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The 10 days 
that changed 
Iran forever
PARIS: From the return to Tehran of exiled revolution-
ary leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini to the fall of the
shah’s last government, Iran’s 1979 Islamic revolution
was over in 10 days. Here are the highlights of what has
become known as the 10 Days of Dawn, or Daheh Fajr
in Farsi, which ended 25 centuries of monarchy and are
officially celebrated in Iran every year.

Khomeini returns 
On February 1, 1979 Shiite opposition leader

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini makes a triumphant return
to Tehran after more than 14 years in exile, mostly in
Iraq. Iran’s last monarch, Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi,
had fled on January 16 after months of protests against
his regime. Jubilant crowds welcome Khomeini at the
airport and line the road which leads to the Behesht-e-
Zahra cemetery where he gives his first major address.
Khomeini challenges the legitimacy of the government
headed by prime minister Shapour Bakhtiar, appointed
by the shah on the eve of his departure in a bid to pre-
vent clerics from taking power.

Islamic revolution ‘council’   
On February 3 Khomeini announces at his first news

conference that a council has been formed of key fig-
ures in the revolution movement to prepare for the
establishment of an Islamic republic. A day later, in a
show of support for the ayatollah while the shah’s
administration is still in place, there are hunger strikes
within the air force. One-fifth of conscripts do not show
up at their barracks.

Demonstrations, strikes
On February 6 a prime minister is appointed for a

provisional revolutionary government: Mehdi Bazargan,
a nationalist and Islamist engineer and long-time oppo-
nent of the shah’s regime. Tehran is thus the seat of two
governments: one revolutionary, the other imperial. In
support of the revolutionary government, the clergy
organizes daily demonstrations that gather several mil-
lion people. Strikes are followed in the key oil industry.
On February 7 mullahs in the second city Isfahan
establish a parallel authority to manage municipal
affairs. On February 8 more than 1,000 soldiers in uni-
form march in Tehran in support of Bazargan’s provi-
sional government.

Uprising  
On February 10 mutinous air force soldiers take con-

trol of eastern Tehran aided by armed civilians. The
neighborhood is cut off by barricades and sandbags
and political prisoners are freed. AFP journalist Pierre-
Andre Jouve describes a capital in chaos with “gather-
ings of demonstrators armed with clubs” and “thou-
sands of men claiming to be ‘police of the revolution’ at
almost all the city’s major intersections”. 

Revolution ‘completed’ 
On February 11 an army barracks to the northeast of

Tehran is stormed by several thousand civilians and falls
to Khomeini’s supporters. In the late morning, the centre
of the capital falls under the control of armed civilians
and army deserters. The radio, controlled by Khomeini
supporters, announces parliament has been dissolved.
Khomeini calls on military chiefs to not stand in the way
of troops rallying to the revolution. “Tehran is practical-
ly in the hands of supporters of Ayatollah Khomeini,”
writes AFP correspondent Patrick Meney. 

“At nightfall, the centre of Tehran already had the
appearance of a completed revolution: it is almost time
for victory parades,” his report says. “Mutinous soldiers
are hailed by the crowd. Army soldiers join students in
revolt on campus. People who were enemies only yes-
terday embrace.” Overnight a statement from the revo-
lutionary government declares the “revolution having
won” with the military joining the popular movement. In
two days the battle has left more than 200 dead and
more than 1,000 injured. With the shah’s government
departed, Bazargan officially takes up his post in the
offices of the prime minister. — AFP 

At Iraqi place of exile, Iranians 
remember revolution’s leader

NAJAF: On a backstreet in Iraq’s holy city of Najaf, Iranian
pilgrims shuffle in and out of a small doorway, making a
short but important detour. They have come to see where
the leader of the Islamic revolution once dwelled in exile.
The former home of the late
Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, who in 1979 led
an uprising that ousted the
Shah of Iran, is bustling with
tourists on the 40th anniver-
sary of the birth of the
Islamic Republic. 

Escaping for a moment
Najaf ’s crowded Shi’ite
Muslim shrine nearby, they
tour the humble home which
is now a museum and gallery
showcasing Khomeini’s
political and personal life. Teenagers take selfies in rooms
where he studied, prayed and developed his ideas for the
establishment of an Islamic state. “The house captures the
spirit of Khomeini. He was not interested in money or
worldly possessions - he was there to serve the people,”
said one visitor, 56-year-old Mohammad Javad Elahi.

Khomeini’s Najaf abode, where he lived for 13 years
before being expelled from Iraq by Saddam Hussein in
1978, has little furniture. His private meeting room is small
with only a carpet to sit on. Photos on the walls show
Khomeini with his children and grandchildren, although
most are iconic pictures of the uprising, including the
takeover of Iran’s embassy in Paris by protesters and
Khomeini’s arrival by plane in Tehran after the fall of the
Shah. Elahi, a logistics manager from Tehran, said he saw
Khomeini’s legacy as an Iran that stands firm in the face of

US sanctions. Despite unrest over a hurt economy, sanc-
tions had served to unite many Iranians behind their cur-
rent government, he said.

“We don’t suffer the upheaval of some of our neighbors.
Things are mostly stable,” he
said, referring to conflicts in Arab
countries in recent years. Other
visitors said they saw the Islamic
republic as an improvement on
the secular monarchy which it
replaced. “I was 13 during the
revolution. I remember the time
of the Shah. He was a Western
puppet - the economy and poli-
tics of Iran was basically in the
hands of America and its allies,”
said Alireza Ghorbani, a retired
school teacher. “The Shah’s

secret service killed and tortured opposition, including clerics.”

‘Better than the Shah’
The 1979 uprising deposed Western-allied Shah

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi. Khomeini spent the final year of
his exile in France. Khomeini’s Islamic republic, and the
leadership that has followed it under Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, have been criticized internationally
for crackdowns on political opponents, including during
protests over alleged election fraud in 2009 and last year
over wages and complaints of corruption. Those visiting
Khomeini’s Najaf home, all religious tourists, said they sup-
port Iran’s clerical establishment. “Most people in Iran sup-
ported the revolution,” said Mohammad Kazemi, a clergy-
man from northwestern Tabriz. “Things are still better than
before. Today I’m here to pay my respects to its leader.”

Khomeini went into exile in the 1960s, first to Turkey then to
Najaf. The Iraqi city and Qom in Iran are the seats of the
two great seminaries for Shiite clergy. Iraq’s top Shiite cleric
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani is based in Najaf. Khomeini
mostly kept a low profile in Najaf, studying and lecturing,
but also developed his ideas for a system of Islamic gover-

nance. Iran’s influence in Iraq, which has steadily grown
since the US invasion that toppled Saddam Hussein in 2003,
has brought with it increasing numbers of Iranian tourists
and pilgrims. Hundreds of thousands visit Iraq’s holy shrines
at Najaf and Kerbala each year. This week, many were stop-
ping through Khomeini’s home. — Reuters

Former home bustles with tourists

QOM: A cleric visits the house of the late founder of the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, in the
holy city of Qom. — AFP

Rushdie: From 
fatwa fugitive to 
free speech hero
PARIS: On February 14, 1989 Iran’s
supreme leader Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini called for British writer Salman
Rushdie to be killed for writing “The
Satanic Verses”, which the cleric said
insulted Islam. In a fatwa, or religious
decree, Khomeini urged “Muslims of the
world rapidly to execute the author and the
publishers of the book” so that “no one will
any longer dare to offend the sacred values
of Islam.” Khomeini, who was 89 and had
just four months to live, added that anyone
who was killed trying to carry out the death
sentence should be considered a “martyr”
who would go to paradise. A $2.8-million
bounty was put on the writer’s head.

Driven underground
The British government immediately grant-

ed police protection to Rushdie, an atheist
born in India to non-practicing Muslims. For
almost 13 years he moved between safe hous-
es under the pseudonym of Joseph Anton,
changing base 56 times in the first six months.
“I am gagged and imprisoned,” he recalled
writing in his diary in his 2012 memoir, “Joseph
Anton”. “I can’t even speak. I want to kick a
football in a park with my son. Ordinary, banal
life: my impossible dream.”

‘Blasphemous’ 
Viking Penguin published “The Satanic

Verses” in September 1988 to critical
acclaim. The book is set by turns in the
London of Conservative British Prime
Minister Margaret Thatcher and ancient
Makkah, Islam’s holiest site. It centers on

the adventures of two Indian actors,
Gibreel and Saladin, whose hijacked plane
explodes over the English Channel.  They
re-emerge on an English beach and mix
with immigrants in London, the story
unfolding in surreal sequences reflecting
Rushdie’s magic realism style.

The book was deemed blasphemous
and sacrilegious by many Muslims includ-
ing over references to verses alleged by
some scholars to have been an early ver-
sion of the Koran and later removed. These
verses allow for prayers to be made to
three pagan goddesses, contrary to Islam’s
strict belief that there is only one God.
Controversially, Rushdie writes of the
involvement of a prophet resembling the
founder of Islam, Mohammed. This prophet
is tricked into striking a deal with Satan in
which he exchanges some of his monothe-
istic dogmatism in favor of the three god-
desses. He then realizes his error. Khomeini
and others insist he had depicted the
prophet irreverently.

‘Hang Rushdie’ 
In October 1988 Indian Prime Minister

Rajiv Gandhi banned the import of the
book, hoping to win Muslim support ahead
of elections. Some 20 countries went on to
outlaw it. In January 1989 Muslims in
Britain’s northern city of Bradford burned
copies in public. A month later, thousands
of Pakistanis attacked the US Information
Center in Islamabad, shouting “American
dogs” and “hang Salman Rushdie”. Police
opened fire, killing five. Khomeini’s fatwa
provoked horror around the Western world.
There were protests in Europe, and London
and Tehran broke off diplomatic relations
for nearly two years. In the United States
authors like Susan Sontag and Tom Wolfe
organized public lectures to support
Rushdie. The author tried to explain himself
in 1990 in an essay titled “In Good Faith”
but many Muslims were not placated.

Attacks
Rushdie gradually emerged from his

underground life in 1991, but his Japanese
translator was killed in July that year. His
Italian translator was stabbed a few days
later and a Norwegian publisher shot two
years later, although it was never clear the
attacks were in response to Khomeini’s call.
In 1993 Islamist protesters torched a hotel
in Sivas in central Turkey, some of whom
were angered by the presence of writer Aziz
Nesin, who sought to translate the novel
into Turkish. 

He escaped but 37 people were killed. In
1998 the government of Iran’s reformist
president Mohammad Khatami assured
Britain that Iran would not implement the
fatwa. But Khomeini’s successor, Ayatollah

Ali Khamenei, said in 2005 he still believed
Rushdie was an apostate whose killing
would be authorized by Islam.

‘Islamophobia’
Many Muslims were furious when

Rushdie was knighted by Queen Elizabeth
II in 2007 for his services to literature. Iran
accused Britain of “Islamophobia”, saying
its fatwa still stood, and there were wide-
spread Muslim protests, notably in
Pakistan. Rushdie was by then living rela-
tively openly in New York where he moved
in the late 1990s, and where his recent
novels are set. After many years living in
the shadows, he became something of a
socialite and is seen by many in the West
as a free speech hero. — AFP 

Thirty years after 
Rushdie fatwa, 
blasphemy still 
a potent weapon
ISLAMABAD: Thirty years after Iran
called for the killing of Salman Rushdie, the
British novelist remains a figure of hate for
extremists across the Muslim world, and
though the level of outrage has dropped,
the issue of blasphemy is as incendiary as
ever. Rushdie’s novel “The Satanic Verses”
triggered mass protests from London to
Islamabad and, analysts say, closed down
the space for debate around Islam in a way
that still resonates today. Iran’s spiritual
leader, the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini,
issued the fatwa calling for Rushdie’s mur-
der on February 14, 1989. 

A day earlier thousands of protesters
enraged by the novel’s publication had
attacked the American Cultural Centre in
Islamabad. Five people were killed in the
ensuing clashes with police. Pakistani jour-
nalist Shahid ur Rehman told AFP he was
among the first to arrive on the scene that
day, and watched as men stormed the roof
of the centre and pulled down its American
flag while police fired tear gas, then live
bullets. Rehman said the novel came as a
rude shock to a Muslim world which was
“basking in glory”. 

The Iranian revolution was just a
decade old and the Soviet Union was on
the verge of a collapse after being driven
out of Afghanistan by the US-backed
mujahideen, with Muslims in general and
Pakistan in particular claiming credit for

the defeat of an empire. Rushdie’s novel,
and the fatwa which followed, were “like a
dam breaking”, Rehman said. Today, the
novelist is “hated as much... as he was hat-
ed back then”, said Pakistani religious
scholar Tahir Mahmood Ashrafi. But “peo-
ple cannot protest consecutively for 30
years,” he added. 

Anger over blasphemy remains effer-
vescent among Islamic hardliners, howev-
er. In the last ten years in Pakistan, politi-
cians have been assassinated, European
countries threatened with nuclear annihi-
lation and students lynched over the issue.
The case of Asia Bibi-a Christian woman
whose death sentence for blasphemy was
overturned in Pakistan last year, sparking
days of violence and drawing global
attention to religious extremism in the
South Asian country-is just the latest
example.  Ashrafi said the publication of
the novel “justified” laws against blasphe-
my-without them, he argued, “people like
Rushdie will keep hurting the religious
sentiments of Muslims”.  

‘Catastrophic’ 
Even calls to reform the laws have pro-

voked violence in Pakistan, and for some
the fatwa helped blur the lines between
blasphemy and intellectual debate across
the Muslim world. Analysts such as Khalid
Ahmed, author of a book on Pakistan’s sec-
tarian divide, say the fatwa marked the
beginning of a “terrible decline” of intellec-
tual discourse in Islam.  Khomeini’s call for
blood was “catastrophic for the freedom of
creation, literature and thought”, Egyptian
journalist and novelist Ibrahim Issa said.

Other fatwas had been issued against
writers in the past, he said-but usually by
small, extremist groups. Khomeini’s was the
first issued by an Islamic state. “It was a
dark moment that, thirty years later,

reminds us how dangerous the interference
of religion in freedom of expression (is)”,
he said. Iran’s supreme leader Ali
Khamenei has on numerous occasions reit-
erated the verdict on Rushdie, most
recently in 2015. 

The Iranian government vowed it would
not act on the fatwa in 1998, but such
decrees are “not revocable”, Mehdi
Aboutalebi, cleric and doctor of political
science at the influential conservative
think-tank Imam Khomeini Educational
Research Institute in Qom said.  “Even if
800 years pass, the sentence remains the
same,” he said. The fatwa has caused multi-
ple diplomatic rows over the years-as have
other cases of blasphemy, such as the con-
troversy over satirical Danish cartoons of

the Islamic prophet printed in the right-
wing Jyllands-Posten newspaper in 2005.

Politics and religion are often inter-
twined in Iran, Aboutalebi explained, echo-
ing a sentiment expressed in other Muslim
countries. “For instance, Iran’s quarrel with
US is not over money or economy.... This is
all about our beliefs and our religion,” he
said. The fatwa shows “we will not tolerate
anyone breaking our belief boundaries”.
Today the furore over Rushdie interests
only “the most radical ayatollahs”, said
Clement Therme, research fellow at the Iran
International Institute for Strategic Studies.
Iranians are experiencing “revolutionary
fatigue”, he said, as Tehran hunts for friends
amid criticism over its regional policies and
disputed nuclear program. — AFP 

MUMBAI: In this file photo, an Indian Muslim wears a mask of now US novelist and
essayist Salman Rushdie as he displays a placard condemning Rushdie during a
protest in Bombay. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: In this file photo, ‘Satanic Verses’ author Salman Rushdie (center), sur-
rounded by security, returns a book to an Indian fan after autographing it during a
brief encounter with the press in New Delhi. — AFP 

“House 
captures 

the spirit of 
Khomeini”


