, and to adapt religious law to the exigencies of practical politics. The problems that arose from the new situation eventually led to a debate on the place of human reason, individual rights, freedom, pluralism and democracy in Islam. This in turn led religious intellectuals to reconsider the interpretation of the holy scriptures, and to seek new approaches to the formation of religious knowledge.

The example of Montazeri, who was one of the key figures in the discourse, will illustrate the causes and conditions under which it was conceived. It will highlight its changing motives and objectives and its internal rules and external limits as well as the evolving role of religious authority and political power in the shaping of the discourse. This book seeks to understand not only how Montazeri influenced the understanding of religion and politics in Iran, but also the way in which he sought to change the rules and limits of the discourse itself. Especially in his later years, much of his energy was devoted to the fight for a more open and free debate. The symbolic capital acquired both in the religious and the political field through his religious studies and his political activism lent him authority, which he could employ in the discourse in order to influence the public's conception of Islam and politics. However, while words have power, words alone cannot change the world. As we shall see, discursive authority does not directly translate into political power, and mere words remain powerless in the face of brute force. In this sense, the example of Montazeri can also help us to understand the relationship between discourse and reality in a context shaped by force both before and after the revolution.

As the subject of this study is Montazeri's role in the Iranian discourse on Islam and politics, it focuses on the debate among religious intellectuals11 inside Iran directly related to Montazeri. The contribution of secular thinkers and thinkers in exile are not the subject of this study, and the conservative and orthodox positions will also not be treated in great detail. Documents were chosen according to both their relevance and their accessibility. For reasons of efficiency the analysis is limited to the major works of the central figures of the discourse. Apart from Montazeri himself, these include Mehdi Bazargan, Hassan Yussefi Eshkevari, Akbar Ganji, Sa'id Hajjarian, Mohsen Kadivar, Mohammad Khatami, Abdollah Nuri, Mohammad Mojtahed Shabestari and Abdolkarim Soroush. This study understands a statement as the product of a specific discursive situation, in which the speaker acts in accordance with the rules and limits of the discourse under the influence of the specific historical context and in line with his/her individual habitus. Hence, this study seeks to place the statements in their precise discursive and historical context to show the conditions of their creation. As the discourse was not an academic exercise but a fight for power and influence, to neglect the political interests that shaped the discursive positions would mean to misunderstand the agents’ motives. According to Bourdieu, the extra-discursive conditions of speech are the actual sources of discursive effectiveness. Hence, much space will be dedicated to the analysis of the struggle for position and power in the religious and political field as well as to social and political developments.

Despite Montazeri's prominence in Iran, there are few studies on his life and thought by Iranian or non-Iranian scholars. Many have mentioned him in passing, but few have dedicated more than a few paragraphs to him. By far the most extensive and detailed analysis of his political thought was written by Mohsen Kadivar (see bibliography for details). Katajun Amirpur, Geneive Abdo and Navid Kermani have also written about him at length. Maziar Behrooz and Babak Rahimi have dedicated articles to specific aspects of Montazeri's work, and Yann Richard has written a biographical sketch of Montazeri. Finally, the works of Wilfried Buchta, Baqer Moin and Ziba Mir-Hosseini are also of interest. Given the lack of secondary sources on Montazeri, his book Khaterat (Memoirs) – containing hundreds of fatwas, letters, speeches, interviews and other documents – is of particular importance. Of course, the book must be read with a pinch of salt: given the fact that it was only written in the late 1990s it does not directly reflect his thoughts, motives or feelings at the time of events. As it was composed to defend and justify his actions, the depiction of events as well as the choice of documents is often one-sided. Several passages whose truth cannot be verified independently must be treated with caution. In the case of the events leading to his deposition I refer for alternative accounts to the books by Ahmad Khomeini, Mohammad Reyshahri and an anonymous group of Montazeri's students published on the internet. Additional information on crucial episodes of his life is contained in Montazeri's short book Enteqad az khod (Self-Criticism), which was published after his death and in which he answered the critical questions of his son Sa'id. Although this book too must be approached cautiously it shows that, contrary to most other leading politicians in Iran, Montazeri was ready to self-critically address his own mistakes.

Even though the current work will concentrate on the post-revolutionary period, the first chapter is dedicated to the events before the revolution as these are not only essential to understanding the social, religious and political context that gave rise to the idea of an Islamic state, but also to understanding the formative experiences that structured Montazeri's habitus and thereby shaped his later ideas and practices. An analysis of this period is also necessary because Montazeri's religious and political authority after the revolution, which enabled him to become a key figure of the regime, cannot be understood without knowledge of his early life.

The second chapter will show how the Islamists came to dominate the discourse during the revolution, while adopting the central demands of their secular rivals. It will retrace the debate on the doctrine of velāyat-e faqih both inside and outside the constitutional assembly, highlighting Montazeri's role and position in this debate. The new constitution made Islam the basis of politics and accorded the clerics12 a privileged role in politics. However, as the advocates of velāyat-e faqih had no clear vision of the implications of this doctrine and its relation to the republican institutions, the new constitution was full of contradictions.

Political praxis soon showed that contrary to the Islamist assumption, the laws and prescriptions of Islam were neither sufficient nor well suited to administering a modern state and society. Moreover, the clerics lacked the experience for the posts they assumed after the revolution. Chaos and violence was the result. In many cases the new regime was more repressive, corrupt and inefficient than its predecessor. Chosen in 1985 as the designated successor to the leader, Montazeri in a series of lectures on velāyat-e faqih set out to reinterpret this doctrine in order to allow for more popular participation and political freedom.

The fourth chapter will show how Montazeri's intervention against the excesses in the courts and prisons, as well as his enthusiasm for the export of the revolution, regularly brought him into conflict with other institutions of the regime. When in 1986 his opponents intervened to cut back his power and to bring him under control, his longtime friend and mentor Khomeini refused his support. This considerably damaged their relations and embittered Montazeri. When in the summer 1988 he criticised the massacres in the country's prisons, and the following winter publicly called for the liberalisation of the system, he was deposed from his post.

Montazeri was not the only former revolutionary to be alarmed by the regime's evident failure to fulfil its promises, religion's loss of influence in society and the increasing politicisation of religion. When the pragmatists and conservatives in 1992 redrew the rules and limits of the political field to the disadvantage of the Islamic left,13 this led a growing number of clerics, politicians and intellectuals to consider options for reform. The fifth chapter will focus on the debate regarding the understanding of religion and its relationship to politics as well as on the autonomy of the religious field which emerged in the following years.

The election of Mohammad Khatami as president in 1997 demonstrated the level of popular support for the reformers. However, as they did not control central positions of power they were unable to implement their programme. The resulting structural paralysis of the political field once again proved that legitimacy can indeed be divorced from power. When Montazeri challenged the religious authority of Ayatollah Ali Khamene'i in a speech 1997 and urged the President to confront the leader, he was placed under strict house arrest for the next five years. That the reformers were unable to prevent the sanctioning of Montazeri foreshadowed their failure.

Finally, the seventh chapter will study the causes and consequences of the rise to power of the principlist faction, before dealing with the controversial re-election of Mahmud Ahmadinejad in 2009. In the protest against the election results, Montazeri once again played a prominent role, and in the months before his death assumed the position of spiritual mentor to the Green Movement. The support for this movement proved the continuing attractiveness of the reformist discourse. Yet, as in the past, the popular legitimacy and discursive superiority of the reform movement could not prevent its repression.


CHAPTER 1

MONTAZERI'S PATH INTO POLITICS

Social Modernisation and Other Challenges to Religion

At the time there were few students, and Reza Shah exerted great pressure on the clerics. They were mistreated and their turbans were removed. In the seminary of Isfahan, political matters were not discussed and the students did not read any newspapers […]. To read newspapers was not common among the people or the students, and only some of the senior clerics spoke about politics.

(Montazeri, from his memoirs regarding the situation during the 1930s)1

The prominent role played by the clergy in the opposition to the Shah in the 1960s and 1970s had been difficult to foresee during the preceding decades. Disappointed and disillusioned by the failure of the Constitutional Revolution from 1906 to 1911, which had sought to replace the absolutist monarchy with a parliamentarian democracy, to introduce a constitution and to reduce foreign influence, the Shi'ite clergy had turned its back on politics and returned to its traditional position of quietism. According to this position, only the Imams have the legitimacy to rule. In the absence of the Twelfth Imam, who according to Shi'ite tradition went into hiding in AD 874, all government is considered illegitimate and the clergy is supposed to abstain from any participation in politics. This position was notably represented by Grand Ayatollah Abdolkarim Haeri-Yazdi (1859–1937), who on the invitation of the local clergy in 1922 had moved his seminary to Qom.2 As the location of the tomb of Imam Reza's sister Fatemeh, this city in the arid
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