
THE ISLAMIC RESPONSE: THE ORIGINAL IRANIAN ANSWER TO 
MODERNITY

by Victoria Silva

Modernity has always posed challenges to all  countries in diferent times. 
However, Muslim countries in 19th century had to deal with a kind of foreign 
imposed  modernity  that  questioned  their  own  existence.  They  took 
diverse responses  to  this  phenomenon:  emulation,  religious  reformism, 
traditionalism  and  fundamentalism.  But  there  is  an  exception:  Iran  has 
followed these four pattern and,  what is  more important,  has created an 
original answer to this challenge: the Islamic Republic.

THE CHALLENGE OF MODERNITY

The challenge of modernity is not new. Christian Europe in the Middle Age 
had to confront it and its answer was the Renaissance. According to what 
Marshall Berman explains in All that is solid melts into air, modernity brings 
at the same time a mixture of opportunities and fear, it creates a dilemma 
between fear and hope (Video 1.4, 1:23). Fear of losing cultural traditions and 
well established references, fear of the unknown. And hope in changes to 
improve their living conditions and make their societies competitive in the 
international system.

Muslim  societies,  like  we  have  seen  along  this  course,  had  to  face  this 
problem in the 19th century. Ottoman Empire, but also Egypt and Iran tried 
to solve some of the following challenges:

• Institutional and economic: reform of bureaucratic system in order to 
improve the collection of monetary resources.

• Technological:  introduction  of  modern  facilities  and  infrastructures 
(railways,  telegraph,...)  and  also  modernization  of  the  Army,  in 
weaponry and strategy.

• Political: dissolution of the Caliphate forced territories under Ottoman 
domain to choose the way for governing themselves.

One of the problems is the way these reforms were introduced. Sometimes 
the impact on the culture and traditions of the country is not well measured. 
Cities  equipped with  all  modern facilities  and the  noticeable  presence of 
foreigners caused a tremendous impact on the populations in that moment. 
They were afraid of losing their closer values due to this externally imposed 
modernisation (Video 1.4, 4:30). 



And this is mainly the most important problem with modernity in the muslim 
world: the absence of an original answer to this challenge. We will have to 
wait until 1979 to see it with the Islamic Revolution in Iran. But, before, we 
are going to see the path that had followed to it. 

THE LONG WAY TO ORIGINALITY

In the 19th century Persia was passing through a decadent period, the same 
that happened in Egypt and the Ottoman Empire. Through all this century 
and  frst  decades  of  the  20th,  Iran  faced,  in  general,  four  challenges  to 
modernity: 

• Political:  during  the  19th  and  the  20th  centuries  Iran  is  going  to 
experience authoritarian monarchy but also parliamentarian monarchy, 
periods of great independence with others totally under foreign powers 
control.

• Economic: the problem of getting resources, but also of enjoying the 
property  of  the  country's  big  industries:  tobacco  and,  later  on,  oil 
resources.  And,  linked  to  this,  the  construction  of  a  bureaucratic 
system capable of building a well functioning economy.

• Technological:  the  introduction  of  facilities  and  infrastructures 
necessaries to the development of the country; the modernization of 
the Army, both in technological and strategical aspects.

• Cultural: Persian Culture was so stuck to people and was one of the 
central aspects of Iran identity together with Islamic religion. Western 
way of  life was perceived menacing for  these key aspects of  Iran's 
identity.

But most of these challenges remained unresolved until 1979 and, most of 
the times, due to foreign powers, who manipulated the answers according to 
their  interests.  Russia  stopped  technological  development  and  political 
reform,  but  also  Great  Britain  blocked  the  democratic  project  or  the 
construction of the oil economy. These practices were very harmful to the 
Iranian national construction (Video 5.3, 5:50).

THE IRANIAN ANSWER

As we have seen in this course, there are four patterns to achieve modernity: 
emulation,  religious  reformism,  traditionalism  and  fundamentalism  (Video 
1.5). During 19th and 20th centuries in Iran we can see traces of the four:

• Emulation:  the  introduction  of  modern  technologies  and  facilities  is 
quite evident. But also in the political side, we can see that the frst 



1906  constitution  followed  the  Belgian  model  and  parlamentary 
structures were the same than in western democracies. There is also 
cultural  emulation with  the western way of  life  imposed by the last 
Shahs.

• Religious reformism: the Clergy has always played an important role in 
Iran.  Their  position in  the Tobacco Movement,  the presence on the 
reformist  side  during  the  Constitutional  revolution  and  also  the 
opposition to the Shah.

• Traditionalism: maintenance of the traditional way of government. Even 
after the push of 1921, traditional monarchy continued being the form 
of  government.  Mohammed Reza institutionalized this traditionalism, 
connecting present day Iran with its imperial past with the creation of 
this usable past.

• Fundamentalism: Islamic Revolution as an original answer (Video 5.6, 
0:40). The Clergy now takes the fundamentalist option and elaborates a 
complete theory of governance and puts it into operation. This option 
triumphed due to some reasons: at the beginning, it was perceived like 
a reaction against the Shah but maybe not as strictly as it was after, 
because of the traditional reformist role of the clergy; the radicalization 
of the war against Iraq allowed them to eliminate all the opposition and 
left them free way to govern the country; and the use of modern tools 
of  political  mobilization gave them the dominance of  all  aspects  of 
Iranian life (Video 5.6, 8:30).

The challenge of modernity has been faced by Muslim countries following 
one of the four patterns of response. However, Iran has elements of the four 
during 19th and 20th centuries, until they fnally created an original answer in 
1979. The Islamic Republic is a response unique in the world but has proven 
that  just  being  against  capitalist  and  imperialist  model  is  not  enough  to 
persist through the time, changes are necessaries. The URSS resisted during 
70 years but it fnally collapsed. Iran should learn that lesson: nothing lasts 
forever.


