
From Khomeini To Khatami: The
Transformation of Iran
Iran, a country located in the Middle East, has experienced significant changes in
its political landscape over the years. From the rise of Ayatollah Khomeini to the
presidency of Mohammad Khatami, Iran has gone through a remarkable
transformation. This article will delve into the key events and ideologies that
shaped Iran during this period.

The Rise of Ayatollah Khomeini

In the late 1970s, Iran was under the rule of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi,
whose regime was known for its authoritarianism and close ties with the United
States. Dissatisfaction among the Iranian population grew, leading to widespread
protests and strikes. The religious leader, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, emerged
as the prominent figure opposing the Shah and advocating for an Islamic
Republic.

Khomeini's message resonated with a large section of the Iranian population,
particularly those who felt marginalized and oppressed under the Shah's regime.
His calls for religious freedom and social justice struck a chord, leading to
nationwide demonstrations demanding the Shah's removal.
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The Iranian Revolution, which started in 1978, gained momentum, eventually
resulting in the overthrow of the Shah's regime in early 1979. Ayatollah Khomeini
returned to Iran from exile in France and established the Islamic Republic. The
new government aimed to create an Islamic state guided by the principles of
Sharia law.

The Islamic Revolution and its Aftermath

The Islamic Revolution led to drastic changes in Iran's political, social, and
cultural spheres. The new regime implemented policies aligned with Islamic
values, including the compulsory wearing of hijabs for women and restrictions on
Western cultural influences. The United States, which had supported the Shah,
became a target of hostility from Iran.

In 1980, just a year after the revolution, Iran faced a military invasion from Iraq,
led by Saddam Hussein. The war lasted for eight years and resulted in significant
casualties on both sides. However, the war also further solidified the revolutionary
spirit among Iranians, fostering a sense of unity and patriotism.

Ayatollah Khomeini, as the Supreme Leader of Iran, held significant power and
influence over the political decision-making process. His form of governance was
based on the concept of Vilayat-e Faqih, which means the "rule of the
jurisconsult." Under this system, the Supreme Leader has the final say in all
matters and is considered the ultimate authority in Iran's political, religious, and
military domains.
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The Khatami Presidency and Reformist Movement

Following Khomeini's death in 1989, Ali Khamenei assumed the position of
Supreme Leader. In 1997, Iran witnessed a significant turning point with the
election of Mohammad Khatami as the President. Khatami, a reformist politician,
promised a more open and tolerant Iran.

During Khatami's presidency, there was a notable shift in the political
atmosphere. The government relaxed restrictions on freedom of speech and the
press, allowing space for public debates and discussions. Civil society
organizations and independent newspapers emerged, providing a platform for
critical voices never seen before. This period is often referred to as the "Tehran
Spring."

Khatami's presidency also marked a change in Iran's foreign policy approach.
Iran sought to improve its relations with the West and engage in diplomatic
dialogue. The reformist government aimed to present a more moderate image of
Iran to the international community, distancing itself from the confrontational
rhetoric of the past.

However, Khatami's reform efforts faced significant challenges. The conservative
elements within the political establishment, led by hardliner Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, opposed many of the proposed reforms. Despite facing opposition,
Khatami made several groundbreaking overtures, such as his call for a "dialogue
among civilizations" and his efforts to promote cultural exchanges with the West.

The Legacy of Khomeini and Khatami

The leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini laid the foundation for the Islamic Republic
of Iran, shaping its political and legal systems. His charismatic and



uncompromising stance against Western influences galvanized the Iranian
people, creating a sense of national pride and identity.

Mohammad Khatami’s presidency, on the other hand, is remembered as a period
of limited socio-political reforms and increased international engagement. Despite
the limitations he faced due to the conservative nature of the Iranian political
system, Khatami opened doors for dialogue and paved the way for future
reformist movements in Iran.

Today, Iran continues to grapple with its political identity and the delicate balance
between religious doctrine and democratic values. The conversations and
changes initiated during the Khomeini-Khatami era have laid the groundwork for
ongoing debates and discussions about Iran's future.

The journey from Ayatollah Khomeini's rise to power to Mohammad Khatami's
presidency represents a significant chapter in the history of Iran. From the
establishment of an Islamic Republic to attempts at reform and international
engagement, Iran has witnessed a complex evolution.

The legacy of both Khomeini and Khatami resonates with Iranians to this day, as
they symbolize different sides of the country's political spectrum. The
transformative nature of this period has left an indelible mark on Iran's politics,
society, and international standing.

As Iran continues to navigate its path forward, understanding the historical
context and the various forces at play is essential. By exploring the journey from
Khomeini to Khatami, we can gain insights into the challenges and possibilities
that lie ahead for Iran.
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This book examines the foreign policy of the Islamic Republic of Iran towards the
states of the Persian Gulf from 1979 to 1998. It covers perceptions Iranians and
Arabs have of each other, Islamic revolutionary ideology, the Iran/Iraq war, the
Gulf crisis, the election of President Khatami and finally the role of external
powers, such as the United States. The author argues that over the twenty-year
period, the policy has moved from being ideological to pragmatic; and that by
tracing its history, we can better anticipate its future relationship.
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