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   Praise for 

   Call to Arms

   Iran’s Marxist Revolutionaries

   ‘Rahnema has done the staggeringly difficult task of offering us a meticulously researched history of the life and times of the Fadaʾis in late-Pahlavi Iran.’

   Roham Alvandi, Associate Professor of International History, London School of Economics and Political Science

   ‘Bypassing existing studies, Ali Rahnema’s Call to Arms reconstructs the formation and peak activities of Iran’s Fadaʾi guerrillas, relying almost entirely on the movement’s own literature and other contemporary primary sources. Meticulous and riveting, this book works like a time-tunnel, taking us back to experience “first-hand” the dramatic heroics and painful tragedy of radical political opposition in 1960s–1970s Iran.’

   Afshin Matin-Asgari, Professor of History, California State University, Los Angeles, and author of Both Eastern and Western: An Intellectual History of Iranian Modernity

   ‘Ali Rahnema’s Call to Arms delivers like a ray of hope, translating foregone pieties of a revolutionary age into the determined course of thinking, doing, and being. This book is an act of redemption, not just of the Iranian Marxist revolutionaries but also of the spirit of the age that demanded armed uprising against tyranny. What Rahnema achieves is a microcosm of a revolutionary age at work far beyond Iranian borders – from Asia to Africa to Latin America – that precisely in its noble political failures succeeded in building a notion of national sovereignty that forever dismantled any and all claims to state legitimacy. Nations were formed and national consciousness forged by the failed phantom of liberty these revolutionaries imagined and enacted. Read this book with a measure of due reverence. You are in the presence of ennobling legends.’ 

   Hamid Dabashi, Hagop Kevorkian Professor of Iranian Studies and Comparative Literature, Columbia University
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‌Preface and Acknowledgements

   Iranian contemporary history is full of unexplored and half-hidden episodes and periods on which Iranians are divided. The social impact and significance of these periods are often manifested in heated debates, exchanges, and ultimately judgements passed many years or decades later. If after half a century Iranians continue to talk about and debate the merits and shortcomings of Siyahkal and the subsequent actions of the Fadaʾi guerrillas, it simply means that the period has marked the social psyche of generations. Charting the proper topography of such periods is an ongoing process. It requires the continuous effort of historians looking at such events with their respective sensitivities and outlooks, and the research material available to them. In the preliminary stages of such historiography the terrain can only be partially illuminated. The final cartography will be produced in time as more investigations are carried out and more light is shed.

   The history of the Iranian Marxist revolutionaries, the Fadaʾis, is the subject of this study – whence they came, what they sought, and how they fared. The emphasis is on the formative years of those political groups, which turned to armed struggle as their method of fostering change. It traces the origins, evolution, interaction, and process by which two groups merged to form the People’s Fadaʾi Guerrillas in early 1971 and examines the activities of the Fadaʾis until the summer of 1976. The chronology for this book turned out to be lengthy. The details of team formations, members, activities, armed operations, street battles, arrests, and executions are included in the chronology. I would recommend reading it before starting with the text as it provides a general impression of the context and events.

   Understanding the history and impact of the Fadaʾis necessitates answering numerous questions. What was their genealogy and lineage? What was their theoretical and ideological genesis? How did pre-Fadaʾi circles and groups take shape, blend, and develop? What did their theoreticians think? How was the Siyahkal strike planned, carried out, and what were its outcomes? To what extent did the pre-Fadaʾi groups transcend or retain their original identity as they morphed into the People’s Fadaʾi Guerrillas? How did they act and evolve after they became the Fadaʾis? What were their political expectations and objectives? How and why did Bijan Jazani, the leader of a pre-Fadaʾi group, launch an ideological campaign from prison against the prevalent revolutionary philosophy of the Fadaʾis fighting the regime? How was this ideological challenge received and responded to? What was the impact of the guerrillas’ activities on the general public, and on student sympathizers in and outside the country? Finally, did the Fadaʾis play a role in the fall of the Shah and the 1979 Iranian revolution? The object of this study is not only to take a step towards constructing the Fadaʾi history, but to place the ideas of their theoreticians in the context of Marxist–Leninist thought. The Fadaʾis will also be situated in relation to the ideas and positions of the Tudeh Party, their non-revolutionary Marxist contenders.

   A major difficulty with tracing and reconstructing the history of the Fadaʾis is finding reliable sources. The basic factual foundations necessary to construct the history of any clandestine revolutionary group can be elusive. In the case of the Fadaʾis, the task becomes even more difficult. Archives provide raw information in terms of dates, times, participants, events, and facts. In 2020, such annals on the pre-Fadaʾis and Fadaʾis do not exist. Ironically, the fairly reliable archival sources available on them are those of the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office, and the American Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS). In these two repositories, facts, dates, hearsay, approximations, analysis, opinion, and prejudice are detectable and identifiable. The Iranian press provides partial facts, partial SAVAK (secret police) misinformation and, at times, total dissimulation of Fadaʾi activities. It remains, however, most useful in terms of providing dates, even if events reported on those dates include disinformation and should be handled with care.

   Finding correct dates of any kind becomes a taxing task. Writing a historical account without establishing a chronology, without understanding and determining historical associations, causes, and effects, based on dates, is most challenging. In state-run publications, the frequency of expressions such as “after a while” (pas az chandi), “from now on” (az in pas), “in this period” (dar in dowran), “as time passes by gradually” (ba gozasht-e zaman andak andak), becomes frustrating and confusing. Studying events in a time void is almost like reading a piece of science fiction with no tangible historical time markers and indicators.

   The value and veracity of the literature on the Fadaʾis published after the revolution by various state-run archives, security-related think tanks, and state-employed researchers or authors with free access to SAVAK files is even more complex. These works are most often based on SAVAK reports of events, SAVAK instructions or evaluations, interrogation reports on the activities of arrested guerrillas, and monographs on or profile assessments of key combatants by other arrested comrades. The information obtained under duress from arrested Fadaʾis, even if published in its entirety, would have to be treated cautiously. Relying on interrogation reports can be completely misleading as most purposefully distort undivulged information, mislead and confuse their interrogators, and dissimulate the identity of their team members, contacts, and liaisons. Yet all information in interrogation reports cannot be ruled out as disinformation. Useful information, however, can be extracted from these sources. Those arrested and interrogated are sometimes re-interrogated once new information connecting them with previously undisclosed “subversive” activities is divulged. In these circumstances, they sometimes disclose dated information concerning operations or events useful to a researcher but dead wood for the interrogator. Sifting between disinformation and useful information becomes difficult. The independent researcher must make an intelligent guess as to whether the interrogation report referred to by the state-run publications is the prisoner’s first, second, third, or umpteenth report. Depending on the prisoner being interrogated, each report may be assumed to have been written after a torture session.

   The state-run publications seldom publish the actual SAVAK letter, report, or interrogation account in full. In earlier state-run publications almost entire documents both in the original version and typed version were made available. Later publications replaced this tradition with their “analysis” based on unpublished documents.1 Research becomes ever more complicated when state-run think tanks publish documents in the form of chopped-up and selected passages or pages.

   There are three key problems with state-controlled sources claiming to be based on SAVAK archives but failing to publish or purposefully withholding the publication of the original document. First, evidence and sources are chosen selectively by authors, dissimulating the context and the time period. In the absence of access to the original documents, verification of the veracity of such sources and their content becomes impossible. Second, such sources seldom contain dates, chronology, and a systematic presentation of events, relations, or decisions. SAVAK reports published in their entirety contain valuable information. They reveal the subject and the issue at hand, the date of the report and event, and the place where it is taking place. They also disclose the formal opinion of the SAVAK employee(s) receiving the report on the degree of veracity of the report and reflect the necessary follow-ups suggested. Sometimes the antecedent of the subject matter, and its background, are also referred to. Such important information helps with the understanding, development, and interlacing of events. Third, consultation of the sources constituting the bases of state-run publications are not open to the public, raising suspicions of prejudice and bias on the part of the authors of such works. The academic independence, credentials, and objectivity of authors of such works is, at best, questionable. These factors cast a long shadow of doubt on the content of such compilations and narratives.

   Given the inability to consult the actual SAVAK documents and faced with bits and pieces selectively quoted in state-run publications, researchers must make do with what is made available to them in such texts. They are put in the sensitive position of accepting some and rejecting other information. To the extent that the literature published on the “basis” of SAVAK sources can be verified and checked by memoirs or writings of the direct actors or surviving actual players, researchers can separate the wheat from the chaff. In the absence of such independent memory banks, researchers will be obliged to use their discretion and intuition to make a call. Here we are swimming in murky waters. Faced with conflicting evidence, the researcher needs to present it.

   Nevertheless, to move towards completing the jigsaw puzzle, one needs to choose from the available information in the absence of proven evidence. At this point, the study becomes intuitive, where claims become multiple, and the tools for ascertaining facts are unavailable. This work has tried to rely on evident facts as much as possible, but it is by no means free of intuitive deductions. Wherever use has been made of information obtained in interrogation reports, reference has been made in the relevant footnotes.

   During the past twenty years, veterans of the Fadaʾi movement from different generations have published their recollections in the form of single-authored books, articles, interviews, edited volumes, and compilations. These works are most useful as they shed light on a specific, and therefore limited, geographical location of the Fadaʾi map during the precise time when the narrator was directly involved with the movement. Classifying such information, and making good use of it in constructing the Fadaʾi history, after verification, requires posing a few preliminary questions: Which generation did the author/reporter belong to? Did he or she first become associated with the pre-Fadaʾis or the Fadaʾis? Was he/she associated with the Jazani or the Pouyan, Ahmadzadeh, and Meftahi pre-Fadaʾi groups? Was he/she a clandestine combatant? When was he/she arrested and for what? Did the narrator go underground after being released from prison, and when? Was the reporter fighting, in prison, or overseas? With which side of the prison debate did the narrator identify? With which of the many factions of the Fadaʾis that emerged after 1979 did the narrator identify?

   Even though there are no straightforward, or categorical answers to some of these questions, they help situate the authors/narrators and their story in the wide geography of the Fadaʾi history. The purpose of these hypothetical questions is not to homogenize and pigeonhole individuals, but to best understand their perspective. The very short life expectancy of active guerrillas (typically six months), and the fast pace at which new crops of combatants took the place of fallen ones, makes historical reconstruction difficult.

   If we trace the genesis of the pre-Fadaʾi groups formed around the idea of armed struggle to around 1964–1965, we are trying to reconstruct events that occurred some fifty-five years ago. The daunting reality is that, among those who constituted the forefathers or pillars of the original groups, no one has survived. Very few key personalities considered as the companions of the pioneers were still at hand during the research phase of this study and threw light on certain aspects of Fadaʾi history. But their crucial insight was limited to their own period and circle of involvement. This study has benefitted from the most useful input of some of these companions. They have helped enormously in reconstructing a history of the periods that they were directly involved with. The rest is detective work – part fact, and part hopefully informed speculation. I am indebted to those who responded graciously to my enquiries. Some of the questions I posed, I know, reminded them of their interrogations by SAVAK.

   This work has long been in the making. It was bypassed several times by other projects, but never forgotten. The idea originated in 1997 when I was on sabbatical at St. Antony’s College. Fortuitously, during my stay there, someone whom I believe to be Ali Razavi, but he is not sure, landed me with a medium size cardboard box full of pamphlets, pertaining to the Fadaʾis. Just like that. This was a sign, as there was enough raw material in that box to start my foray. I returned to Paris, arranged the pamphlets, and from then on that treasure trove served as a reminder that I needed to delve into Fadaʾi history. I would ask questions, read on the topic, and arrange interviews intermittently.

   I started serious work on this project some fifteen years later. I spent over a year familiarizing myself with the transformations of the Jazani Group by producing chronological organograms up to Siyahkal. Then I began with the obvious question: Why did the cream of the cream of Iranian university students, the educated, the sociopolitically conscious and the future builders of their country, turn to violence and arms? To address that question, I spent another year and a half ploughing through Iranian history from the 1953 coup to the assassination of Prime Minister Hasan-ʿAli Mansour in January 1965. That study by itself became too wordy and voluminous. I realized that, if I were to share with my readers the detailed historical context of state transformation between 1953 and 1965, by the time they finished reading how the Shah became a despot, they would forget the main topic. The detailed historical context of the evolution of the Iranian state had to be abandoned, and the study had to focus on the history and genesis of the Fadaʾis’ call to arms.

   In this research, I have relied on the goodwill and cooperation of many who decided to trust me with their experience and accounts. Some chose not to. An outsider poking his nose into the historical affair of the Fadaʾis needed connection and contact. My special thanks go to a good old friend, Shahram Qanbari. Throughout the years of research and writing, he has been my stone of patience “sang-e sabour” when I would get flustered with lacunas, inaccuracies, imprecisions, and conflicts in accounts, reports, and dates. He was the portal to some key people whose information has been indispensable in this study. His critical eyes and dogmatic fairness, when reading the early drafts, put me on the right path. I have also benefitted from three other hawk-eyed friends. My special thanks go also to Leyla Ebtehadj who helped put my English in order and raised a red flag when my sentences went running for way too long. She asked key questions and forced me to clarify my statements. Fereydoun Rashidiyan and Nazanin Jahanbani identified mistakes which I had missed even after multiple readings. I am most grateful to Ali Gheissari and Behrooz Moʿazami for reading the manuscript and making painstaking comments and corrections. Transliteration is tedious except for Persian/Farsi language enthusiasts and experts. Whenever the transliteration in this text meets the standards of Persian/Farsi language experts it is the work of Shahram Qanbari and Ali Gheissari. Whenever there is a mishandling it is mine.

   The list of those who helped me with this work is long, and I will not be able to do them all justice by thanking each individually. There are a few whom I need to single out specifically for the time they took to answer my detailed, and at times tedious questions, some over a long period. I would like to thank Mastoureh Ahmadzadeh, and pay my respects to the late Aqa Taher Ahmadzadeh, who both gave me a sense of the environment in which Masʿoud and Majid Ahmadzadeh grew up. Mastoureh Ahmadzadeh put me in touch with the late Bijan Hirmanpour, whose impeccable memory and candour were indispensable to this study.

   My special thanks go also to Mohammad-Majid Kianzad, without whose patience and continuous help I would have made many more mistakes. He is the last of the direct actors and companions of the Jazani Group. His experiences date back to 1963–1964. At one point, Kianzad’s memories of the Jazani Group overlap with those of Mehdi Sameʿ. The two had gone to the same university. Sameʿ provided me with a rich account of the political activities at Tehran’s Polytechnic University and Ghafour Hasanpour’s role in recreating and transforming the Jazani Group after 1968. Sameʿ’s excellent memory, and his rich experience between December 1966 and December 1971, were of great help in understanding the internal development of one of the two groups which constituted the Fadaʾis.

   I am most grateful to Farhad Nomani, my old friend and colleague, who supported this endeavour and put me in contact with important actors. There are many more whom I am indebted to. I will name a few and beg the pardon of others: Houshang Keshavarz-Sadr, Hedayatollah Matin-Daftari, Neʿmat Mirzazadeh, Soudabeh Jazani, Qasem Rashidi, ʿAli Tolouʿ, Farrokh Negahdar, Reza ʿAlamehzadeh, Morteza Siyahpoush, Mohammad-Reza Shalgouni, Roben Markarian, ʿAli-Asghar Izadi, Naqi Hamidiyan, Behrooz Moʿazami, Sheyda Nabavi, ʿAli Sattari, Heydar Tabrizi, ʿAbbas Hashemi, ʿAbdollah Qavami, Bahram Qobadi, Naser Rahim-Khani, Qorbanali ʿAbdolrahimpour, and those who wished to remain anonymous. I am also grateful to Siavush Randjbar-Daemi for providing me with various useful documents. My special thanks to Novin Doostdar, Eskandar Sadeghi-Boroujerdi, and Siavush Randjbar-Daemi of Oneworld Publications for their warm reception and support. Finally, my special thanks to David Inglesfield, for the application of his truly magic wand to this text.

   This work would have been much more difficult to undertake and probably more wanting had it not been for four crucial websites. My heartfelt thanks go to the Archive of the Iranian Opposition’s Documents (Arshiv-e asnad-e opozisiyon-e Iran), Parastou Forouhar’s forouharha.net, the Iranian Oral History Project at Harvard, and the Marxists Internet Archive. Aspects or all this work may be objectionable to those who helped create it, and if that may be the case, I apologize to them in advance. Research on the contemporary history of absolutist countries is not as dangerous as doing politics in them, but it is difficult. For some of the events described in this book, reliance has been placed on limited accounts or, at times, a sole eyewitness account, without additional third-party supporting evidence and other inaccessible primary sources and archives. Readers should regard these accounts and individuals involved with this limitation in mind. This work is the product of the author’s research process and his interpretations. May there be many more books and interpretations on this topic.

   Paris, May 2020

  

 
  
   Notes

   1 Compare the almost complete presentation of SAVAK reports and letters (except for pp. 284–285) in Be ravayat-e asnad-e SAVAK, Chap dar Iran, vol. 8, Tehran: Markaz-e barrasi-e asnad-e tarikhi-e vezarat-e ettelaʿat, 1380 (2001) with later works such as Faslnameh-ye motaleʿat-e tarikhi, shomareh 57, vol. 2, Tabestan 1396 (2017).


  

 
  
    


‌Introduction

   Upon her return to London after an eleven-week visit, Professor A.K.S. Lambton reported to the Foreign Office on her impressions of Iran. She had arrived in Tehran just after the fall of ʿAli Amini in June 1962. Based on her conversations with several unidentified sources in Iran, Lambton spoke, in her own mysterious manner, about the communist underground “stepping up subversion and showing growing interest in the possibility of guerrilla warfare”. She referred even to the province of Gilan as the area where the rebels intended to concentrate their efforts. Lambton was, as usual, highly perceptive of what was bubbling under the surface, and intuitively correct to predict the coming of armed struggle. She erred, however, in thinking that this future mode of violent political expression in Iran would be the outcome of the Tudeh Party’s “reorganization of its structure at the base”.1 Clearly, Lambton could not predict the rise of revolutionary Marxism at odds with Tudeh Party conservatism, yet intuition demonstrated that she was on the right track.

   From July 1961, Amini had shifted into a repressive gear against National Front political activities. At this time the idea of violent retaliation against state violence had begun to float among certain radical National Front students, who would later join the Iranian guerrilla movement. It would be fair to say that reflection and consideration of armed struggle against the regime began some two to three years later around 1963 and 1964.

   To comprehend the attraction of organized armed struggle, it is important to get a sense of the factors which were pushing a new generation of revolutionaries to take up arms. There is little doubt that the Cuban Revolution (1953–1959), the Algerian War of Independence (1954–1962), the Vietnam War (1955–1975), and the Palestinian Liberation Organization, founded in 1964, were important exogenous push factors. The politicized youth of the 1960s and 1970s breathed in an international air of radicalism, and some strain of Marxism–Leninism. The world background of revolutionary movements in the context of the Cold War certainly inspired the Iranian youth.

   Some sixty years after the Constitutional Revolution of 1906, simple political rights, liberties, and freedoms which had been fought for and obtained on paper continued to elude the Iranian people. Mosaddeq’s experience with democracy and non-violence had ended with the 1953 coup. The critical speeches of Ruhollah Khomeyni, questioning the Shah’s policies and his rising popularity, had resulted in the 5 June 1963 uprising. The bloody repression, and harsh reprisals which had followed, convinced opposition of all shades that the regime in place would not tolerate any kind of objection to its policies and method of governance.

   Legal attempts by political organizations, such as the National Front and the Iran Freedom Movement, to uphold and enforce the Constitution had led to the arrest of their leaders and the dismantling of those organizations. Those who sought political change, especially the youth, saw little hope on the horizon. The soft-spoken and pragmatic leaders of the National Front, always conscientious of acting within the law, were forced to adopt the landmark policy of “patience and waiting” (sabr o entezar) on 9 February 1964. The equally legally minded leaders of the Iran Freedom Movement lingered behind bars. In the minds of the politicized youth, if the seasoned Mosaddeqist politicians could not reform the system, then perhaps the system was beyond reform.

   Mehdi Bazargan, a Muslim social democrat and the founder of the Iran Freedom Movement, recalled that “the idea of armed resistance against the [post-Mosaddeq] coup regime took shape around the beginning of 1964.”2 In Bazargan’s opinion, the shift in tactics, from peaceful and legal political dissent to armed struggle, followed “the repression of the last nationalist and religious attempts at legal resistance, the devastation and dispersion of the opposition, the defeat of the nationalist movement, and the elimination of the possibility of conducting a legal opposition movement”. In Bazargan’s political assessment from March 1964, “All opposition groups and organizations, with their differing ideologies, reached a single conclusion.” They agreed that “the only means of struggling against the regime was through armed struggle.”3

   The eventless exile of Khomeyni in November 1964, which created no political ripples, was followed by a series of violent outbursts. Prime Minister Hasan-ʿAli Mansour was assassinated on 21 January 1965 by Mohammad Bokharaʾi, a member of the armed branch of the Islamic Coalition of Mourning Groups. On 10 April 1965, an attempt was made on the Shah’s life at the Marble Palace, by Reza Shamsabadi. Finally, on 20 October 1965, members of the Islamic Nations Party were rounded up after clashing with the gendarmes in the hills around Darband. This party, led by Mohammad-Kazem Bojnourdi, was the first political group to enter armed struggle against the regime. According to Bojnourdi, “In the Shah’s undemocratic and police state, every move would have been severely repressed.” He concluded that “the response to the bayonet had to be with the bayonet.”4

   From the attempted insurrection of the Islamic Nations Party in October 1965 to the Siyahkal strike of February 1971, the radical opposition was seriously thinking about armed struggle. They discussed and studied it, formed an ideology, gradually constituted clandestine and semi-clandestine groups, and even engaged in military operations, without publicizing their identities. During those five years, on the surface everything seemed calm and quiet. The regime believed that the Shah’s White Revolution had won the hearts and minds of the peasants, workers, women, and middle class. True as this may have been, the opposition craved political freedoms, and the right to vocally disagree and organize.

   The news of a military strike at Siyahkal on 8 February 1971 caught the regime by surprise. It marked the beginning of a Marxist–Leninist guerrilla war of counter-violence against the regime, with all its intended and unintended consequences. The armed activities of the guerrillas, even though they abated considerably after June 1976, continued through to the Iranian Revolution of February 1979.

   To narrate meaningfully how seriously the activities of the guerrillas impacted the lives, outlook, and existential being of young, politicized, urban Iranians, it would not suffice to enumerate the operations carried out by them, and against them, tally their members and sympathizers, or count their dead and wounded.5 The Iranian guerrilla movement, through its praxis established a frame of reference, an ethos and an archetype for Iranian political activists. It would be fair to say that its struggle and comportment established a code of conduct for the politicized youth. The battle conducted by the Iranian guerrilla movement captured the imagination of urban Iranians, especially its youth, and confronted them with important political questions on how to engage with authoritarian rule.

   As soon as the news of Siyahkal had become public, all shades of the opposition, as well as Iranians concerned with the country’s political gridlock, faced a new reality. A new answer had been provided to the question “What is to be done?” Armed struggle, an abstract and hypothetical option floating in Iran’s political air, was now an option. In the face of public complacency, the young newcomers had taken it upon themselves to initiate regime change.

   The fact that armed struggle was launched did not imply people flocking to it. Yet, the insurrectionary action of the guerrillas had created a personal, social, and ethical dilemma for those who believed that the regime denied them their constitutional rights. The taking up of arms by some must have weighed on the conscience of others who believed that the Shah’s regime was dictatorial, exploitative, and a cog in the imperialist world order. For most of the opposition, irrespective of their decision to actively join the guerrilla movement, countering violence with violence seemed morally correct.

   A large majority of the Iranian opposition opted to continue with their normal life, standing by to watch the battle between the armed guerrillas and the regime. In private, and in friendly circles, however, a significant segment of the silent urban majority rooted for the guerrillas. Sympathizers of armed struggle who could not join the guerrillas due to the high stakes respected the uncompromising stand of those who did. To many urban Iranian activists, the cause of the guerrillas was just, irrespective of their ideology. They were looked upon as the progeny of Iranian heroes in times of national desperation, Kaveh the Blacksmith, Babak Khorramdin, Yaʿqub Lays-e Saffari, Hasan Sabbah, Sattar Khan, and Mirza Kouchik Khan. In 1978–1979, the mindset of insubordination cultivated by the guerrillas turned into full insurgence.

   Joining the guerrilla movement remained the preferred choice of a special kind of political dissident. At a historical moment when few dared to challenge the powers that be, and even fewer rose to confront it, defiance and intransigence were virtues passed on by the guerrillas to many young urban Iranians. By the late 1970s, the guerrilla movement had unintentionally cultivated its own underground folklore. In a closed and frightened society where information was strictly regulated, the guerrillas’ exploits were overblown as the superhuman feats of heroes. Facts and rumour meshed to create wishful and laudatory narratives of an epic saga, part true and part fantasy. Grand tales of valour, gallantry, and true grit surrounded the activities of the guerrillas. Poems were written about their chivalry while songs were attributed to their selflessness. Hamid Ashraf, Ahmad Zibrom, Reza Rezaʾi, and Ashraf Dehqani, among others, became political and social symbols and role models. While high school and university students marvelled secretly at their exploits, the armed opposition acted out their dreams and fantasies.

   The armed movement was responding to a sociopolitical need for self-respect and self-affirmation in a society where opposition to the regime had been villainized, discredited, and written off. The guerrilla movement became the awakened conscience of the opposition, the path to empowerment of the politically impoverished. The guerrilla initiative survived long enough to impose its political and psychological mark on society. As gun battles raged, and the regime relied more and more on arbitrary arrests, torture, summary trials, and executions, it alienated more students and people from all walks of life. The Shah’s reaction to the unexpected guerrilla movement was that anyone involved with the “riots and the upheavals”, be they involved with bloodshed or not, should face execution.6 For five and a half years the guerrillas exposed the worst face of the regime.

   From the moment the armed struggle began, the Shah was eager to minimize its importance by exuding a sense of confidence and projecting an air of calm and control. Any sign of distress by the Shah meant that the guerrillas had succeeded in shattering the image of the regime’s uncontested power. On 17 June 1972, sixteen months after the assault on Siyahkal, Peter Ramsbotham, the newly appointed British Ambassador to Iran, betrayed the Shah’s lofty air of poise and self-confidence. Ramsbotham wrote to the Foreign Secretary, Sir Alec Douglas-Home, “The increased opposition and its new method of violence are worrying not only for the Shah but also for us.” Ramsbotham drew a parallel between “the present situation” and “the days of the Mossadeq period”. Yet, he quickly added that “we are a long way from the repetition of those events.”7 Asadollah ʿAlam’s diary entry of Tuesday, 14 August 1972 is most telling. The Shah’s Court Minister wrote, “The terrorists have scared everyone.”8

   After the Siyahkal assault, the Shah minimized the incident. In a speech, he quipped that stamping out the desperate, crazy, and sick exploits of a bunch of youngsters would not even require the services of the assistant cooks (shagerd ashpazha) in the army.9 Time was to show that armed insurgency would last much longer than the Shah had anticipated, and that quelling it was not as easy as he thought. Every time the Shah was given a report on the activities of the Fadaʾis, their operations, arrest, or death in gun battles, his Majesty would ask, “What have you done about Hamid Ashraf?”10 In May 1976, the Shah was furious about the news of demonstrations at Tehran University in support of the Fadaʾi guerrillas. He lashed out at ʿAlam and said, “If you do not find all these saboteurs (kharabkaran), I will inflict a dire punishment on you (pedar shoma ra dar khaham avord).”11

   More than seven years after Siyahkal, and two years after the death of Hamid Ashraf, the guerrillas continued to haunt the Shah. On 12 July 1978, anxious about their activities, the Shah told his new head of SAVAK, General Naser Moqaddam, that it had been a while since he had received a report about the terrorists. He enquired, “Is this because their activities have ceased or is it because SAVAK has not infiltrated them?”12 Less than a month later, the Fadaʾi guerrillas attacked police forces at ʿEshratabad Square, and issued a declaration entitled, “This Is Our Response to the Brutal Killing of the Combatant People”.13
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‌1

   Violence as a Political Option?

   The political and personal decision to take up arms against one’s own government assumes the willingness to engage in violence, cause material damage, inflict injury, and if need be, death on one’s own countrymen. To understand why in the late 1960s and early 1970s, the guerrilla movement erupted in Iran, certain suppositions are in order. From the point of view of a rational individual presenting no psychological predisposition to aggression, peaceful and non-violent methods of social and political change are assumed to be preferable to violent ones.

   The young guerrilla opting to engage in armed struggle, knowing how short his/her life will be, makes a conscious decision to forego important life opportunities in terms of worldly pleasures. Once the choice is made, the revolutionary wearing an armour of certitude and conviction sets on a one-way path. The philosophy of life and mindset of such an individual is different from that of a typical pleasure-maximizer and pain-minimizer. The revolutionary also realizes that the political choice of going to war against a well-armed regime would have consequences, the most obvious of which is breaking with “ordinary livelihood” for an indeterminate period.

   The guerrilla would have to come to terms with the eventuality of long periods of lying low, hiding in complete isolation, scavenging on the edges of society while being hunted down when organizational connections are ruptured, safe houses are compromised, and team members are killed in gun battles. The revolutionary knows that his/her endurance for both physical and mental pain, even trauma, will certainly be put to the test. He/she will have to reconcile with an initial deep sense of remorse from injuring or killing a human being, even if it is the enemy.

   The guerrilla would have to consider, and hypothetically overcome, the fear of injury, arrest, and imprisonment. He/she would have to be ready for something which is impossible to prepare for: excruciating pain inflicted by professional torturers who are not accountable to anyone. He/she would have to deal with the guilt and grief of being forced to divulge sensitive information, leading to the arrest, torture, and perhaps death of comrades. Finally, the revolutionary would have to make his/her peace with the eventuality of death in its multiple forms: in military operations, street fights, shoot-outs defending or escaping safe houses, under torture, by execution, or by swallowing the cyanide pill which the guerrilla always carries.

   Taking up arms against a well-entrenched state results in shedding blood and taking lives. It invariably leads to a destructive cycle of violence, the heightening and intensification of police repression, and an even greater degree of arbitrariness and cruelty. The regime under siege usually responds by further limiting the few remaining political liberties, if any are left. Armed struggle threatens the forces of repression, and consequently increases their alertness and anger.

   The authorities with a mandate to impose internal security will feel compelled to display their forces on the streets, punish the slightest semblance of anti-state activity, dissimulate their own fear, and reimpose their authority by sowing terror. Armed struggle militarizes society. The police state under attack widens the definition of acts of “terrorism” and “sabotage”, criminalizing what may have been acceptable before, causing physical pain to non-guerrilla dissidents for as much as reading “insurrectional works”.

   The armed struggle, and its backlash, in a despotic regime, both intimidates and excites the silent majority. It estranges the silent majority from the repressive regime because of the brutality it exercises. Yet, it also estranges the silent majority from an armed movement in which they cannot engage, given the high costs of participation. The armed struggle and the state backlash produce a growing social stratum of sympathizers of different degrees impressed by the objectives and the comportment of the guerrillas. Armed struggle against despotism establishes moral authority for the revolutionaries, which the regime cannot match, leading to increased sociopolitical polarity. Finally, the escalation of violence could lead to sociopolitical fragmentation and breakdown. The state could become dysfunctional and normal life could be interrupted. It could usher in a mass revolutionary movement.

   
‌Demonizing the armed opposition

   Given the hardship and pain involved with armed struggle, for both the individual and society, common sense dictates the choice of peaceful means of effectuating political change over violent ones. Politically evolved societies safeguard their political systems by institutionalizing democratic means and procedures to assure peaceful change. Those who may not agree with privileging peaceful over violent forms of political change could be considered as irrational beings or individuals with a strong proclivity towards violence. However, there is another social category composed of clear-headed human beings who have no proclivity towards violence yet opt for political violence under particular circumstances.

   For this social category, the choice of violence is imposed on them by the despotic state, which blocks peaceful political change. The fact that the irrational or the homicidal social actor may opt for violence does not justify the easy conclusion that all citizens opting for political violence are irrational or homicidal. For the irrational or homicidal actor, the sociopolitical context and condition may have no impact on his/her decision to use violence. He/she could resort to violence irrespective of the political system in place. For the rational actor opting for armed struggle, his/her decision is entirely based on and dictated by the prevailing sociopolitical conditions created by the despotic state. Armed uprisings, irrespective of their specific historical background and context, cannot be attributed to psychopaths, terrorists, extremists, and anti-social agents. History has witnessed the use of violence by rational human beings as a means of political expression in the absence of politically responsive, transparent, and accountable political systems.

   One of the immediate aftermaths of the guerrillas’ strike at Siyahkal was a concerted effort on the part of the regime to write off and belittle those involved in armed struggle. The popular Iranian daily Keyhan put forward a psychological analysis of the outbreak of guerrilla activities. It suggested that taking up arms was simply a passing fad. The behaviour of those involved was explained as a whimsical desire “to play guerrillas”. To support its theory, the daily maintained that just as mini-skirts, maxi-skirts, and hot pants were fashionable, so were Herbert Marcuse, Régis Debray, George Habash, and Tran Van Don.

   Echoing the Shah’s contentions, Keyhan concluded that Iran was exposed to the international circulation of information like any other advanced country in the world, and could not be sheltered from the onslaught of these “fads”.1 This was an attempt at minimizing armed struggle as frivolous, or a temporary craze which would quickly disappear over the horizon. The article did not present the guerrillas as irrational deviants, just impressionable consumers. In a more serious and systematic vein, however, the guerrillas associated with Siyahkal were characterized in the state-controlled press as immoral, inhuman, lunatics, traitors, murderers, saboteurs, mercenaries, thieves, bandits, savages, and perverts.2

   As clashes between the guerrillas and the security forces increased and intensified, the regime presented the gun battles as the natural outcome of the country’s patriotic forces pursuing and neutralizing the “terrorists” that were cropping up all over the world. The press tried to normalize the situation by arguing that Iranians were perfectly at ease with recurrent scenes of the security forces gunning down those who had rebelled against the regime.3 Iran was presented as an island of security, where the people lived in “peace, friendship and serenity” under the auspices of a “healthy and stable” regime. The sense of calm that permeated the country was argued to be rooted in the public’s absolute faith in the vigilance of the security forces and the firm belief that the “terrorists” would soon be destroyed.4

   To guard against the people sympathizing with the cause of armed struggle, the security apparatus used the press to engage in a full-scale smear campaign. The character assassination of the guerrillas was peppered with psychological analyses. For months after the Siyahkal strike, the guerrillas were called juvenile gangsters, anarchists, terrorists, and social rejects, who had turned to murder and theft because of “mental deprivation, as well as personal and family failures and inadequacies” during their childhood. They were also accused of engaging in armed struggle because of personal greed, and a penchant for hatred, destruction, lawlessness, and aggressiveness.5 As such they were presented as unstable criminals with sociopathic and psychopathic tendencies.

   To denigrate the guerrilla movement, the press adopted a moralistic and sanctimonious position on gender mixing and sexual relations. In the thriving unchaste culture of big Iranian cities in the early 1970s, very much tolerated if not promoted by the government, the general public was familiar with images of scantily dressed women, promoting commercial products, films, romantic novels, and serials in newspapers, magazines, and on national television. In an almost voyeuristic vein, the press reported on the beauty of the women who lived in “terrorist” hideouts, elaborating on the sexual promiscuity of the “terrorists”, and positing that the guerrillas believed in “free love”.6

   To establish the deviant social, and individual behaviour of the revolutionaries, the “terrorists” or “saboteurs” were ironically charged with amassing personal wealth. They were accused of spending the monies confiscated during bank robberies for private gain, and the purchase of personal jewellery.7 The list of conceivable vices attributed to the “terrorists” was almost complete when the press announced that heroin had been discovered at their hideouts. The authorities claimed that the “saboteurs” who had been arrested had testified that in order to assure the cooperation of some of their more reluctant accomplices, they injected them with heroin to secure their absolute compliance and obedience.8

   The term “terrorist”, as used by the government-controlled press and employed indiscriminately by government officials and the Shah, was meant as an invective. This was a label attached to the guerrillas to insult them. The term “terrorist” is usually applied to individuals who target innocent civilians with the object of intimidating the people. Terrorists use violence indiscriminately against defenceless ordinary people going about their lives. When students demonstrating on campuses, protesters marching on the streets, or workers striking in factories are attacked by the police and security forces, it is the state which targets specific civilian groups, and the state which commits intimidation and terrorism. The state which discards the constitution and prevents the peaceful rotation of power becomes illegitimate and rogue.

   It could be argued that people have the right of interference when their state abuses their fundamental political rights. Objecting to wanton and systematic violence against political and social rights does not make terrorists, but protectors of the people’s rights. A guerrilla force is a segment of the population daring to challenge the intimidation tactics of an unlawful and unrepresentative regime. Guerrillas claim to choose their targets selectively, avoiding the infliction of pain on innocent civilians. Other than banks, they usually attack military, security, and selected economic targets, which they argue are accomplices in the repression of the people. The guerrillas firmly believe they are conducting a counter state-terrorism campaign.

   The Iranian regime used the term “terrorist” to criminalize dissent in a non-democratic state. The term “terrorist” applied to guerrillas was intended to transform the oppressors into the victims and remove shame from criminal state acts, transferring guilt onto those who resisted state violence. In post-1971 Iran, the term “terrorist” became a catch-all genre applied to all “undesirable” and “subversive” elements agitating against the state. Soon after the Siyahkal strike, the Shah would address all dissident Iranian university students, at home and abroad, as terrorists.

   To further demonize the armed opposition, it had to be coloured as foreign controlled. The regime insisted that they were pawns in the hands of sinister and foreign “black forces who were constantly plotting against Iran’s national interests”.9 The origin of their “unpatriotic” and “treacherous” behaviour was traced to a set of perverse and warped attributes. Diagnosed as “mentally ill” and “incapable of rational thought”, the guerrillas were pronounced to be “sick and pitiful”.10 The regime accused the parents of these so-called “sick elements” of not having adequately attended to their children.

   
‌Why resort to political violence?

   The regime’s calumnies against the Iranian guerrillas hardly helped to explain their motives. Could all those who throughout history had taken up arms against tyranny, injustice, and arbitrary rule be categorized as sick terrorists and saboteurs? Can humanity’s incessant search for justice and freedom, often accompanied by violence, be disregarded and forgotten? What would the repertoire of human civilization look like without those who took up arms despite enormous odds, establishing exemplary norms of ethical conduct in the process? If it were possible to negotiate with various forms of despotic rule, why is history replete with hard-earned liberation and freedom through violent movements?

   Slave revolts, spanning from Spartacus’s uprising in Rome (73–71 bce) to Nat Turner’s 1831 revolt in Virginia, USA, used violence to end a stark injustice. The peasant uprisings sweeping across every continent, except Australia and Antarctica, from 205 bce to 1994 (Zapatistas), were violent expressions of the exploited and the oppressed against the exploiters and the oppressors. The anti-colonial wars of liberation, from the American War of Independence in 1775 to the thirteen-year Angolan war which terminated in 1974, came to fruition through violence against the colonizers.

   World history is replete with anti-despotic revolutions using violence, from the French Revolution of 1789 to the Arab Spring of 2011–2012. Could members of the Spanish Republican Army, including the International Brigade, fighting against General Francisco Franco’s dictatorship, or the French Resistance movement fighting fascism, be labelled as terrorists because they took up arms? Who would venture to call George Washington, George Orwell, André Malraux, or Jean Moulin terrorists? Faced with coercion, abuse, and debasement, sane, honourable, and upright people have been forced to resort to violence.

   The Iranian Marxist guerrillas considered themselves neither irrational criminals nor anti-social psychopaths enamoured with the gun and fantasizing about gory scenes of torture, mutilation, and death. They did not regard themselves as lovers of death, or what Erich Fromm called necrophiliacs. On the contrary, the guerrillas believed that it was their love of a life free from political fear and humiliation which prompted them to opt for armed struggle. In their world outlook, rejecting submission to a life of political bondage was a liberating rather than a terrorist act.

   The predominantly young Iranian university students turned guerrillas were willingly shouldering the burden of a society which understood the necessity of altering the political system but, for whatever reason, was not able to act on it. This new political breed of upright vigilantes considered themselves as self-appointed guardians of freedom, social justice and, most importantly, hope for a brighter future. To confront and defy the unchecked abuse of state power, which stood above the law of the land, the young revolutionaries believed it to be their social duty to take a stand and enforce a revolutionary law which they thought was fair.

   The guerrillas displayed a self-righteous and paternalistic position, by taking it upon themselves to pursue the latent political will of the people, and act on their behalf. They found themselves in a conflicted position, walking in the shoes of their people, not ready to take the first step. They justified their stance by arguing that the awareness, sense of urgency, and energy of the masses had been inhibited and hampered by the regime’s imposition of a police state. They, therefore, assumed their elitist responsibility as the vanguard, yet hoped to unleash the revolutionary mass momentum, by breaking the spell of intimidation and fear through military operations.

   The guerrillas found themselves in a complicated situation: making revolution for and in the name of the people, without the people’s firm support, and in hope of obtaining their active participation. The historical litmus test of their elitist position rested on the inevitable response of the people. To absolve the presumptions and initiatives of the guerrillas, the people had to join the anti-regime struggle at some point. The people’s refusal to join the anti-Shah movement would have proved the fallacy of their theories and the futility of their efforts and sacrifices. The guerrilla movement in Iran, as elsewhere, was inspired by Che Guevara’s remark that “every day we must struggle so that this love of living humanity is transformed into concrete facts, into acts that will serve as an example, as a mobilizing force.”11

   Iranian guerrillas, therefore, had a dual perception of the people. Even though they revolted on their behalf and expected their assistance, they were dubious of the time when they would actively join them. The guerrillas were both needless and needy of the Iranian people. The intellectual revolutionaries turned guerrillas, with no prior fighting experience, were walking uncharted terrains.

   
‌The four Iranian Marxist theoreticians of armed struggle

   The pioneers of armed struggle firmly believed that the process by which they came to adopt their method of political expression was based on clear-headed reasoning. They did not, therefore, consider it as an ostentatious display of hubris. They all made a case for why armed struggle constituted the only logical means of effectuating any meaningful political change. The Marxist guerrilla movement in Iran had its own theoretical argumentation and framework. Bijan Jazani, Hasan Zia-Zarifi, Amir-Parviz Pouyan, and Masʿoud Ahmadzadeh were four prominent names among what came to be known as the Cherikhay-e fadaʾi-e khalq (the people’s self-sacrificing guerrillas). All four wrote pamphlets setting out their ideas on the necessity of armed struggle in Iran.

   The impact of their works and their practice on the various phases of the guerrilla movement’s formation varied considerably. Two of them, Jazani and Zia-Zarifi, were arrested in January 1968, before they could participate in any military operations. Neither could experience how their theories would pan out in practice. The Siyahkal strike, marking the launching of armed struggle in Iran, occurred some three years after their arrest.

   The major theoreticians of armed struggle in Iran of the late 1960s and early 1970s took great pains to explain how and why they had come to believe that the peaceful means of obtaining their sociopolitical objectives was made impossible by the Shah’s regime. Bijan Jazani, born in December 1937, and Hasan Zia-Zarifi, born on 10 April 1939, were the archetypal representatives of the first generation of revolutionary intellectuals. When the 1953 coup succeeded, Jazani was almost sixteen and Zia-Zarifi was fourteen. By the time Allahyar Saleh relaunched the activities of the National Front in June 1960, Jazani was almost twenty-three and Zia-Zarifi was twenty-one.

   This first generation to reflect on armed struggle had a fairly good memory of the events leading up to and after the coup. Jazani and Zia-Zarifi had a common life trajectory and luggage of experiences. They were both members of families with strong Tudeh Party affiliations and were themselves members of the Tudeh Party’s Youth Organization. The two were also drawn to and sympathetic towards Mosaddeq’s leadership of the oil nationalization movement and were disappointed with and disapproved of the Tudeh Party’s passive stance on the day of the 1953 coup. They were both galvanized by the possibility of effectuating political change after the National Front re-entered the political scene. They became involved in National Front student politics and pinned their hopes on a peaceful road to change in the early 1960s. With the failure of the National Front to achieve any tangible results and the decision of its leadership to throw in the towel, they became disenchanted. It was against the backdrop of their common post-coup and post-National Front political experience that Zia-Zarifi and Jazani developed their rationale in support of armed struggle.

   Whereas Jazani and Zia-Zarifi were born, respectively, in late 1937 and early 1939, the quintessential representatives of the second generation of revolutionary intellectuals and practitioners were some eight to nine years younger. Amir-Parviz Pouyan was born on 16 September 1946, and Masʿoud Ahmadzadeh was born on 4 February 1947.12 When Mosaddeq was removed from power, both Pouyan and Ahmadzadeh were around seven. It is unlikely that they could have retained a vivid memory of the 1953 coup. Yet, they must have been marked by the prevailing aura of those days, or the repeated reminiscences of the grown-ups. Their writings, like those of Zia-Zarifi and Jazani, refer constantly to 1953 as the origin of the events which led to their decision to opt for armed struggle. The coup against Mosaddeq is viewed as the moment of the regime’s delegitimization and illegitimation.

   The resumption of the National Front’s activities in June 1960 was almost concurrent with the reopening of the influential religio-political Centre for the Propagation of Islamic Truths, under the auspices of Mohammad-Taqi Shariʿati and Taher Ahmadzadeh in Mashhad. Both Amir-Parviz Pouyan and Masʿoud Ahmadzadeh were around fourteen when they attended the Centre and participated in its Tuesday-night religio-cultural activities.13 At this time, both youngsters were already politicized.

   On Ashura, 24 June 1961, the Mosaddeqist and modernist religious Centre for the Propagation of Islamic Truths decided to organize a religio-political march rather than a religious precession (dasteh). The fifteen-year-old Amir-Parviz and Masʿoud were active in distributing pamphlets and carrying banners.14 Some two years later, on 5 June 1963, still in Mashhad, they were both marked by the bloody events leading to the arrest of Ayatollah Khomeyni.15 At the time, like many of their politicized school friends, they were sympathizers of the outspoken Ayatollah Khomeyni, who had single-handedly dared to challenge the authority of the Shah.16

   A review of these four individuals gives voice to their rationale for why armed struggle, their hypotheses, assumptions, exposition of historical facts, as well as the evidence presented to support their argument. Contrasting their political objectives with the means available to them, and the constraints facing them, provides a basis for evaluating the rationality or irrationality of their discourse. Their works will be presented based on the chronological order of their first writings.
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   Hasan Zia-Zarifi’s Account of Why Armed Struggle

   In November or December of 1972, the Farsi language publishing house 19 Bahman printed an approximately 16,500-word treatise called The Jazani Group’s Thesis (Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani). This important left publishing house based in London was dedicated to the propagation of the works of the Jazani Group. It was an almost one-person enterprise, directed and financed by Manouchehr Kalantari, Bijan Jazani’s uncle, and one of the original founders of what came to be known as the Jazani Group. Having worked closely with the original inner circle of this group, Kalantari left Iran around April 1967 and took residence in London.

   The authorless pamphlet The Jazani Group’s Thesis contained two parts, with two distinct titles. The first part was called “The Problems of the Anti-Colonial and Liberation Movement of the Iranian People” (Masaʾel-e  jonbesh-e zedd-e esteʿmari va azadibkhsh-e khalq Iran). The second part was titled “The Main Responsibilities of Iranian Communists under Present Conditions” (ʿOmdehtarin vazaef komonisthay-e Iran dar sharayet konouni). The first part presented domestic and international developments after the 1953 coup. The second part began with a direct reference to the analysis set forth in the first part, then presented a sociopolitical assessment of the status quo and the potential revolutionary forces. It finally made a case for why and how armed struggle had to be launched.

   It would be fair to assume that Kalantari had received this treatise from Tehran bearing neither name nor title. In London, Kalantari had crafted it into a publishable piece. Naming the pamphlet The Jazani Group’s Thesis, thereby placing the emphasis on Jazani, was Kalantari’s doing. It is most likely that splitting the article into two distinct parts and giving each a title was also Manouchehr Kalantari’s work. Even though in the introduction to the second edition, Kalantari pointed out that the pamphlet presented the ideas of the Jazani and Zia-Zarifi Group, he chose to entitle the treatise “Jazani Group’s Thesis” and not “Jazani and Zia-Zarifi Group’s Thesis”.1

   With regard to the authorship of the pamphlet, Kalantari intimated that this work was a group effort, reflecting the assessment and thoughts of the Jazani-Zarifi Group between 1965 and 1967. In 1975, after the execution of Jazani and Zia-Zarifi, Kalantari published another pamphlet called Jazani-Zarifi Group, Vanguard of Iran’s Armed Movement. The pamphlet hinted that The Jazani Group’s Thesis had been written by Zia-Zarifi and Jazani.”2

   Despite suggestions that this work was a collaborative or group effort, it could be safely stated that The Jazani Group’s Thesis was penned by Hasan Zia-Zarifi alone. Before the 1979 revolution, Kalantari had confided in Heydar Tabrizi that the pamphlet in question “was primarily (ʿomdatan) written by Hasan Zia-Zarifi”.3

   According to Houshang Keshavarz-Sadr, who was close to both Jazani and Zia- Zarifi, the latter was busy working on an article in 1965–1966. Based on his conversations with Zia-Zarifi at the time, Keshavarz-Sadr recalled that he was writing on imperialism, neo-colonialism, the post-coup political situation in Iran, and the pressing political problems in Iran. Back in the summer of 1964, at Zia-Zarifi’s request, Keshavarz-Sadr accompanied him to Lahijan. On this trip he spoke to Keshavarz-Sadr about the favourable conditions for armed struggle in Iran. Zia-Zarifi informed his friend that he was seriously thinking about “a new movement with a new form”.4

   A close textual comparison between Zia-Zarifi’s “What Was I Saying” (written between 1968 and 1969) and The Jazani Group’s Thesis (written around 1965–1966) leaves little doubt that both pieces were written by Zia-Zarifi. The two pieces of writing have a great deal in common. There exists considerable resemblance, and even identity in these two works. The historical references, key ideas, analyses of events, expressions, chronological presentation of arguments, and even sentence constructions are almost the same.5

   It would be safe to assume that in his later text, “What Was I Saying”, Zia-Zarifi was drawing heavily on his memory of the piece he had written between 1965 and 1966, which later became known as The Jazani Group’s Thesis. Zia-Zarifi’s writing was probably used as a study document by the Group. During fall 1966, the Jazani Group was engaged in internal discussions on the possibility of armed struggle.6

   
‌The culprit: Absolutist despotic monarchism

   In his treatise The Jazani Group’s Thesis, Zia-Zarifi argued that after the 1953 coup, the Shah consciously and intentionally militarized sociopolitical life, relying ever more on the bayonet, violence, and repression. Zia-Zarifi posited that under the Shah’s “absolutist despotic monarchy”, all pretences to upholding the Constitution were abandoned, and the regime relied simply on the police and SAVAK. These repressive arms of the state were expected to “resolve” even politically unrelated everyday problems. SAVAK and the police, according to Zia-Zarifi, became involved with issues pertaining to culture, sports, education, and even public transportation.7

   Zia-Zarifi reasoned that the Shah’s regime did not and could not permit Iranians to enjoy democratic rights since respect for constitutionally approved political activities could culminate in the rapid mobilization of the opposition, and the weakening of the Shah’s rule.8 In his analysis, the regime would not survive a day without the employment of “the bayonet and the whip”.9 Whenever society pushed for its legal rights, Zia-Zarifi argued, the regime chose to use brute force rather than allow constitutional freedoms, thereby risking the demise of its rule. Zia-Zarifi posited that the regime opted to “close all democratic gateways”, and adopted a zero tolerance stance towards the opposition’s slightest activity.10 He argued that the “intense and merciless repression that has prevailed in society” had correctly convinced the people that “resistance through peaceful means in the face of a gun-wielding and raving mad enemy would only result in setbacks and bitter hopelessness.”11

   To conclude his argument, Zia-Zarifi drew upon his experience during the demonstrations and rallies of 1959 and 1962 when the regime experimented temporarily with limited political liberalization. He wrote, “The politicized urban strata have rightly understood that being smacked on the back of the head in the streets (tou-sari khordanha-ye khiyabani) cannot constitute the appropriate way of arriving at the objectives of the movement.”12 Zia-Zarifi argued that due to the realities on the ground, armed struggle constituted the only viable and correct path to oppose the “Shah’s despotic monarchy”.13 Armed struggle was the path to the revolution, and not the revolution itself.

   For Zia-Zarifi, the absence of legal outlets for the expression of pent-up political frustrations, alongside the conviction that political change was necessary, necessitated the replacement of peaceful means of struggle with armed struggle.14 In his assessment of power relations and the balance of forces in society, Zia-Zarifi warned against too much pessimism and too much optimism when initiating armed action. He cautioned against the supposition that the regime had “unlimited divine powers”. Such ideas, he warned, were spread to inhibit the opposition. He also counselled prudence against minimizing the power of the regime, and wishfully expecting the “immediate folding of the regime’s military power”, as soon as armed struggle was launched. Zia-Zarifi reminded his readers that the regime would not crumble “with one political assassination (teror), blow or ambush”; nor would it be overthrown with “a one-day general uprising” (ʿesyan-e ʿomoumi).15

   Zia-Zarifi posited that the creation of a “military front”, composed of armed revolutionaries against the Shah’s regime, was only “the beginning of a very long, obstinate, and incessant battle” involving “immense dilemmas, hardships and cruelties”.16 In explaining the necessity of armed struggle, Zia-Zarifi drew a parallel between means and ends in democratic societies, as compared to despotic ones. In democratic societies, peaceful means of struggle, such as demonstrations, strikes, and rallies, mobilized and politicized the masses. Such actions propagated the message of the movement among the masses and prepared the conditions for people to embrace the revolution. In despotic societies, he argued, only armed struggle could prepare those conditions and mobilize the people.17 In the absence of democratic conditions, Zia-Zarifi posited that the most immediate strategic objective of the revolution became, invariably, that of overthrowing the despotic monarchy of the Shah, through the appropriate tactic of violence.18

   Throughout his reasoning, Zia-Zarifi insisted that the key factor that rendered the peaceful method of struggle “absurd” and “meaningless” was the regime’s adamant insistence on denying the slightest political expression, even to the most conservative political strata of the movement. He restated his argument rhetorically and asked, “What can we expect of the passage of time, when the slightest public political action is prohibited?” Zia-Zarifi caustically addressed the Tudeh Party’s justification for shying away from radical action, by insisting on the unavailability of the necessary revolutionary conditions. He lashed out at “the opportunists” and reminded them that given the prevailing political conditions, “We do not believe in miracles.”19

   The armed struggle which Zia-Zarifi proposed was one which included assassination, sabotage, attacks on military and security centres of the regime, and guerrilla warfare. Zia-Zarifi argued that armed struggle fulfilled numerous objectives. It provided political consciousness to the masses, awakened their revolutionary energy, and organized their resistance. It also destabilized the regime, unmasked it, and created the objective conditions for the alliance of anti-regime forces in and outside the country.20

   
‌Reflections from prison

   Zia-Zarifi’s later piece “What Was I Saying” was written for a particular purpose. This work was probably written between 14 February 1968 (his imprisonment) and 26 February 1969 (his final sentencing) or some four to five years after The Jazani Group’s Thesis. In it, he went back over his political life and explained why he had chosen the path of armed struggle. Zia-Zarifi asked three questions, which must have reverberated in the minds of many activists of his time: “What was I saying? What was the thesis or reasoning which landed me here? Were we a bunch of confused, crazy (mokhabat) and vainglorious (jouyay-e nam) youngsters without a plan and a theory, now doomed to spend the rest of our days in prison?”21 Zia-Zarifi’s questions were intended as soul-searching jabs at himself and his comrades.

   In this work, Zia-Zarifi provided the same basic description of the Shah’s regime that he had presented in his 1964–1965 analysis. He, once again, traced the origin of the regime to the 1953 coup against Mosaddeq, and characterized it as an anti-democratic and despotic government, acting against the peoples’ national interests (zedd-e melli).22 While the old sociopolitical problems lingered, he argued that new ones were added. In his analysis there was no sign of change in the regime’s mode of interaction with the people.

   Zia-Zarifi observed that the absence of effective political action by the opposition had left the masses in a state of paralysis, hibernation, and inertia, induced by fear and despair. He argued that despite the reforms (the Shah’s White Revolution, with land reform at its centre), and a short period of liberalization, the regime relied consistently on “force” (zoor), and the “militarization” of social life to assure its rule.23 Zia-Zarifi referred to the regime’s contemptuous reaction to ʿAli Amini and Mozaffar Baqaʾi, who sometimes grumbled and criticized. He reasoned that the regime’s intolerance of the political activity of its own loyal and docile subjects between 1960 and 1962 left the people’s movement with limited alternatives.24 To break out of what he saw as a political deadlock, Zia-Zarifi assessed two possible options, the peaceful or the violent path. He suggested that during the past seven years (1962–1969), identifying the correct path had become an urgent matter.25

   The leadership of the pro-Soviet Tudeh Party, according to Zia-Zarifi, favoured the peaceful road. It argued that neither the objective nor the subjective conditions for the violent road were present. Zia-Zarifi suggested that for the Tudeh Party, the absence of strikes and open strife proved that Lenin’s crucial prerequisites for a revolutionary condition did not exist in Iran. The impossibility of the ruling class maintaining their rule without any change, and the lower classes’ inability to live in their old ways, constituted the two Leninist prerequisites for a revolutionary condition. In contrast to armed struggle, the Tudeh Party promoted syndicalist strategies such as pressing for the freedom of labour union activities and higher wages. Zia-Zarifi argued that for the Tudeh Party, demanding an end to existing military alliances and some such generalities, constituted the proper method of struggle.26

   In contrast to the Tudeh Party’s promotion of peaceful strategies, Zia-Zarifi presented his own arguments in defence of violence. He argued that when the regime had responded to the demands of the university students for a reduction in tuition by either imprisoning them or sending them off to compulsory military service, talk of peaceful means could only be rooted in weakness and fear.27 Zia-Zarifi posited that the absence of sociopolitical struggles, or an oppositional movement, was due to the “unprecedented and violent despotism” which paralysed society. In the past fifteen years, he postulated, the masses had learnt that strikes and street demonstrations were incapable of yielding meaningful results, and this made them hopeless and passive. The masses, therefore, “needed a support to rely on to manifest their opposition”. Zia-Zarifi concluded that “today, the masses are prepared to throw their ethical support behind those who are willing to respond to the bullet with the bullet.”28

   Zia-Zarifi believed that the masses were prepared to support the anti-regime movement. But this did not mean that they were ready to materially enter the fray. Yet to unleash the anti-despotic tidal wave, armed struggle had to be promoted. The revolutionary vanguard’s military operations, he believed, would provide the terrified people with the needed prop. It would give them hope by shattering the silence and inertia. The revolutionaries would play, therefore, an important role in “completing and jump-starting the objective conditions of the revolution”. Launching armed struggle, he argued, would eventually generate the objective and subjective conditions of the revolution. Zia-Zarifi wrote that under the political conditions that prevailed in Iran, armed struggle was not only of tactical use, but of “great strategic utility”.29

   In Zia-Zarifi’s assessment, the conditions in Iran were such that any group who began armed struggle and succeeded in sustaining it, even if they were non-communists, would succeed in taking the leadership of the opposition. He believed that revolutionary action fostered the conducive circumstances for all nationalist and anti-regime opposition forces to unite, forging a military united front.30

   In a sober tone, Zia-Zarifi sketched his vision of the unfolding of armed struggle. He posited that even though the peasant masses were not close to a “condition of revolutionary explosion”, in the case of a clash between the people and the regime, the ruling class would not benefit from their support.31 The “urban forces” (nirouha-ye shahri), he maintained, constituted the most important initial prop for launching armed struggle. He considered them as more politically conscious, enlightened, progressive, and prepared.32

   Zia-Zarifi cautioned about “the major difficulties” of initiating and operationalizing armed struggle. He reminded future guerrillas that armed struggle required “enormous selflessness, attention, and perception”. The violent road needed to be launched by a combative “armed group” (nirou-ye mosallah) which constituted the axial force of guerrilla warfare (jang-e partizani).33 To prevent the regime from isolating and concealing the insurrection, Zia-Zarifi suggested that as soon as the guerrillas launched a series of showcase operations, the people of the major cities, such as Tehran, needed to be informed of the commencement of the struggle.34

   In a chilling anticipation of the future, Zia-Zarifi explained his insistence on leaving behind a clear trail of his thought process, lest he ended up “going straight from prison to the graveyard”. On Thursday, 17 April 1975, eight years after his arrest and imprisonment, and some six or seven years after his oracular statement, Zia-Zarifi was executed in the grounds of Evin prison.35

  

 
  
   Notes

   1 19 Bahman, Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani: masaʾel jonbesh-e zedd-e esteʿmari va azadibakhsh-e khalq Iran va ʿomdehtarin vazaʾef komonisthay-e Iran dar sharayet-e konouni, Farvardin 1355, Chap-e dovom. Hereafter: Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani.


   2 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. alef; 19 Bahman-e Theoric, “Gorouh-e Jazani Zarifi: pishtaz-e jonbesh-e mosallahaneh-e Iran”, shomareh 4, Tir 1354, p. 107. Hereafter: “Gorouh-e Jazani Zarifi”.


   3 H. Tabrizi, Ravabet-e boroun marzi-ye sazeman cherikha-ye fadaʾi-e khalq-e Iran ta bahman 1357, Alman: Baqer Mortazavi, 2016, p. 73.


   4 Houshang Keshavarz-Sadr, personal interview, 20 February 1997, Paris.


   5 See “What Was I Saying” (Cheh migoftam) in A-H. Zia-Zarifi, Zendeginameh-ye Hasan Zia-Zarifi, Tehran: Amin dej, 1382, pp. 266, 268. For a comparative analysis of the similarity between these two texts see: Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, pp. 9, 10–13, 17–18, 28, 34–36, 40–42 and A-H. Zia-Zarifi, pp. 251–252, 255–256, 259–261, 266–269.


   6 Be ravayat-e asnad-e SAVAK, Chap dar Iran, vol. 8, pp. 261, 368–369.


   7 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 7.


   8 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, pp. 8, 31.


   9 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 17.


   10 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, pp. 8–9.


   11 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 28.


   12 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 28.


   13 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, pp. 30–31.


   14 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, pp. 42–43.


   15 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 41.


   16 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 41.


   17 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, pp. 42–43.


   18 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 29.


   19 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, p. 42.


   20 Tez-e gorouh-e Jazani, pp. 42–43.


   21 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 251.


   22 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 251.


   23 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 265.


   24 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 266.


   25 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 266.


   26 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 267.


   27 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, pp. 267–268.


   28 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 268.


   29 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, pp. 268–269.


   30 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, pp. 270, 271.


   31 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, pp. 265–266.


   32 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 271.


   33 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, p. 271.


   34 A-H. Zia-Zarifi, pp. 271–272.


   35 Ettelaʿat, 30 Farvardin 1354.


  

 
  
    


‌3

   Amir-Parviz Pouyan’s Account of Why Armed Struggle

   Before writing his insurrectionary pamphlet on the necessity of armed struggle, Pouyan had tried his hand at a few literary works. Pouyan had an interest in literature as well as a taste and gift for it. While still in high school, he had a solid knowledge of Iranian literature.1 Sometime around November/December 1969, the literary review Faslha-ye Sabz (the Green Seasons), well known among Iranian intellectuals and literati, published a piece called “Return to Utopia” (Bazgasht be nakojaabad).

   In the review’s table of contents, the piece appeared authorless, and its translator was acknowledged as “hamshahri”, “fellow citizen” in English. Amir-Parviz Pouyan was the author of this political statement camouflaged as a literary piece. By 1969, Pouyan had made a name for himself as an up-and-coming writer in various literary journals and a participant in different politico-literary circles.2 He was also in touch with intellectual circles in the provinces, some of which were turning to Marxism for solutions to Iran’s political problems.

   “Return to Utopia” could be considered as a prelude to Pouyan’s later work. Pouyan’s account of the dialogue between the two Mexican characters was written in an allegoric style, typical of the critical literature published at that time. The piece narrated two different views among the opponents of the regime. On one side of the boxing ring stood the radical revolutionaries, calling for action. On the other side stood the disgruntled intellectuals who believed in the palliative powers of verbal criticism. Pouyan knew that the content of his writing was subversive and used a large dose of metaphors and indirect representations to protect himself against the regime’s censorship.

   In Pouyan’s account of this heated conversation, Emmanuel Arterey represented his own political ideas. Simon La Marte, Arterey’s interlocutor, spoke on behalf of the Iranian literary giant of the time, Jalal Al-e Ahmad. Pouyan attributed to La Marte what he believed were Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s political thoughts.3 In this short story, Pouyan sought to demonstrate that unless discontent and grievance against injustice were translated into action against its perpetrators, those extolling freedom and liberation were singing lullabies, and subduing society instead of prodding it into liberating action. As if preparing for a final battle with the regime, Pouyan wished to close ranks. Progressive intellectuals who opposed the regime, yet found revolutionary action in Third World countries futile, needed to be convinced of the righteousness of armed struggle.

   
‌Literature in the service of politics

   In Pouyan’s script, Emmanuel Arterey was a revolutionary Marxist, promoting change and freedom. He was full of hope for a better future. To him, human beings were the makers of history. They were “the creators of their own destiny and capable of creating better conditions for their livelihood”. To Arterey (Pouyan), human beings were “conscious of their own condition and also cognizant of the need to change it”. The unjust present was doomed to disappear despite those who wished to eternalize it. Freedom, on the other hand, “becomes a reality through historical determinism” and the “striving for a better future”.

   Simon La Marte (Al-e Ahmad), a famous writer, was portrayed as a pessimistic and nativist intellectual dissident, who believed that it was impossible to build a promised paradise on sterile soil. In the face of insurmountable odds, he promoted withdrawing from politics to protect one’s personal integrity. In his scepticism and cynicism, La Marte dismissed Arterey’s enthusiasm and invitation to bring about a revolution as “unrealistic”. Pouyan wished to highlight the clash between an old, tired, and cautious generation of radicals, probably influenced by the Tudeh Party at some point in their lives, and a young, enthusiastic, and bold generation of revolutionary Marxists, determined to look out of the existing political box and move the earth.

   La Marte (Al-e Ahmad) attributed the pursuit of three goals to Arterey: getting the people to revolt, bringing down the regime, and founding a socialist society. As if evoking Weber’s concept of “instrumental rationality”, La Marte argued that since Arterey’s objectives were unattainable, revolutionary action became a “poetic” and “self-deceiving” concept. La Marte reminded young Arterey that “liberation from the bondage of metaphysics implied the denial of all concepts of paradise which does not and cannot exist.” La Marte had lost faith in the possibility of revolution and the overthrow of the regime. He considered the pursuit of such a path as irresponsible utopianism.

   To discuss the issue of failed revolutions, and the dilemma of taking up arms, Pouyan created a character called Pablo and made him the subject of one of La Marte’s books. Pablo was a Mexican guerrilla fighter who had once launched an unsuccessful insurrection. According to La Marte (Al-e Ahmad), Pablo had failed because he wanted to attain something that could not be attained, his friends had betrayed him, and his enemies possessed overwhelming power and ingenuity.

   The power of Pablo’s enemies (read, Iranian regime), according to La Marte, resided in four factors. Having realized that it was no longer possible to govern in the same way as before, the regime had changed its old ways and was therefore successful in preventing insurrection. The army’s power of repression was overwhelming and intimidating. Also, the regime benefited from the support of outside political powers, and at times of crises, it could rely on their assistance or even intervention. Lastly, the regime’s political opposition was weak. According to La Marte, Mexico was not ripe for a guerrilla insurrection, and therefore Pablo should have chosen “a less catastrophic path”.

   Having presented the usual arguments against armed struggle, Pouyan made a case for the soundness of this method of struggle. In response to La Marte’s charge of the impossibility of armed struggle, Arterey (Pouyan) argued that although it was a difficult task, it was not impossible. Faced with submission to an unjust and inhuman order, or revolting against it, Pouyan advocated an ethical calculation and choice. The justification for armed struggle rested upon its own intrinsic ethical value of overthrowing dictatorship, arbitrariness, and economic inequity. Pouyan tried to demonstrate the fallacy of the so-called invincibility and ingenuity of the regime, by arguing that had the regime been as ingenious as La Marte believed it to be, it should have been able to prevent Pablo’s insurrection before it took place.

   La Marte’s (Al-e Ahmad’s) supporters argued that since the masses lacked the necessary consciousness to become mobilized and take action, society could not be changed, and even if the revolution were to succeed, the masses would not be liberated as they lacked the political consciousness that was the prerequisite of liberty. Pouyan was presenting the classic Tudeh Party reformist and anti-revolutionary line of argument as a bogey, only to rip it apart.

   In a second literary piece, called “Should We Return?”, published in the same issue of Faslha-ye Sabz, Arterey (Pouyan) argued that political consciousness was not attained through a sudden or well-defined immersion experience. It was the outcome of a process. The liberating process of the armed struggle, Pouyan argued, could become the source of consciousness. Therefore, the fact that the masses did not possess political consciousness did not automatically repudiate the argument for revolutionary action. On the contrary, it justified the necessity of a revolutionary movement. The postponement of revolutionary action did not sit well with the younger revolutionary generation in full revolt against the Shah’s regime.

   In a short piece called Khashmgin az amperialism, tarsan az enqelab (Furious at Imperialism, Scared of Revolution), Pouyan engaged in another, yet this time open, critical appraisal of Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s political stance. In this piece written after Al-e Ahmad’s death in September 1969, Pouyan categorized him as “an anti-imperialist”, and “a progressive and moderate petty bourgeois”, “scared of the revolution”, and “more scared of socialism than capitalism”. Consumed by the righteousness of revolutionary action, and disappointed with liberal prodding, Pouyan accused Al-e Ahmad of “moaning and not roaring”, “gently tapping, but not attacking”. Yet he concluded that even though Al-e Ahmad was not “in our ranks, he was not in the ranks of the enemy either”.4

   
‌Armed struggle: Rational or irrational? A necessary theoretical digression

   Pouyan was interested in refuting the common insinuation by sceptics of armed struggle that the guerrilla was motivated by irrational romanticism rather than rational realism. Pouyan argued that the Marxist revolutionary was acting realistically, reasonably, and rationally, and dismissed the notion that the guerrilla was an irrational and wide-eyed romantic, or simply a foolhardy and reckless adventurist. Based on a reading of his literary piece in Faslha-ye Sabz, and his other writings, Pouyan’s argument that armed struggle, in the context of Iran in the late 1960s and the 1970s, was a rational social action can be assessed by subjecting it to a Weberian analysis.

   Pouyan would have most probably resented having his ideas framed and explained within a Weberian, rather than a revolutionary Marxist structure and methodology. There is no reason to believe that he had ever read or was familiar with Weber’s ideas. Pouyan did not directly address rational and irrational behaviour, yet it can be argued that grappling with such themes can be deduced from his writings. Since the issue at hand is to assess the extent to which armed struggle could constitute a rational act, clarification is sought in Weber’s standard classification of a variety of rational and irrational behaviours.

   At the risk of engaging in truisms, a few basic tenets are in order. Political revolt to abolish despotism and systematic violation of human and political rights is in conformity with a notion of justice and a cluster of values connected to, and adjacent to it. The attempt to overthrow a political system, disrespectful of the peaceful transfer of power based on the people’s will, is ethically grounded. Faced with a regime’s repression of peaceful forms of protest, armed struggle becomes a viable option.

   The alternative to armed struggle, for a politically conscious activist, is the tacit acknowledgement that a despotic regime is legitimate and acceptable. So long as the despotic regime remains despotic, it will continue to trample upon human rights and perpetuate injustice. Opting for non-violence would imply that fundamental transformations in the behaviour of the regime could be expected. Politically conscious activists could also opt for non-violence, as a result of a radical reordering and reshuffling of their ethical preferences and objectives, altering their priorities and rankings. They may argue that security and social peace takes precedence over human rights, even if it means living in a despotic society. A politically conscious activist may be a pacifist and a firm believer in non-violence. In this case the degree to which human rights and political freedoms are upheld or trampled upon by a regime would not impact his decision to take any other road but non-violence. The argument that revolutionary inaction emboldens and helps perpetuate the rule of despotism, prolonging the hardship and suffering of the people, does not impact the decision of the pacifist, irrespective of his degree of political consciousness.

   If opposing despotism and political injustice is considered of ethical value within itself, then those engaging in anti-despotic acts, irrespective of their prospects for success, would be behaving according to the Weberian classification of a “value-rational” conduct. Value-rational action is grounded in ethical norms, such as compassion, solidarity, empathy, mutual assistance, altruism, friendship, and justice. Weber differentiates between a value-rational social decision-making process, and those actions which are based on irrational traditional actions, or affectual actions. Actions of this type are based on, for example, daily and routine acts such as passion, rage, revenge, depression, or romanticism. Value-rational action is distinguished by the “clearly self-conscious formulation of the ultimate values governing the action, and the consistently planned orientation of its detailed course to these values”.5

   What distinguishes value-rational social action from the affectual type is that the former requires reflection, “self-conscious formulation of the ultimate values governing the action”, and constant assessment of its course in relation to its values.6 Weber suggests that “the actions of persons who regardless of possible cost to themselves, act to put into place their convictions” constitutes an example of pure value-rational orientation.7

   In his classification of rational acts, Weber identifies a second type of rational social action. An instrumentally rational act is one which is based on the expectation of successfully attaining a well-defined end.8 Weber defines instrumentally rational action on the basis of a well-thought-out assessment of expected reactions to a given social act, and the degree to which those anticipated responses would hamper, or advance, the end objectives. Instrumentally rational acts would qualify as such if a comparative and calculated analysis is undertaken, evaluating the means and resources available to act in relation to expected ends. A behaviour based on assessing the means in view of the end or a strategic cost-benefit analysis is, therefore, considered as an instrumentally rational act.

   According to Weber, “Action is instrumentally rational when the end, the means, and the secondary results are all rationally taken into account and weighed.”9 This type of action involves “rational consideration of alternative means to the end”, the rational consideration of “the relations of the end to the secondary consequences” and, finally, the rational consideration of “the relative importance of different possible ends”.10 Identifying, and then assessing objectives, alternatives, and consequences, with an eye to finding the most efficient way of obtaining the desired outcomes constitutes the framework of Weber’s instrumentally rational action.11

   Once a choice, based on a set of preferences, is made among available options, the instrumentally rational social actor will follow the strategy which has the greatest chance of success, thus moving towards the attainment of preferred objectives. The guerrilla remains steadfast in his choice, even though the attainment of his objective may cost him his life. In this case, the guerrilla’s sense of social responsibility and his valuation of political liberation, compassion, and justice outweighs his desire for self-preservation under conditions of debasement and oppression. Among those whose sense of self-preservation, under any and all conditions, prevails over all other objectives, or those who believe that taking up arms would not lead to the objective of shedding tyranny, the instrumentally rational choice would be to avoid armed struggle. Therefore, both those who opt for the violent and the non-violent road to change could be considered as instrumentally rational.

   The instrumentally rational social actor is supposed to be conscious of the secondary results of his action. In the process of realizing his well-identified cluster of values, the guerrilla is conscious of the possibility of his own death, as well as that of others. What may seem to others as an act of self-sacrifice, or a murderous act of terrorism, for the guerrilla is a rational behaviour in pursuit of the successful attainment of a preferred political objective. In opting for armed struggle, given the realities on the ground, the guerrilla, as a socially embedded actor, is engaging in a rational process of calculation and cost-benefit analysis, specific to the guerrilla’s subjectivity.

   
‌Pouyan on the necessity of armed struggle as a rational choice

   In late April and early May of 1970, Amir-Parviz Pouyan wrote a treatise entitled The Necessity of Armed Struggle and the Refutation of the Theory of Survival (Zarourat-e mobarezeh-ye mosallahaneh va radd-e teori-e baqa). Pouyan went underground probably some five months later, around September 1970.12 Pouyan’s writing on The Necessity of Armed Struggle… incorporated many of those ideas he had broached in a veiled manner in his literary pieces in Faslha-ye Sabz. Pouyan’s pamphlet, along with Masʿoud Ahmadzadeh’s Armed Struggle, Both Strategy and Tactic (Mobarezeh-ye mosallahaneh, ham estrategy, ham taktik), occupies a singular position in the Iranian annals of revolutionary Marxist literature. It would be fair to say that no other work in Farsi was as influential as these two in attracting university students to armed struggle.

   Both texts were written to reason and convince, as well as to stir and incite the youth to join an insurrectionary movement against the regime. They were not written as interpretative, non-value judgemental, and scholarly pieces in the peace and quiet of a library, or some such environment. Penned in an environment of fear, pressure, and danger, these works were subjective, goal-oriented, often polemical, peppered with emotional invocations and ideological postulates, to convince the youth of the necessity of armed struggle and how to battle “the enemy”. These two writings jolted into action Iranian intellectuals and university students.

   In his short treatise of approximately five thousand words, Pouyan provided an antagonistic picture of the relation between the Iranian regime of 1970 and its subjects. He argued that the regime maintained its rule through repression, coercion, and persecution. In his analysis, Pouyan enumerated the areas and instances where the people seeking to exercise their basic constitutional rights and freedoms were subjected to wanton injustice and abuse by the regime, which he referred to as “the enemy”.

   In the aftermath of the 1953 coup, he contended, a police state was installed to control and scrutinize all centres of socio-economic activity.13 Pouyan maintained that factories, irrespective of their size, were under the control of SAVAK, and any attempt at organizing strikes was harshly repressed, with those involved arrested, fired, and sometimes tortured. He contended that employment in public and private sector enterprises was contingent upon a thorough background check and clearance by SAVAK. Travelling from urban centres to rural areas, he claimed, was subject to close surveillance, and in many geographical areas, the presence of non-governmental newcomers was reported to the authorities. Finally, Pouyan ascertained that political dissidents, especially Marxists, were routinely hunted down by the police.14

   Pouyan posited that “the enemy” used any and all tactics available to it to repress the combative opposition and create an atmosphere of “terror and repression”. This “fascist dominion of the representatives of imperialism”, he argued, had made “any direct and continuous relationship or contact” between the revolutionary intellectuals and the people very difficult.15 According to Pouyan, “the complete absence of democratic conditions” added to the people’s general sense of “fear and oppression”, and kept the masses isolated from revolutionary intellectuals.16

   Pouyan argued that the stratagem of preventing any meaningful political contact between the masses and their vanguard had two consequences. First, it isolated the people from the revolutionary intellectuals, rendering “any propaganda work” to raise political consciousness among the masses extremely difficult. The forced separation between the masses and revolutionary intellectuals perpetuated the people’s ignorance about their own political potentials and capacities. Second, the state-imposed segregation facilitated the succumbing of the masses to the depoliticized hegemonic culture propagated by the regime. According to Pouyan, the regime sought to preoccupy the people with “vulgar petty-bourgeois pastimes”, thereby weakening their resolve to oppose the regime.17 Keeping the people apart from revolutionary intellectuals aggravated the fear and aversion of the masses towards any kind of political action.

   Pouyan presented the reason why the masses did not revolt against their inhuman and unjust conditions in a simple and straightforward formula. He posited that the masses, and in particular the working class, “considered the power of their enemy as absolute” while they were equally and absolutely convinced of “their own inability to liberate themselves from the dominion of the enemy”.18 Belief in the veracity of this crippling “double-absolute theorem” prevented the masses from striving for, and attaining a free and emancipated society.

   For Pouyan, overthrowing the enemy’s fascist, oppressive, exploitative, and non-democratic state, bent on chasing, repressing, and eventually killing political opponents, was a consciously formulated plan. Furthermore, his reasoning behind the overthrow was based on a constellation of ethical preferences. As such, Pouyan’s call to action was value-rational as well as sociopolitically embedded in revolutionary Marxism.

   Pouyan believed that by challenging the “double-absolute theorem” through concrete political action, the revolutionary vanguard could demonstrate its fallacy, enabling society to “think about liberation”. As long as these crippling double-absolutes remained undented in people’s mind, the revolutionary intellectuals could not succeed in establishing a meaningful relation with the people. In isolation, the working class would fail to become politically conscious. Unhampered, the oppressive police state would continue its dominion.19 To tear down the psychological barriers preventing society from thinking about liberation, the revolutionary vanguard had to take up arms.

   Focusing on the initial objective of the guerrillas, Pouyan maintained that the employment of “revolutionary force” could attain four objectives. It constituted a means of propaganda for the cause and could “destroy the proletariat’s image of absolute impotence”. The armed struggle could endow the proletariat with class consciousness, attracting them alongside the intellectuals and students to the movement, thus ensuring the victory of the ongoing struggle.20

   To explain the reasoning behind his call to arms, Pouyan provided an assessment of the sociopolitical status quo, and why it was untenable. He distinguished between the two successive ends of the movement. First, enabling the masses to “think about liberation” before dismantling the tyrannical state. Pouyan discussed the alternative means of changing the regime, namely the effectiveness of the peaceful and legal means, and finally engaged in a comparative assessment of the individual and sociopolitical costs of opting for armed struggle.

   Pouyan argued that the use of “revolutionary force” would aggravate “the brutal repression” of the police. The escalation in the intensity of police repression, a side effect of guerrilla activities, Pouyan argued, would in turn increase pressure on all social classes, heightening the contradictions between the persecuted classes and the regime. In his analysis, this exacerbation of hardship would help to increase the people’s political consciousness by leaps and bounds, while concurrently unmasking the “savage” essence of the regime.21 What Pouyan could not predict was the degree to which the regime’s persecution would turn world public opinion against it, playing an important role in its demise.

   Once the armed struggle was initiated, Pouyan believed that every successive blow against the enemy would have two consequences. First, the regime would become vulnerable and suspicious of everyone, except its trusted allies. The insecure enemy would lash out indiscriminately against any sign of discontent, “imprisoning, torturing, and setting up firing squads in the hope of returning to the by-gone state of security”. Second, the psychological impact of successive blows against the regime would shatter its invincible image, emboldening the masses to actively participate in the revolutionary struggle.22

   Pouyan entertained the possibility that escalating repression could scare away the masses from joining the movement. In his analysis, however, launching the guerrilla movement and the backlash of the regime’s brutality would further attract people to the ranks of the anti-regime movement. Intensified repression, according to Pouyan, would not deter the masses, but on the contrary would reduce their tolerance towards the regime and make them more belligerent.23

   Pouyan also considered the consequences of heightened police repression against the guerrillas. The launching of armed struggle, he argued, would subject the revolutionary forces to more intense and ruthless campaigns of surveillance, monitoring, tracking, detection, and annihilation. To resist the blows and prevent disintegration and collapse, Pouyan predicted that the “revolutionary forces” would “draw closer to one another”.24 Overall, in Pouyan’s evaluation, even though the state would inflict considerable suffering and pain on the people, the consequences of armed struggle would eventually strengthen and not weaken the anti-regime movement.

   
‌Refutation of the theory of survival

   Pouyan’s objective of promoting armed struggle went hand in hand with his denunciation of those who argued that, to avoid the wrath of the regime, political activists should not provoke it. He rejected the promotion of political quietism for the purpose of protecting and safeguarding members and organizations as politically unacceptable and ethically reprehensible. Pouyan’s prime targets were Marxist–Leninist groups and organizations who were making lofty claims about the revolutionary transformation of society while placing their primary emphasis on their own self-preservation and survival. Having reminded them of their sociopolitical responsibility to galvanize and bolster the revolutionary movement against the enemy, Pouyan labelled those advocating self-preservation as “self-defeatists” and “opportunists”.25

   To Pouyan, the idea of protecting a political group with revolutionary objectives from the regime’s assault, by promoting non-revolutionary acts and condemning armed struggle, was irrational. The desired goal of changing the regime needed to be aligned with the type of social action and method of struggle which could realize it. Pouyan claimed that it was impossible to reduce one’s “revolutionary responsibilities” to the point of “avoiding any kind of clash with the police” and still hope to galvanize the anti-regime struggle.26 Overthrowing the regime required confronting it. Pouyan’s argument for armed political action was not only value-rational, but instrumentally rational.

   In his analysis of the alternative means available to the revolutionary forces, Pouyan criticized the theory of “let us not attack in order to survive”. This position was at the time commonly associated with SAKA (Communist Revolutionary Organization of Iran) and the Tudeh Party of Iran. He mocked their position, which boiled down to enabling the police to destroy them “in the womb” without putting up any resistance.27 To Pouyan, studying Marxist literature in small clandestine circles and continuing one’s peaceful life without any meaningful attempt at changing the status quo, while waiting for the “right moment” and the “appropriate conditions” was an “opportunistic” excuse born out of paralysing fear.28

   Pouyan argued that non-aggression by organizations with revolutionary goals was a rash and self-defeating decision. Organizations with revolutionary claims, irrespective of their posture and behaviour, combative or peaceful, were considered as “dangerous embryos” by the regime. They would sooner or later become the target of annihilating attacks. He concluded that there was nothing more pleasing to the enemy than organizations with revolutionary objectives which became “harmless prey” by sitting in their bunkers, waiting, and not firing on the enemy, thinking that their non-aggressive attitude would guarantee their survival.29

   Pouyan posited that the “right moment” and “the appropriate conditions” were not abstract excuses conjured whenever so-called revolutionary groups needed to justify their inactivity. The “right moment”, he argued, would present itself if “revolutionaries at all times during their struggle were ready to respond appropriately to historical necessities”.30 Pouyan believed that it was the job of intellectual revolutionaries, whom he considered as the vanguard of the people, to create the appropriate conditions through armed struggle.

   Pouyan concluded his explosive pamphlet by replacing the dictum of “let us not attack in order to survive”, with “in order to survive we are obliged to attack”.31 The absence of a classical Marxist–Leninist “revolutionary situation”, he believed, was not a reason for the vanguard to go into hibernation. On the contrary, it was the prime reason why it had the obligation to go on the offensive, strike out against all odds, as it had no other alternative. For him, the subjective conditions, which the revolutionaries could alter, were more important in determining the outcome than the objective conditions over which they had no control. The “revolutionary situation”, in Pouyan’s estimation, needed the midwife of revolutionary intellectuals, the guerrillas.

   
‌Pouyan’s incisive impact

   From around the end of spring 1970, Pouyan’s thunderous treatise, sometimes called the “Spring Pamphlet”, was reproduced clandestinely, and secretly exchanged hands. The work was handled by university students as if it were a contraband good. The recipients would tuck it away in their coats or carry it in a well-protected envelope.32 Those who came across this work have vivid recollections of its impact.

   Naqi Hamidiyan was a member of ʿAbbas Meftahi’s Marxist–Leninist group in Sari, Mazandaran. The group had been operating as a study circle since 1966. Hamidiyan recalled having received Pouyan’s pamphlet in the spring of 1970, almost as soon as Pouyan had finished writing it. Pouyan’s “eloquent pen”, he remembered, jolted the activists in his group, and fostered a rebellious mood among them. For Hamidiyan’s group, the pamphlet constituted a “practical project” for the ultimate establishment of a working-class party through the expansion of clandestine revolutionary groups, and their eventual alliance. A few months later, after having received Ahmadzadeh’s pamphlet in September 1970, Hamidiyan’s group abandoned the idea of founding a working-class party. The pamphlet had a similar impact on other groups.33

   In December 1970, Asghar Izadi was a student at the Agricultural School of Tabriz University. He received Pouyan’s treatise from Asadollah Meftahi, ʿAbbas Meftahi’s brother. By this time, Izadi had studied classics, such as Lenin’s What Is to Be Done? and Two Tactics of Social Democracy in the Democratic Revolution. Before accepting armed struggle, in his circle with Asadollah Meftahi, Izadi was thinking of creating a Marxist–Leninist party. He recalled that Pouyan’s treatise helped him accept the armed struggle path. It explained why it was necessary to replace the political project of founding a Marxist–Leninist party, as a prerequisite for the revolutionary movement, with armed struggle. Izadi later participated in a military operation before being arrested.34

   Mostafa Madani remembered having received Pouyan’s pamphlet from Mostafa Shoʿaʿiyan, before the Siyahkal attack of 8 February 1971. After the 1979 revolution, Madani became a member of the Fadaʾi Organization’s Central Committee, and ran unsuccessfully for the Assembly of Experts, and the first post-revolution parliament, on a Fadaʾi ticket. Having read the pamphlet, the twenty-four-year-old Madani felt as though Pouyan had been in his own head and privy to his own intimate theoretical odyssey. The treatise presented him with a solution to get out of the political cul-de-sac he was in. Pouyan’s work dispelled his doubts and confirmed his convictions.35

   Somewhere around 10 March 1971, Pouyan’s pamphlet was handed to the twenty-one-year-old Qorbanali (Majid) ʿAbdolrahimpour, a student at Oroumiyeh University. From 1977, ʿAbdolrahimpour became one of the three members of the Fadaʾi guerrillas’ leadership team, and after the revolution he became a member of the organization’s Central Committee. ʿAbdolrahimpour has a vivid memory of the night he received Pouyan’s pamphlet. Behrooz Armaghani lent him the pamphlet at night and asked him to return it the next morning. The catchy title of the pamphlet, The Necessity of Armed Struggle and the Refutation of the Theory of Survival, swept away sleep from ʿAbdolrahimpour’s drowsy eyes.36 After a long and hard day, the more he read, the more he found the content of Pouyan’s work in tune with his own thoughts. Pouyan’s ideas perfectly resonated with the ideas of his political group.

   Pouyan’s pamphlet was the clear, loud, and inspirational expression of the deep-felt intuition and sincere aspiration of many young political activists of his time. ʿAbdolrahimpour’s account of how Pouyan’s narrative echoed his own thoughts closely resembles Madani’s description of his exposure to this pamphlet. To these young men, as to numerous others who came across Pouyan’s pamphlet throughout Iran, this revolutionary manifesto was totally transformative. It was a life-changer. To the politically active university students of the academic year 1970–1971, Pouyan’s work was a treasure trove of answers to their enquiries on what was to be done. From the next day on, having returned the pamphlet to Behrooz Armaghani, ʿAbdolrahimpour recalled that Pouyan’s thoughts became the guide to his actions in the political domain.37

   Sometime during the spring of 1971, Ebrahim Pourrezaʾi-Khaliq, a twenty-five-year-old mechanical engineering student at the prestigious Ariyamehr University of Technology, confided in a friend that he had become so fond of Pouyan’s pamphlet that, after having read it repeatedly, he had come to know it almost by heart. Ebrahim Pourrezaʾi-Khaliq later joined the Fadaʾi guerrillas, became a key figure in the armed organization, and was killed under torture at age twenty-nine.38 According to Behzad Karimi, in their political circle at Tabriz University, all discussions and lingering doubts about the veracity and primacy of armed struggle dissipated after they studied Pouyan’s pamphlet. It was Ebrahim Pourrezaʾi-Khaliq who brought them a copy of the pamphlet from Tehran.39

   Pouyan’s pamphlet, The Necessity of Armed Struggle…, was not only a fresh, short, and easy read, but it was also provocative and insurrectionary. Pouyan’s passionate, intense, and stirring message urgently and convincingly called on the frustrated educated youth, disgusted with the apathy around them, to rise, act, and take up arms. It was intended to arouse and impel. It did just that.
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