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Abstract. 

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was one of the most significant political events of the 20th century. It led to the overthrow 
of the Pahlavi monarchy and the establishment of the Islamic Republic under Ayatollah Khomeini. Beyond transforming 
Iran's domestic political system, the revolution had profound consequences for the Middle East. It challenged Western 
influence in the region, altered the balance of power in the Persian Gulf, encouraged the rise of political Islam, and 
reshaped regional alliances and conflicts. The revolution also contributed to the Iran-Iraq War, intensified sectarian 

rivalries, and influenced the foreign policies of both regional and global powers. This paper examines the causes of the 
Iranian revolution, its immediate consequences, and its long-term impact on Middle Eastern politics. 
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Introduction. 

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 marked a turning point in the modern history of the Middle East. The collapse of the 

Western-backed regime of Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and the emergence of an Islamic Republic represented a 
major challenge to existing political and ideological structures. Unlike many 20 th century revolutions that were based 
on socialist or nationalist ideologies, the Iranian Revolution combined religious leadership with political mobilization. 
Its influence extended far beyond Iran's borders and continues to shape regional politics. 
 
Research objectives: 

 To examine the causes of the Iranian Revolution of 1979. 

 To explore the events of the revolution. 
 To assess the political and social impact of the revolution. 
 To analyze the role of leadership in the revolution. 
 
Review of Literature. 

Scholars have approached the Iranian Revolution from different perspectives.  
Ervand Abrahamian, in his work “Iran between two revolutions” emphasizes the social and political forces that 

contributed to revolutionary mobilization. 
Nikki R. Keddie in his work, “Modern Iran Roots and Results of Revolution”, highlights the interaction of economic 
change, political repression, and religious activism. 
Michael Axworthy in his Book, “Revolutionary Iran A History of the Islamic Republic” examines the historical roots 
of modern Iranian nationalism and revolutionary ideology. 
Michael M. J. Fischer, in his work “Iran from Religious Dispute to Revolution”, examines that the Iranian revolution 
was deeply rooted in Shi’a religious culture and clerical network. Michael emphasizes the role of religious institutions 
and discourse in mobilizing popular opposition against the Pahlavi regime. 
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Despite extensive scholarship, there remains a need to connect the revolution's domestic origins with its long-term 

regional impact. This paper attempts to bridge that gap. 
 
 
Methodology. 
This study adopts a historical-analytical approach based on secondary sources, scholarly books, journal articles, and 
historical records. Events are examined chronologically to assess both immediate and long-term consequences of the 
revolution for Middle Eastern politics. 

 
 

1: Causes of the Iranian Revolution of 1979. 

Several factors contributed to the revolution; 
*Pahlavi Monarchy and modernization. 
Under the Pahlavi Monarchy, Mohammad Raza Pahlavi ruled Iran from 1941 to 1979 and introduced the white 
revolution in 1963. The revolution aimed to modernize Iran through land reforms, Industrial development, educational 
expansion and the advancement of women’s rights. While these measures promoted economic and social progress, they 

also weakened traditional landowners, religious leaders (clergy) and conservative groups. Many people felt that the 
reforms were being imposed too quickly and were making Iran more westernized. Their dissatisfaction later contributed 
to opposition against the Shah and eventually led to Iranian of 1979.  
 
*Social and Economic Discontent. 

Despite impressive economic growth during the 1960s and 1970s, the benefits of development were distributed 
unevenly across Iranian society. Rapid industrialization, urbanization, and oil-driven economic expansion widened the 

gap between the wealthy elite and the lower and middle classes. Many rural migrants who moved to cities in search of 
better opportunities faced unemployment, inadequate housing, and rising living costs. Inflation, corruption, and 
perceptions of economic inequality further intensified public dissatisfaction. As a result, many Iranians came to view 
the Shah's modernization policies as benefiting a privileged minority while neglecting the needs of ordinary citizens. 
These social and economic grievances became an important source of support for the revolutionary movement. 
 
* Role of Shia clergy. 

The Shia clergy occupied a prominent position in Iranian society and exercised considerable influence over religious, 
social, and political affairs. Through mosques, religious schools, and community networks, they maintained close 
connections with the public and often acted as defenders of social justice and national interests. Their authority enabled 
them to mobilize popular support and play a significant role in shaping political developments, including the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979. 
 
*Anti-Western Sentiment and 1953 Coup. 

In 1951, Mohammad Mossadegh became Prime Minister of Iran and decided to nationalize Iran's oil industry. At that 

time, much of Iran's oil was controlled by the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, and many Iranians believed that foreign 
companies were taking most of the profits while Iran received too little benefit.  
Mossadegh's nationalization policy was very popular in Iran but strongly opposed by Britain. Later, Britain and the 
United States became concerned that Iran might become unstable and move closer to the Soviet Union during the 
Cold War. 
In 1953, intelligence agencies from the United States (CIA) and Britain (MI6) helped organize a coup, known as 
Operation Ajax, which removed Mossadegh from power and strengthened the authority of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. 

The Shah regained power with Western support. 
Many Iranians viewed the coup as foreign interference in their country's affairs; Anti-American and anti-British feelings 
grew over the following decades. This resentment became one of the factors contributing to the Iranian Revolution of 
1979. 
 
 *Authoritarian Governance and Political Repression (SAVAK). 

 Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi increasingly centralized power in the hands of the monarchy and adopted an 

authoritarian style of governance. Political opposition was closely monitored and often suppressed through SAVAK. 
SAVAK (Sazman-i-ittila va Amnyat-i-Keshvar) was a secret police, intelligence agency established by Reza in 1957 
with the assistance of USA and Israel. The SAVAK primarily focused on eliminating threats to the Reza’s regime and 
actively monitored and suppressed his political opponents.  The regime imposed restrictions on political parties, limited 
freedom of expression, and reduced opportunities for meaningful public participation in the political process. As a 
result, many political activists, students, intellectuals, and religious leaders became increasingly critical of the 
government. Although the Shah's modernization programs brought significant economic and social changes, the absence 
of political freedoms and the suppression of dissent created widespread resentment. Over time, this growing 
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dissatisfaction united diverse sections of Iranian society and played a crucial role in the emergence of the revolutionary 

movement that ultimately overthrew the Pahlavi Monarchy in 1979. 
 
*Conflict between Modernity and Tradition. 

The Pahlavi regime pursued rapid modernization and Westernization, promoting Western educational, social, and 
cultural practices. While these policies aimed to modernize Iran, they generated resistance among religious leaders, 
traditional elites, and conservative sections of society, who viewed them as a threat to Islamic values and Iran's cultural 
identity. The resulting cultural tensions contributed significantly to the growth of anti-regime sentiment and 

revolutionary opposition. 
 
*Death of Mostafa Khomeini (1977). 

Mostafa Khomeini, the eldest son of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, died suddenly on 23 October 1977 in Najaf, Iraq, 
under unclear circumstances. The official cause given was a heart attack, and some sources accept this explanation, 
however Many opposition groups believed that the Shah’s secret police (SAVAK) was involved, although no official 
proof was ever established. His death triggered widespread mourning across Iran, turning into large anti-government 
gatherings. It significantly increased public resentment against the Shah’s regime and helped strengthen the momentum 

of the Iranian Revolution. 
 
* The Rise of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. 

The exiled religious leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini emerged as the unifying figurehead of the opposition. He was 
in exile for more than 14 years from 1964 until his triumphant return to Iran in 1979. He was forcibly deported by the 
regime of Reza Pahlavi for his vehement opposition to the government. His exile unfolded in three main phases, initially 
exiled to Turkey from 1964 to 1965, then he relocated to Iraq from 1965 to 1978, where he was eventually expelled by 

Iraq authorities under the pressure from Shah of Iran, and last he went to Neauphle-le-Chateau, an outskirts in Paris. 
From Paris, he coordinated widespread protests that ultimately led to the fall of Reza Pahlavi). The Pahlavi monarchy 
collapsed, and a referendum established the Islamic Republic.  
 
 
2: Major Events of Iranian Revolution. 

*Qom protest (January 1978). 

In January 1978, the Iranian government published an article in the newspaper Ettela'at, attacking Ayatollah Khomeini. 
The article accused him of being a foreign agent, opposing the Shah's reforms, and receiving support from Britain. The 
government hoped to damage Khomeini's reputation and weaken his influence. However, the article had the opposite 
effect. The next day, religious students and supporters in the city of Qom organized large protests against the 
government. Security forces intervened, leading to violent clashes in which many protesters were killed. The incident 
sparked widespread anger across Iran and marked a turning point in the revolutionary movement. From this point 
onward, the religious opposition led by Khomeini emerged as the main force challenging the Shah's regime. 
 

*The Tabriz Uprising (February 1978). 

The Tabriz was the first major mass protest following the Qom incident in the Iranian Revolution. After the 40-day 
mourning period (Chehelom) for those killed in Qom, large demonstrations were held in Tabriz on 18 February 1978. 
What began as a religious memorial quickly turned into an anti-government protest as crowds gathered in large numbers 
and clashed with security forces. The killing of a protester further escalated tensions, leading to widespread unrest 
across the city. Protesters targeted symbols of the Shah’s regime, while authorities responded with force, resulting in 
several deaths and injuries. 

The uprising is significant because it marked the spread of protests beyond Qom and established a cycle of 40-day 
mourning ceremonies, where each round of killings triggered new demonstrations across other Iranian cities, 
accelerating the growth of the revolution. 
 
*Black Friday (8 September 1978). 

Black Friday in Iran refers to 8 September 1978, a pivotal turning point in the Iranian revolution when the imperial 
force of Reza Shah fired on Anti-Government demonstrators in Jaleh square of Tehran. The exact death toll remains 

disputed, but the event is widely regarded as turning point in the Iranian revolution as it eliminated any possibility of 
compromise between the Shah’s regime and the opposition and intensified nationwide protest and significantly 
accelerated the collapse of the regime of Reza Pehlavi.  
 
*Widespread Strikes (Late 1978). 

In late 1978, Iran experienced large-scale strikes across key sectors of the economy, particularly in the oil industry, 
banking, transportation, and government administration. These strikes were part of the broader revolutionary movement 
and significantly disrupted economic activity, reducing state revenue and weakening the Shah’s regime. The oil 

workers’ strike was especially critical, as it curtailed oil production and exports, depriving the government of its primary 
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source of income. The coordinated nature of these strikes demonstrated growing national unity against the monarchy 

and played a decisive role in accelerating the collapse of the Pahlavi government. 
 
*Departure of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi (16 January 1979). 

Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi left Iran on 16 January 1979 amid escalating nationwide protests, strikes, and political 
instability during the Iranian Revolution. Although officially described as a temporary departure for rest and medical 
treatment, his exit marked the effective end of monarchical authority in Iran. The Shah’s departure was followed by 
widespread public celebrations and created a political vacuum that accelerated the collapse of the Pahlavi regime and 

paved the way for the return of Ayatollah Khomeini and the establishment of the Islamic Republic. 
 
*Return of  Khomeini (1 February 1979). 

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini returned to Tehran on 1 February 1979 after 14 years of exile, arriving at Mehrabad 
Airport amid massive popular support. His return was greeted by an estimated millions of supporters and marked a 
decisive turning point in the Iranian Revolution, as it strengthened revolutionary leadership and accelerated the collapse 
of the Pahlavi monarchy. In the days following his arrival, mass demonstrations, defections within the armed forces, 
and the formation of parallel revolutionary authority led to the final downfall of the Shah’s regime and the establishment 

of the Islamic Republic. 
 
 

*Collapse of Monarchy (February 1979). 

The Shah’s regime officially collapsed, ending Pahlavi regime of Iran. 
 
*Establishment of Islamic Republic (April 1979). 

A national referendum was held, and Iran was declared an Islamic Republic under the leadership of Khomeini. 
 

3: Impact of Iranian Revolution of 1979. 
*Establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran. 

One of the most significant impacts of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 was the establishment of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. The revolution brought an end to the Pahlavi Monarchy, which had ruled the country for decades, and replaced it 
with a new political system under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini. Following a national referendum in April 

1979, Iran was officially declared an Islamic Republic. The new state combined republican institutions with Islamic 
principles and was based on the doctrine of Velayat-e Faqih (Guardianship of the Jurist), a Khomeini’s treatise of 
Islamic Government which granted substantial authority to the Supreme Leader. 
 This transformation not only reshaped Iran’s political structure but also increased the influence of religion in 
governance, law, and public life, marking a major turning point in the country's modern history. 
 
*Iran–Iraq War (1980–1988). 

The Iranian Revolution significantly altered the balance of power in the Middle East and contributed to the outbreak of 

the Iran–Iraq War in 1980. Concerned about the spread of revolutionary ideology among its Shia population and seeking 
regional dominance, Iraq under Saddam Hussein invaded Iran in September 1980. The conflict lasted for eight years 
and resulted in immense human suffering, economic destruction, and political instability in both countries. Despite these 
challenges, the war strengthened national unity within Iran and helped consolidate the authority of the newly established 
Islamic Republic. The conflict also reshaped regional politics and intensified rivalries among Middle Eastern states. 
 
*Transformation of Regional Alliances. 

The revolution altered Iran's relations with neighbouring states. Conservative Arab monarchies viewed revolutionary 
Iran as a threat and strengthened security cooperation with Western powers. 
 
*The Saudi-Iran Rivalry. 

The 1979 Iranian revolution upended the previous balance in the Persian Gulf. To counter Iran’s theocratic model and 
the spread of revolutionary Shi’ism, Saudi Arabia and other neighbouring Gulf Monarchies like, Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, 
and Kuwait formed the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) in Riyadh in May 1981. 

 
*Changing U.S.–Iran Relations. 

The Iranian revolution of 1979 fundamentally transformed U.S.-Iran relations. The overthrown of pro-western Reza 
Pahlavi, the Iran hostage crisis, (it was a major international crisis caused by the seizure of the U.S. Embassy and its 
employees by revolutionary Iranian students. They held 52 U.S. captives held at U.S. Embassy in Tehran, Iran for 444 
days. l The seizure of the United States Embassy in Tehran and the hostage crisis), and the establishment of an Ant-
American Islamic Republic ended decades of strategic cooperation and started a long lasting period of diplomatic 
hostility, economic sanctions and regional rivalry that continues to influence Middle Eastern politics. 
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*Changing Israel- Iran Relations. 

Following the 1979 Iranian revolution, the newly established regime under Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini severed 
diplomatic relations with Israel and adopted a strongly Anti-Zionist foreign policy. The new regime viewed Israel as a 
symbol of western imperialism and increasingly positioned itself as a supporter of Palestinian cause and supported Anti-
Israel groups like Hamas, and especially the Lebanese Hizbollah. 
 
*Expansion of Iran's Regional Influence. 

Following the 1979 Revolution, Iran expanded its regional influence through strategic partnerships with Syria and 

various non-state actors in Lebanon, Iraq, Palestine and Yemen. These relationships enhances Iran’s political and 
security role in the Middle Eastern affairs and strengthened its position as a major regional power. 
 

4: Key leaders of Iranian Revolution and of the Pahlavi regime.  
A: Leaders from side of revolutionaries; 

*Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. 

Khomeini was the principal leader of the Iranian Revolution. Through his religious authority and opposition to the 
Shah's policies, he mobilized widespread support against the monarchy and led the establishment of the Islamic 

Republic in 1979. 
 
*Ali Shariati. 

An influential Islamic thinker whose writings inspired students and intellectuals by promoting social justice, anti-
imperialism, and Islamic reform. 
 
*Mehdi Bazargan. 

A moderate opposition leader who supported the revolutionary movement and later became the head of Iran's 
provisional government after the fall of the Shah. 
 
*Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri. 

A Senior Shia cleric and close associate of Khomeini who played an important role in mobilizing religious opposition 
to the Shah and supporting the revolutionary movement. 
 

*Morteza Motahhari. 

An influential Islamic scholar who contributed to the ideological foundations of the revolution and helped articulate 
Khomeini’s vision of Islamic state. 
 

*Abolhassan Banisadr. 
A revolutionary activist and supporter of Khomeini who become the first president of Islamic republic of Iran. 
 
*Mohammad Mossadegh. 

The former Prime Minister whose overthrown in 1953 symbolised foreign intervention in Iranian politics contributed 
to long term distrust of western powers among Iranians. 
 
 

B: Leaders of the Pahlavi regime. 

* Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi. 
The last Shah of Iran, whose authoritarian rule, modernization policies, and close relations with Western powers 

generated widespread opposition and ultimately led to the revolution. 
 
*Shapour Bakhtiar. 

The last Prime Minister of the Pahlavi regime, who attempted political reforms to 
Preserve the monarchy but failed to prevent its collapse. 
 
 

*General Gholam Ali Oveissi. 

A senior military commander who played a key role in suppressing anti-government demonstrations and symbolized 
the regime's reliance on force during the revolutionary crisis. 
 
*Amir Abbas Hoveyda. 

He is the Iran’s longest serving Prime Minister under Reza Shah. He played a major role in implementing the Shah’s 
modernization and economic policies.  
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*Nematollah Nassiri. 

He was military officer and intelligence chief who also served as Director of Shah’s secret agency SAVAK. He 
became a symbol of political repression and state surveillance. 
 
5. Discussion and Analysis. 

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 was a transformative event in modern world history that resulted from a combination 
of political, economic, social, and religious factors. The authoritarian nature of the Pahlavi regime, political repression, 
and the activities of SAVAK generated widespread dissatisfaction among various sections of Iranian society. While the 

Shah's modernization policies contributed to economic development, they also produced social inequalities and 
alienated traditional religious groups. 
A critical factor in the success of the revolution was the leadership of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Through his 
speeches, writings, and messages from exile, Khomeini emerged as the central figure capable of uniting diverse 
opposition groups, including religious scholars, students, workers, merchants, and secular activists. His emphasis on 
Islamic values, social justice, and resistance to foreign influence resonated with large segments of the population. 
The revolution demonstrated that rapid modernization without corresponding political participation can generate 
significant social tensions. The Shah's close relationship with Western powers, particularly the United States, further 

intensified nationalist and religious opposition. Consequently, the revolutionary movement evolved into a broad-based 
challenge to the monarchy. 
The events of 1978–1979 also reveal the importance of popular mobilization in bringing about political change. Mass 
demonstrations, strikes, and religious networks weakened the state's authority and ultimately led to the collapse of the 
Pahlavi regime. Despite possessing strong military and extensive state resources, the monarchy was unable to withstand 
the growing legitimacy crisis. 
Furthermore, the Iranian Revolution had consequences that extended beyond Iran. It inspired political and religious 

movements across the Middle East and significantly altered regional geopolitics. Overall, the Iranian Revolution 
illustrates how political grievances, economic challenges, cultural concerns, and effective leadership can combine to 
produce profound social and political transformation. 
 
Conclusion. 

The Iranian Revolution of 1979 marked the end of the Pahlavi monarchy and the establishment of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran. It emerged from a combination of political repression, economic grievances, social tensions, and religious 

opposition. The leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini and the participation of various social groups were key factors in its 
success. The revolution had far-reaching consequences for Iran and the wider Middle East, reshaping political, social, 
and international relations. Its legacy continues to influence Iran's domestic policies and its role in global affairs, making 
it one of the most important revolutions of the twentieth century. 
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