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Corruption of Popular Sentiment: The Iranian Revolution 

The Iranian Revolution in 1979 resulted in the creation of an Islamic theocracy, despite 

its original goals of justice, equality and political freedom. In Persepolis, Marjane Satrapi gives 

her account of the revolution as she herself wrestles with authority and repression. Revolutionary 

sentiment in Iran was conceived upon the people’s discontent with historical patterns of 

imperialism in the region. The regime of Muhammad Reza Shah became a symbol of Western 

intervention and method of government. In reaction to this a reformist movement within the 

country appealed to the unique Islamic cultural heritage of the Iranian people in order to 

establish a republic alongside the existing monarchy. The atmosphere of Islamic-oriented 

activism enabled so much popular support to the more militant wing of reformists that the 

movement’s secular moderates were overwhelmed and forced to step aside. 

Public expression of discontent with the regime began in 1961 with the formation of the 

Freedom Movement.
1
 This movement was a coalition of professional associations and student 

organizations of urban workers and university students. Together under the leadership of Mehdi 

Bazargan and Ali Shari’ati they reacted to Iran’s lack of political freedom and repressive 

governance by distributing literature that criticized the regime’s human rights violations and 

prohibition of press and assembly. 
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Bazargan and Shari’ati linked political activism and a reformist ideology with Islam.
2
 

They accused the shah of censorship, secularism and corruption. This resonated with many 

Iranians who sought reform but wanted to retain their religious and cultural identity that had 

been ignored by the shah in the interest of national modernization. The issue of identity is 

important in Marjane Satrapi’s Persepolis. Marji is a character that represents the average Iranian 

during the revolution. She has her own individual characteristics but she also reflects the greater 

Islamic-oriented activism of her country. She exists at the intersection of political activism and 

cultural heritage which was so definitive of the revolution. 

We meet Marji as a very innocent, pious Islamic child figure with a liberal, secular 

family. She shares her belief in being God’s last prophet with her grandmother while telling her 

parents that she wants to be a doctor. One panel in the graphic novel depicts her as literally 

standing between two identities, one half secular and the other religious.
3
 The two sides of Marji 

represent the ideology being adopted by the Iranian people and the different wings of the 

reformist movement vying for popular support and ultimate authority. 

Bazargan and Shari’ati’s secular wing of the Freedom Movement was joined by militant 

wing of the Iranian religious establishment or ulama. The ulama took this Islamic reformist 

ideology to new extremes under the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini and his colleagues. 

Khomeini accused the shah of making Iran subject to foreign interests and in turn destroying the 

country’s Islamic identity.
4
 He argued that the very institution of monarchy was incompatible 

with Islam and therefore should be thrown out and replaced with a government ruled by the 

ulama. Khomeini’s rhetoric separated him from the liberal and moderate leaders of the Freedom 

Movement and served to make him the most important figure of the revolution. 
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Khomeini and the other ayatollahs’ masterful use of a religious framework of protest and 

their wide network of clergy members gave them credibility and familiarity with the people of 

Iran.
5
 In 1978 a series of demonstrations and harsh retaliation by the shah’s military escalated the 

conflict. Whenever a protest turned violent, the civilian deaths were commemorated forty days 

later in customary Shi’a Islamic memorials. A cycle of demonstrations, violence and memorials 

culminated on September 8, 1978, a day referred to as Black Friday, during which the 

government killed hundreds of protesters.
6
 

Unaware of it being the most dangerous day of the revolution, Marji recalls convincing 

her maid Mehri to join her in a demonstration: “That day there were so many killed in one of the 

neighborhoods that a rumor spread that Israeli soldiers were responsible for the slaughter. But in 

fact it was really our own who had attacked us.”
7
 In context, Marji is referring to her mother 

slapping her and Mehri for foolishly demonstrating on Black Friday. She is also referring to the 

reality that the protesters were killed by the Iranian military, not Israelis. More importantly, 

Marji yells “Down with the shah!” during the demonstration, reflecting Khomeini’s influence 

over popular opinion at this point in the revolution. It was no longer just about establishing a 

republic alongside the monarchy; the institution of monarchy itself was to be destroyed. 

The disconnect between the rhetoric of the Iranian revolution and the facts on the ground 

is reflected in other parts of Persepolis. Marji’s father endangers himself in order to document 

the revolution through photos, including the spirit of activism that swept up the people. Marji’s 

father recounts a demonstration at a hospital: 
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A crowd gathered to take him to the Behesht-e Zahra cemetery. Then there was 

another cadaver, an old man carried out on a stretcher. Those who didn’t follow 

the first one went over to the old man, shouting revolutionary slogans and calling 

him a hero. Well, I was taking my photos when I noticed an old woman next to 

me. I understood that she was the widow of the victim (32). 

 

The old man died of cancer but the widow joins the mob in honoring him as another 

victim of the shah, another martyr for the cause. In this instance the facts are disregarded in the 

interest of fighting tyranny. The overthrow of the shah was all but certain. 

Secular elements of the revolutionary movement were forced to stand alongside 

Khomeini’s vision for Iran. Religious symbolism would be used again in December 1978 during 

the ten days of Muharram,
8
 an observance during which protesters wore white shrouds 

representing the important Shi’a figure Imam Husayn, who had been martyr in the face of 

tyranny and injustice in his lifetime and whose death commemoration is one of the most 

important ritual events in Shi’ism.
9
 In Persepolis there is a panel depicting a line of martyrs 

wearing white shrouds all pushing the shah out of frame and out of power.
10

 Marji, her parents 

and the rest of country celebrate the removal of the monarchy: “Let’s enjoy our new freedom!” 

says Marji’s father. Marji’s mother responds “Now that the devil has left,” as a dark, serpent-like 

figure with horn frames them on the page.
11

 Satrapi uses foreshadowing very effectively here. 

If not for the leadership of Ayatollah Khomeini, the religious establishment of Iran would 

not have had a cohesive plan of action against the shah
12

 and the overall message of the 
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revolution would not have had the clear Islamic packaging it needed to garner widespread public 

support. With religious principles embedded into the organization of protests, the reformist 

ideology initiated by the Freedom Movement came to fruition. Unfortunately for the people of 

Iran, this would result in the original goals of the revolution to be lost. Iranians sought to 

improve their lives through political freedom and a return to their cultural heritage. In the end 

popular opinion decided on Khomeini. His leadership would enforce ideological conformity 

across all aspects of society through a process of political and social restructuring called 

Islamization. 

The effects of Islamization on Iranian society cannot be understated. After consolidating 

political power through the formation of the Islamic Republic Party, Khomeini and the other 

ayatollahs set out to establish the ulama as the dominant governing body and discredit moderate 

secular opponents.
13

 The Freedom Movement government drafted a new constitution for the 

country but the popularly-elected Assembly of Experts, advised by Khomeini, completely 

redrafted it, making Iran’s laws based upon Islamic rules. It also bestowed ultimate authority to 

the Council of Guardians, most of who were appointed from the ulama. Legislation passed by the 

popularly-elected parliament of Majlis had to be approved by the Council based on its 

conformity to Islamic rules. Khomeini was appointed as supreme Islamic jurist with the power to 

appoint half the members of the Council, the commander in chief of the military and the heads of 

the army, navy and air force. Iraq’s invasion of Iran in 1980 instilled a sense of patriotism in 

Marji and the Iranian people: “The second invasion in 1400 years! My blood was boiling. I was 

ready to defend my country against these Arabs who kept attacking us.”
14

 In the way Marji talks 

about the invasion it is clear that she and the other young people of Iran didn’t fully understand 
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the consequences of war. Public support for the Islamic Republic increased and enabled the 

government to expand its recruitment for the military. They handed out plastic keys painted gold 

to young men as a promise of heaven if they became martyrs in the defense of Iran and Islam. 

One such key was given to the son of Marji’s maid at that time: 

The key to paradise was for poor people. Thousands of young kids, promised a 

better life, exploded on the minefields with their keys around their necks. Mrs. 

Nasrine’s son managed to avoid that fate, but lots of other kids from his 

neighborhood didn’t (102). 

With the authority of the religious establishment fully in place, Islamization could be 

implemented.
15

 Universities were shut down in 1980 and reopened in 1982 with entirely new 

faculty, Islamic curriculum and background checks on applicants who might have non-Islamic or 

left-leaning credentials. Early in Persepolis we see Marji separated from her male classmates and 

forced to wear a veil at her formerly secular French school.
16

 Within the judiciary branch of 

government, Khomeini had secular judges with Western law degrees replaced by those with an 

understanding of Islamic law. Iranian women were forced to wear loose clothing and hijabs, lost 

the right to initiate divorce, retain child custody, to attend school if married and to study law, 

medicine and engineering. They retained their right to vote. 

Under Khomeini public music, dancing and alcohol were banned. The symbols adopted 

by the former shah from Western culture played a role in the Iranian people’s yearning for a new 

order of life. Methods of government from foreign sources didn’t satisfy them and the familiar 

framework of Islam was inviting. Persistent external influence upon the sovereignty of Iranians 

led them to call upon their culture and their religion in an attempt to improve their lives. 
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