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With the crackdown of November 1977, however, the moderate oppo-
sition prudently retreated, participating in no more public protests until
the next thaw, in the summer of 1978. Several new moderate oppositional
groups were founded during this period (Karimi-Hakkak 1985: 212-13),
but their activities were limited to a handful of relatively mild pronounce-
ments (Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah [Supplement to The newsletter { Tehran} ],
1 December 1977—June 1978; Safahati az tarikh 1984). In mid-January 1978,
the National Front of Iran issued a single statement supporting a strike in
the Tehran bazaar (Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah, 31 January 1978, 7-8).72 The
Iranian Committee for the Defense of Human Rights wrote to the prime
minister, respectfully demanding a full accounting for the Qum tragedy, but
did not call for public protest (Safahati az tarikh 1984 [2]:85-87). Even such
limited oppositional activity as this, the committee’s leader noted in a press
conference on 11 January 1978, was “very likely to bring about difficulties and
restrictions for us” (ibid.: 95). Moderate oppositionists blamed one another
for fearing a “severe response on the part of the government” (Sanjabi 1989:
284) and for worrying so much that “they’ll arrest us all” that after a par-
ticularly rancorous planning meeting in early 1978, “this political movement
was halted.”” In sum, the mobilization by moderate oppositionists in 1977
affected Iranian responses to the Qum protest of January 1978 at most indi-
rectly, since these oppositionists were themselves restrained in their activities
in early 1978.

Revolutionary Islamists

The radical Islamist opposition did not mobilize its forces in 1975 but did
attempt to mobilize in late 1977. In mid-1975, leaders of the religious oppo-
sition did not believe that Iran was ready for revolution and hence did not
commit significant resources toward protest; in the fall of 1977, by contrast,
the religious revolutionaries decided that the country had “awakened.” This
difference in the Islamist opposition’s sense of efficacy at the two time peri-
ods, I suggest, may well explain the different responses by Iranians to the
two Qum protests.

Khomeini and his followers had long sought to overthrow the Iranian
monarchy and to institute an Islamic republic, but even the most ardent revo-
lutionaries did not think this would be feasible in the short or medium term.
In the wake of the violently suppressed protests of 1962-64, Khomeini and
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other religious radicals decided that the country was not yet ready for Islamic
revolution. As Khomeini (1981: 132-33) suggested in his lectures on “Islamic
Government” given in Najaf, Iraq, in 1970: “Ours is a goal that will take
time to achieve. . . . We must persevere in our efforts even though they may
not yield their result until the next generation.” For this reason, the Islamist
opposition devoted particular attention to spreading its message among the
youth.7* At the same time, the Islamist opposition largely refrained from open
protest (Kurzman forthcoming). Spreading the message was risky enough.”
Devout youths interested in more direct action drifted into cells of radi-
cal groups” that Khomeini called “deviationists from the Shi‘i religion . . .
whom I consider treasonous to the country and Islam and religion.” 77 More-
over, Khomeini’s organization suffered a blow on 1 July 1975, just weeks after
the repressed Qum protests, when a thousand of his students and support-
ers were expelled by the government of Iraq, which had recently reached an
accord with the shah and no longer had a need for a resident Iranian oppo-
sition (Khomeini 1982b: 21).

Khomeini’s response to the Qum protests of 1975 may have been tem-
pered by this slew of difficulties, though he appeared to maintain his con-
fidence that the efforts of the previous decade would eventually bear fruit.
“But with all these hardships, the awakening of the nation is the yeast of
hope,” Khomeini commented on 11 July 1975, referring to the activism
of university and seminary students (Khomeini 1982a: 232; Davani 1998,
6:464). “One clear point in these recent events that I find hopeful,” Kho-
meini wrote on 22 September 1975, “is this enlightenment and awakening
of the younger generation and the movement of the intellectuals, which are
developing quickly” (Khomeini 1982a: 237).

Two years later, Khomeini’s hopefulness seemed to have dissipated,
despite the opportunities offered by the shah’s limited political liberalization.
In a speech given on 28 September 1977, Khomeini noted that “a certain
opportunity [for protest] has been found, and it is to be hoped, God will-
ing, that good opportunities will arise.” However, Khomeini sounded almost
despairing of the possibility of taking advantage of such opportunities. He
began his speech with an apology for having repeated himself in an earlier
lecture: “When humans get old and senility overtakes them, all of their facul-
ties grow weak.” Khomeini appeared to recover his enthusiasm as his talk
continued, but he hardly sounded like a man who expected to lead a revolu-
tion: “With all this prostitution [both literal and figurative], the good people
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of Iran are not saying anything. I don’t know why they’re not saying any-
thing. . . . When are they going to speak out and say something and protest?”
(Khomeini 1977: 5, 15-16, 1982a: 251, 262-63).

Bolder elements within the opposition were in fact speaking out and
protesting at this time, as noted above, and Khomeini became aware of this
activity over the next month. On 1 November 1977, after several days of
seclusion following the death of his son,’® Khomeini gave a hopeful-sounding
speech (quoted at length earlier). Less than two weeks later, however, on
12 November 1977, Khomeini sounded skeptical of the genuineness of this
“opportunity”:

I am compelled to warn the people against a great danger in order to save
the nation from the deception and tricks of foreigners and their func-
tionaries. This recent inattentiveness of the regime that gave a chance
to the writers to write and to the speakers to talk is a big trick to vin-
dicate the shah and to pretend an acclaimed freedom, and to attribute
the crimes to the administration, which is nothing but a stooge. Writers
also cannot, in this repressive and intimidating atmosphere, introduce
the center of the crimes, i.e., the shah himself. . . . [The shah wants
to] secure his position by meaningless and limited freedom, and thereby
prepare the atmosphere for continuation of his rulership, and once again
begin his savage attack with much more atrocity and disaster. . . . Now, it
is the duty of all Muslims, especially that of the great ‘ulama’ (religious
scholars) and intellectuals . . . to take advantage of the opportunity to tell
and write everything that should be said to the international authorities
and other human societies. . . . I emphasize that worthy and responsible
individuals who hold the initiative avoid making themselves known, and
learn from past experience. (Khomeini 1978: 107, 109-10; original Per-
sian in Davani 1998, 6:534-37; Khomeini 1982a: 268-71; Shahidi digar
1977: 148-54; Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah, 1 December 1977, 56, 4)

As before, Khomeini recommended writing to international authorities,
though his followers continued to ignore this advice. Now, however, Kho-
meini called liberalization “a big trick” designed to divert criticism away
from the monarchy. Indeed, this diversion may have been working. Oppo-
sitionists in Iran were less outspoken than dissidents in the Soviet Union,
according to one knowledgeable observer, and prior to November 1977, they
criticized only particular policies rather than the regime itself (Cottam 1977:
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10; Pakdaman 1986: 63). Khomeini’s final cautionary remark, urging “worthy
and responsible individuals” to “avoid making themselves known,” contra-
dicts his earlier encouragement to write open letters and suggests that Kho-
meini did not consider his followers to be safe from repression. Perhaps
he feared a crackdown scenario like the Hundred Flowers in China, which
were allowed to bloom briefly before the thaw froze.” Khomeini reiterated
this position, with all its internal tensions, four days later in a message to
supporters outside Iran, referring to the “temporary opportunity that has
appeared” in Iran but calling the writings of the opposition “limited and
hypocritical” and urging his supporters to “take the initiative with complete
caution and clear-sightedness” (Davani 1998, 6:537-40; Khomeini 1982a:
272-77; Shahidi digar 1977:157-63; Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah, 1 December
1977, 2-3).

This speech reflects a suspicion of political liberalization, but it also sug-
gests a greatly expanded optimism. Khomeini and his followers apparently
took heart from the small mourning ceremonies that had followed the death
of Khomeini’s son Mustafa, viewing them as a sign that the decade and a
half of evangelization by the Islamist opposition had borne fruit. Khomeini’s
message of 12 November (Khomeini 1978: 106-7, 108) inflated these small
protests into events far more significant than the 20,000 Iranians, at most,
who may have participated, out of a population of more than 30 million.80

Such a great demonstration for this occasion was a verbal and active
response to the many years of absurdities of this incompetent agent. . . .
[It was] an indication of hate toward the tyrannical regime [of the shah]
and an actual referendum and a vote of no confidence against the treach-
erous regime. . . . The nation—from clergy and academicians to the
laborers and farmers, men and women—all are awakened.

Khomeini’s associates and followers apparently agreed with this assessment.
The younger generation targeted by the Islamist revolutionaries had come of
age with “unexpected speed,” a clerical Islamist wrote.8! According to a pro-
Khomeini seminary student, “The Muslim nation of Iran has awakened and
no longer swallows the deceit of these songbirds.” 82 Another clerical Islamist
wrote in November 1977 that “the Muslim masses have become increasingly
conscious of the truths of Islam and now understand that the Qur’an sum-
mons its followers to arm themselves, to be prepared militarily for an armed
uprising” (Ruhani 1982, 1:932). In January 1978, a midranking Islamist cleric
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in Qum commented similarly in a speech to activists: “Our awakened Mus-
lim society, conscious society, [has turned] a hopeful eye to the path of the
great leader, the esteemed source of imitation, our imam [leader], our aqa
[master], his honor the crusading grand ayatullah, Khomeini.” 83

This perception of mass awakening was probably inaccurate. Most Irani-
ans were not sufficiently “awakened” at the end of 1977 to join revolutionary
protests: Until late summer 1978, such protests rarely attracted more than
several thousand participants. Even within the religious establishment, there
was less than full-hearted support for revolution: only a minority of semi-
nary students favored Khomeini’s radicalism, and even fewer senior scholars
wished to risk open protest, as evidenced by their cautiousness during both
Qum protests (Kurzman 1994: 60-67). Yet the perception, accurate or not,
was important. It suggests that Khomeini and his top followers believed a
threshold had been achieved that made it plausible to throw themselves into
a revolutionary movement against an entrenched ruler.

In keeping with this change in perception, the Islamist opposition
stepped up its mobilization after the crackdown of mid-November 1977 just
as the moderate opposition retreated. Not only did Islamist protests become
more frequent, they became more confrontational, flouting the structure of
political opportunities with street demonstrations. In Qum on 2 December,
the 40th-day mourning ceremony for Mustafa Khomeini led to sharply anti-
regime speeches and a 14-point political resolution, approved by acclaim.
Afterward, outside the mosque, a crowd led by young clerics started to march
toward the Fayziyah Seminary, which had been closed by state authorities
after the June 1975 protests. Security forces beat the demonstrators and fired
in the air, but the streets were so full that they were unable to disperse the
crowd (Shahidi digar 1977 250-55; Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah, December
1977, 34-36, 20; Davani 1998, 6:528-30; Asnad va tasaviri 1978, 1[3]:14).8¢ In
the early evening, after more services, another demonstration ensued, again
with provocative slogans. The security forces beat the protestors with sticks
and clubs and arrested some; for their part, the demonstrators managed to
smash eight bank windows and a police kiosk.85 On 21 December, two cities
transformed the annual religious ceremony of ‘Ashura into political demon-
strations. In Tehran, thousands carrying banners marched out of the grand
bazaar and were attacked and arrested by the authorities. In nearby Shahr-i
Rey, the mosque area was surrounded by police, who watched as the cere-
mony proceeded. The demonstrators stuck to the traditional proceedings but
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during refrains shook their fists at the police and city officials ( Javidan bad
khatirah 1978: 3-4).

These events, preceding the Qum protests of January 1978 by mere
weeks, signal a mobilization of the Islamist opposition that differs consider-
ably from the leftist and moderate opposition’s less frequent activities in win-
ter 1977-78. This distinction, I suggest, was the result of a perception on the
part of the Islamist revolutionaries that victory was at hand. In December
1977, activists in Qum had gained an optimistic “spirit” and felt that “some-
thing could be done,” one of their leaders recalled 8¢ According to a merchant
activist, they asked one another: “What will be our next excuse to arouse
the people against the regime?” 87 Khomeini, who called the Qum protests of
June 1975 a “hopeful” development, responded to the Qum protests of Janu-
ary 1978 in an entirely different key: “To the noble nation of Iran, I bring
tidings that the despotic regime of the shah is drawing its last breaths.” 88

I must thank the nation of Iran. The nation is awakened, the nation is
conscious and resisting; at the very moment it sees all this oppression and
gives all these people to be killed, it is resisting against oppression. It is
standing up, and standing will achieve its goal. Once the nation has awak-
ened, and even the women are protesting against the state and against
the oppressors, it is not difficult for such a nation to become victorious.??

We have only circumstantial evidence linking the Islamists’ decision to
mobilize their forces and the protest activity that followed the Qum event
of early January 1978.9° We know that Khomeini and his followers called for
such activity in a way that they had not done in 1975, replacing generalized
outrage with plans for specific protests.”! One group of “crusading Muslim
university students,” for example, urged “all classes of people,” in particu-
lar bazaaris, to strike “in protest against this brutal crime of the shah’s anti-
Islamic regime” (Dar-barah-yi qiyam 1978, 1:126). We also know that many
of the protestors who took up this call made direct reference to the activism
of the Islamist leaders, as for example in a statement of Tehran bazaaris in
solidarity with “the crusading clerics” (ibid.: 137).

However, the main point in documenting the shift in Islamist opposition
in late 1977 is—in keeping with the comparative method —to present evi-
dence of correlation between cause and outcome rather than evidence (not
currently available) of the direct mechanism linking cause and outcome. The
Islamist mobilization of late 1977 and early 1978, and the sense of efficacy
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associated with this mobilization, appear to constitute the only major change
between the Qum protests of 1975 and 1978 that can plausibly be associated
with the emergence of widespread protest of January 1978, as contrasted with
the lack of widespread protest in June 1975.

Concluding Remarks

Repression has long been viewed as a double-edged sword: it can either
squelch protest or incite it. Two incidents of repression in Qum, Iran, in
June 1975 and January 1978 exemplify this truism. In the first case, the secu-
rity forces’ assault on a seminary-student protest deterred further opposi-
tional activities. In the second case, the security forces’ assault on a seminary-
student protest aroused a storm of further protests around the country. This
article took this matched pair of events, 31 months apart, in order to explore
a change model of causal explanation. The primary question is this: What
changed in the meantime that might have generated such different public
responses to these events? Three explanations of theoretical interest were
examined: an economic change explanation that emphasizes the importance
of a short-term downturn in the fortunes of the nation; a political change
explanation that highlights the effects of President Carter’s election in 1976;
and an organizational change explanation that considers the pronouncements
and activities of the primary opposition groups.

The available evidence points to significant change only in the self-
understandings and activities of the Islamist opposition. Economic condi-
tions were largely similar throughout the period, and the economic downturn
of 1977 —to which the timing of the Iranian Revolution is often attributed —
appears to have been no deeper, by many measures, than the earlier downturn
in 1974-75. Political conditions also were largely unchanged, and the partial
liberalization of 197677 —another commonly cited reason for the timing of
the revolution — was followed by a crackdown in November 1977 that echoed
the crackdown of March 1975. Among opposition groups, the revolutionary
left and moderate opposition responded very little to either Qum protest, and
the moderate opposition’s mobilization of 1977 — frequently referred to as the
opening act of the revolution —went into hiatus with the shah’s crackdown
in the autumn of that year.

Of the causes identified in the literature on the Iranian Revolution, a sig-
nificant shift is to be found only in the Islamist opposition. The statements of
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Khomeini and his followers have a markedly different tone before and after
early November 1977, in particular on the theme of the perceived “awaken-
ing” of the Iranian people and their readiness for revolution. This theme of
the awakening of the Iranian people appears to have been reflected in the
mobilization of the Islamist opposition in a handful of confrontational pro-
tests in the fall of 1977, even as the limited political opportunities associated
with the Carter administration’s human rights campaign dissipated after the
shah’s meeting with Carter in November 1977. The thematic shift cannot be
conclusively linked with the acceleration of protest, however, due to the lack
of evidence of the inner workings of the Islamist opposition, so the argument
rests on a correlation. In keeping with the method of difference, the changed
outcome is attributed to the changed precondition. This is not to say that
longer-term causes were absent, only that such longer-term causes were not
in themselves sufficient to trigger this reaction. Had they been sufficient, we
would expect them to have triggered a similar outcome in mid-1975.
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general of the United Nations, but it was not sent. Khurramabadi, interviewed in
Shirkhani 1998b: 122-23. Ayatullah Sadiq Khalkhali wrote to Amnesty International
in December 1978; Hamid Algar reported to the author that Khalkhali gave him the
letter in Paris and asked him to translate and forward it.

U.S. embassy memorandum of 12 December 1977 (Hooglund 1990: doc. 1253);
Bashiriyeh 1984: 112; Milani 1994: 111; Bazargan 1984: 26; Pakdaman 1986: 66;
Khabar-namah | The newsletter { Tehran} ], November—December 1977, 1-7.

Poet and Writers Association organizer Ghulam-Husayn Sa’idi, interviewed by Zia
Sedghi in Paris, 5 April 1984 (Harvard Iranian Oral History Collection, transcript
of tape 2, 17-19). See also the description in an anonymous letter from Iran in the
United Communists of Iran publication Zamimah-yi Hagiqat [ Supplement to Reality],
January 1978, 1-2.

U.S. embassy memorandum of 1 February 1978 (Hooglund 1990: doc. 1296); and
the open letter of Taligani’s lawyers, 23 August 1977, published in Khabar-namah,
November-December 1977, 1, 3.

U.S. embassy memoranda of 26 January and 1 February 1978 (Hooglund 1990: docs.
1291, 1296); SAVAK six-month summaries of religious opposition, 12 September
1977 and 14 March 1978 (SAVAK va ruhaniyar 1992: 190, 256).

Relatively few works on Iran identify the crackdown of November 1977 as an impor-
tant event; among those that do, see Foran 1993: 378-79; Graham 1980: 212; Parsa
1989: 179.

In the open portion of the meetings, Carter did not mention human rights at all,
according to a White House summary dated 16 November 1977, uncataloged in the
files of the National Security Archive, Washington, DC. In the private portion of the
meeting, Carter warned the shah about “serious problems in your country” (Carter
1989: 219). The White House then released a statement indicating that the two men
had reviewed the positive steps that Iran was taking on the matter of human rights
(New York Times, 17 November 1977, 3).

A student who was inside the hall (Respondent 3), interviewed by the author in
Berkeley, CA, 13 September 1989; Lafue-Veron 1978: 9-10; Iran: Vagues d’offensive
1978: 6-7; Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah, 1 December 1977, 12.

Abol Ghassem Lebaschi, an organizer of the event, interviewed by Habib Ladjevardi
in Paris, 28 February 1983 (Harvard Oral History Collection, transcript of tape 2,
20-21); Lafue-Veron 1978: 17-18; Richards 1978: 97-99; U.S. embassy memoran-
dum of 12 December 1977 (Hooglund 1990: doc. 1253); Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah,
1 December 1977, 9-11.

U.S. embassy memoranda of 1 February and 25 May 1978 (Hooglund 1990: docs.
1296, 1399); Safahati az tarikh 1984, [1]:58).
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68
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81

82
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See, for example, Burke and Lubeck 1987: 647, 650; Green 1982: 82-83; Kazemi
1980a: 88; Liu 1988: 198; Moshiri 1985: 111-12; Parsa 1989: 22-23, 88; Salehi 1988:
139; Snow and Marshall 1984: 138.

In a memorandum dated 16 January 1978, the U.S. embassy alleged Mujahidin
involvement in a recent guerrilla attack (Hooglund 1990: doc. 1282).

Alireza Mahfoozi, interviewed by Zia Sedghi in Paris, 7 April 1984 (Harvard Oral
History Collection, transcript of tape 1, 8, 16).

U.S. Central Intelligence Agency, “Soviet Involvement in the Iranian Crisis,” 12 Feb-
ruary 1979: 8-10, Declassified Documents Reference System 1986: doc. 2499.

A Khomeini supporter in the Tehran bazaar called the National Front’s statement
a “laughable” and “inconsequential” attempt to associate itself with ongoing plans
for a strike (Dar-barah-yi qiyam 1978, 1:139).

Lahidji, Foundation for Iranian Studies Program of Oral History, transcript, 64;
‘Abdul-Karim Lahidji, interviewed by Zia Sedghi in Paris, 5 March 1984 (Harvard
Oral History Collection, transcript of tape 5, 2-4).

Khomeini 1981: 129, 149; Ayatullah Muhammad Huseini Bihishti, discussing his
activities abroad (Pishtazan-i shahadat 1981: 15); several writings of Ayatullah Mur-
taza Mutahhari (quoted in Akhavi 1980: 123-24, 144); a former university student
and religious activist (Respondent 15), interviewed by the author in Istanbul, Turkey,
31 October 1989.

For a partial listing of state repression of the religious opposition in the 1970s, see
Kurzman 1994: 67-74.

On the religious background of guerrillas and their disillusionment with the clerical
Islamists, see Abrahamian 1989: 149-52 and passim.

Statement of October 1976 (Khomeini 1982a: 249).

Haj Ebrahim Dardashti, interviewed in Tehran in 1978 by Amir Taheri (1986: 182,
307).

Khomeini never specifically referred to the Chinese experience, as far as I know.
The number of participants is estimated from the Islamist opposition’s own reports
in Shahidi digar 1977).

Ayatullah Mahmud Saduqi, letter to Hujjat al-Islam Abulfazl Musavi, 7 September
1978 (Saduqi 1983: 87).

Anonymous student in Qum, December 1977 (Shahidi digar 1977: 256).

Speech of Husayn Musavi-Tabrizi, 8 or 9 January 1978 (Shirkhani 1998b: 268).
Pakdaman 1986: 63 quotes a resolution in which two points are different from the
version cited here. The resolution is dated 9 January 1978 in ‘Abbasi 1980: 724;
Abrahamian 1978: 6; and Fischer 1980: 194.

Shahidi digar (1977: 252); Zamimah-yi Khabar-namah, November-December 1977,
35; SAVAK memoranda of early December 1977 (Ingilab-i islami 1997-99, 1:211-12).
Husayn Musavi-Tabrizi, interviewed in Shirkhani 1998b: 170.

Sadiqi, interviewed in ibid.: 109.

Speech of 22 January 1978 (Davani 1998, 7:48; Khomeini 1982a: 299).

Speech of 21 January 1978 (Dar-barah-yi giyam 1978, 1:23; Khomeini 1982a: 285).
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Khomeini 1991, 2:1-2 dates the speech implausibly on 9 January 1978, the same day
as the casualties in Qum.

90 Several authors suggest that there is a smoking gun document from 1976 or 1977
in which Khomeini instructed his followers in Iran to mobilize against the shah
(Badamchiyan 1995: 144; Moin 1999: 180-81; Taheri 1986: 171, 180-81). However, I
have not been able to locate such a document.

91 This argument relies on the assumption that if Khomeini and his followers had
decided to mobilize in 1975, they would have received the same amount of public
support as in early 1978. There is no way to test this counter-factual scenario, but
I know of no evidence suggesting that Islamists were more popular in January 1978
than in June 1975.
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