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A peaceful protest in 
Mashhad, in north-
eastern Iran, against 
rising food prices 
was the catalyst 
for violence that 
spread across the 

country. More than 20 people have 
been killed and the events have 
attracted international attention 
as analysts pondered the implica-
tions.

However, bread riots alone 
aren’t likely to shake the founda-
tions of the Islamic Republic. What 
the regime fears most is that rare 
twinning when those who demand 
bread join the ranks of those who 
demand freedom. These have been 
rare in Iran.

Following the 1979 revolution 
and its tumultuous aftermath, the 
regime consolidated its rule and 
effectively suppressed all internal 
opposition. Revolutionary fervour, 
the war with Iraq, a new mood of 
nationalism and a spirit of self-sac-
rifice drew Iranians to rally around 
the flag. Except for very occasional 
anti-war demonstrations (towards 
the end of the war with Iraq), the 
regime did not face serious chal-

lenges.
The spirit of self-sacrifice van-

ished after the war ended in 1988. 

It was replaced by rising public ex-
pectations and the much promised 
“peace dividend.” Ignoring those 
expectations, Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani, Iranian president from 
August 1989-August 1997, tried to 
reform Iran’s economy according 
to International Monetary Fund 
prescriptions. The short-term ef-
fects of the reforms were cata-
strophic. Inflation soared 50% and 
poorer Iranians longed for the war 
years when coupons for subsi-
dised foodstuffs at least ensured 
survival.

In May 1992, trouble started in 
Mashhad when a 10-year-old boy 
was killed as local authorities tried 
to bulldoze shantytowns. Riots 
erupted with mobs attacking po-
lice station and forcedthe police to 
disarm, looted banks and burned 
government offices to the ground. 
The riots spread to Arak in Markazi 
province, Mobarakeh in Isfahan 
province and the Chahardan-
geh neighbourhood of Tehran. 
It was with some difficulty that 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) imposed order in the 
affected areas.

On April 4, 1995, Eslamshahr, 
a poor suburb of Tehran, be-
came the scene of another major 
anti-government riot. Bus drivers 

protested insufficient supplies 
of petrol. Commuters protested 
a 30% increase in fares from the 
suburbs to central Tehran. To-
gether, they mobilised thousands. 
It’s estimated that 50,000 people 
descended on petrol stations and 
government buildings and blocked 
the roads to the capital. IRGC 
special operations forces dispersed 
the rioters but only after 50 people 
were killed.

By July 9, 1999, economic 
protests were no longer in focus. 
President Mohammad Khatami’s 
promise of political liberalisation 
raised young people’s hopes for 
change. University students pro-
tested the closure of the reformist 
newspaper Salam and riot police 
responded by raiding a dormitory 
at Tehran University. A student 
was killed, sparking six days of 
protests and rioting throughout 
the country.

The Green Movement of 2009 
was another example of a politi-
cal uprising that was provoked by 
a controversial election, one that 
secured President Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad a second term in office.

However, the protests mobilised 
sections of the underprivileged 
who felt betrayed by the govern-
ment. Millions all over the country 

took to the streets in protest of the 
election results but the rallies soon 
developed into anti-regime dem-
onstrations. More than 125 protest-
ers, including Neda Agha-Soltan, 
who became the face of public 
resistance, died at the hands of the 
IRGC and the Basij militia. It was 
only then that the regime regained 
control.

The latest protests were born out 
of the economic hardship faced by 
Iranians disappointed by President 
Hassan Rohani. His promise of 
improving the situation of Iranian 
households has yet to materialise.

The IRGC initially welcomed 
and even fanned the flames of the 
protests in the hope they would 
weaken the Rohani administration 
but the protesters did not restrict 
themselves to attacking Rohani. 
They also chanted slogans against 
the clerical establishment, the 
IRGC’s military adventurism in the 
region and the regime overall.

In the past, the Islamic Republic 
managed to survive bread riots. 
It has suppressed spontaneous 
movements demanding freedom. 
As long as the two strands remain 
distinct and the opposition to the 
regime is disunited, the IRGC can 
use public discontent to consoli-
date its control.

What Tehran fears is bread rioters joining ranks with freedom seekers
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W
e continue 
to hear from 
diehard 
supporters 
of the Ira-
nian regime 
endless 

praise for the mullahs who, 
under the leadership of Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, have proven 
themselves to be wily and tough 
politicians to the point that they 
now control four Arab capitals 
and hold the destinies of their 
populations in their hands.

Better yet, the mullahs have 
brought Europe and the United 
States to their knees and given 
them a taste of the might of 
“their Islamic Republic.”

History teaches us that any 
country that embarks on wars 
and adventures outside its bor-
ders without making sure that its 
home front is secured is doomed 
to fail. Look at the recent ex-
amples of the doomed regimes 
of Saddam Hussein, Muammar 
Qaddafi, Ali Abdullah Saleh, 
Nicolae Ceausescu and others.

From its beginnings in 1979, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran used 
money — and plenty of it — as 
the weapon of choice to buy the 
allegiance of Shia minorities 
in neighbouring countries. It 
financed sectarian extremists of 
these populations, armed them 
and vested them with the sacred 
mission of fomenting sectarian 
and ethnic strife until they can 
by sheer violence impose their 
will on internal politics in those 
countries. This was Iran’s modus 
operandi in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, 
Yemen, Bahrain and the Palestin-
ian territories.

The great mullah and his gang, 
however, seem to have forgotten 
that this weapon is double-edged 
and can easily be turned against 
them especially when the home 
front in Iran under the mullahs 
becomes brittle.

Iran is rich in natural and hu-
man resources. It has a rich his-
tory and, even now, it gives the 
impression of flying from victory 
to victory with its Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), 
militias and agents all over the 
Middle East. Yet, the Iran of the 
mullahs is sitting on hundreds of 
time bombs that could go off at 
the smallest spark, unforeseen 
by the mighty mullahs.

The recent riots in Iran are 
said to have been spontaneous, 
ignited by too much unemploy-

ment, inflation and  

corruption. It is hard, however, 
not to expect the opposition in 
Iran to let the opportunity of 
feeding and spreading these riots 
pass. After all, the regime has 
been merciless to any opposition.

Outside Iran also, many small 
and not-so-small countries have 
been waiting for this golden 
opportunity to add oil to the 
Iranian fire for revenge or simply 
to keep the Iranian regime off 
their backs and busy with its own 
problems.

If the mullahs in Iran had an 
ounce of wisdom, they would 
have devoted their efforts to 
reinforcing their home front 
above all with justice and equal-
ity among all Iranians, regardless 
of their sects or ethnicities. They 
would have spread the national 
wealth fairly among all of Iran’s 
provinces and they would have 
combated corruption and nepo-
tism.

Had the Iranian regime invest-
ed the country’s huge resources 
in the well-being of its citizens 
and had it taken advantage of 

the tremendous creativity of all 
Iranians, we would have had a 
different and happy Iran today. 
Had it put its efforts in building 
for security and peace in the re-
gion and had it put aside age-old 
traditions and rites, we would 
have had a peaceful region today.

Instead, the mullahs’ regime 
chose to finance conflicts and 
wars everywhere, whether in 
Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Yemen, 
Sudan, Bahrain or other places. It 
chose to build armies of terror-
ists instead of roads and infra-
structure. Thanks to the mullahs, 
international sanctions have all 
but destroyed Iran’s economy 
and turned life for its citizens 
into a living hell.

Look as hard as you may and 
you will never figure out the 
pressing national or religious 
necessity that has left the great 
mullah no other alternative but 
to lock horns with the rest of the 
world.

All international reports agree 
that high unemployment, the 
crackdown on personal freedom 

and the disastrous international 
sanctions are the main causes 
of unhappiness among Iranians. 
Every year, Iran tops the list of 
countries of the MENA region 
in poverty and living hardship. 
Last year, half of Iran’s popula-
tion was, at times, unable to 
provide food and shelter for their 
families.

Despite all of this, Iran’s su-
preme leader remains confident 
that Iranians will put up with 
the worst misery and gladly give 
up their freedom and dignity 
just to see Khamenei’s banner 
proudly flutter on the coasts of 
the Mediterranean, the Red Sea 
and the Arabian Gulf. There is 
indeed no limit to the mullahs’ 
megalomania.

In short, and after the recent 
riots, the great republic of the 
mullahs will never be the same. 
The IRGC may use live ammuni-
tion and tear gas all they want; 
they will not be able to hide the 
fact that the end is near for the 
mullahs’ regime should the latter 
not heed the warning.

Will Iran’s mullahs heed the warning call?
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No lessons learned. Iranians hold up a copy of Kayhan newspaper with the headline referring to the 
anti-government protests as “sedition” during a pro-government march in Tehran, on January 5.    (AFP)

As long as the 
opposition to the 
regime is 
disunited, the 
IRGC can use 
public discontent 
to consolidate 
its control.

If the mullahs in 
Iran had an ounce 
of wisdom, they 
would have 
devoted their 
efforts to 
reinforcing their 
home front above 
all with justice and 
equality among 
all Iranians.
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