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Dear CPW participants: 
 
This is a first draft of a dissertation chapter, which I would like to also present as a stand-alone paper. It is not yet 
addressing a particular literature, however, as I am still working on polishing the argument. I would very much 
appreciate your comments and critiques with this regard. 
 
To provide some context: my dissertation is a historical ethnography of the Iranian Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps’s (IRGC) institutionalization process as a revolutionary establishment. When Iran was invaded by Iraqi 
forces shortly after the Islamic Revolution of 1979, the IRGC was a feeble, inexperienced, and ill-equipped militia. 
Nevertheless, it joined the war effort and, surprisingly, survived and thrived to become the most powerful economic, 
intelligence, and military institution in the country. I demonstrate how the Guards borrowed organizational practices 
used in clerical and other religious communities to preserve the new militia, and mobilized their newly revolutionized 
Shi’ite cultural background to articulate their characteristic role in the war. By studying the consolidation of this 
unique religious-military organization that won the political support of the Islamic government, the project 
contributes to the understanding of unconventional religious militaries as well as bottom-up processes of state-
building. 
 
Thank you very much! 
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FORMALIZING INFORMALITY: 
STATE-BUILDING AND THE BIRTH OF REVOLUTIONARY MILITIAS IN POST-
REVOLUTIONARY IRAN 
 
ABSTRACT 

 
Iranian revolutionaries’ organizing attempts intensified in the last few weeks before the  of 
when Khomeini announced the decision to return to Iran from exile. Multiple revolutionary 
groups mobilized their varied resources to orchestrate the final stages of the movement. With the 
successful overthrow of the Shah, rivalry escalated among the groups over solidifying the 
revolutionary militias as part of the state in-the-making; such a militia would centralize 
the independent grassroots armed groups into a much needed reliable armed wing for the state, 
which would in turn facilitate the state-building effort.  
 

In this chapter I will review the formation process of a few early revolutionary institutions amidst 
the above-mentioned political competition for owning the institutionally unclaimed revolution, 
and study the emergence of the IRGC in this background. I argue that the political divide 
between the two main contenders, the Islamists and the nationalists, gradually translated into 
particular patterns of institution-building. I scrutinize the revolutionary state apparatus’ and the 
militias’ consolidation on multiple levels —individual actors’ understandings and decision-
making processes, small-group dynamics, drawing of boundaries among contenders largely 
defined, and legal disputes. Thereby I illustrate how each political contender tried to impose a 
particular style of organization on the state-in-the-making. 
 

The pattern that emerges out of this investigation is that the nationalists, who were officially in 
charge of the provisional government, strived for a conventional, state-controlled outlook for the 
militias, as they did for the state apparatus in general. To the contrary, Islamists actively 
preferred their personal networks, avoided firmly drawn group or organizational boundaries, and 
thereby pursued the consolidation of a more flexible type of institution. 
 

Relying on informal resources in revolutionary times is not unprecedented, as the existing 
organizational structures might be either untrustworthy or too young to be fully efficient. What 
distinguishes the state-building endeavor in the case of revolutionary Iran, however, is the 
Islamists’ attempts to institutionalize this informality; to preserve it as a permanent 
establishment. They not only resisted the nationalist government’s attempt to centralize and own 
the emerging militia, but also either disregarded or sidestepped structures when they were in 
charge themselves. This chapter is a detailed story of their success in the first stage of this 
endeavor—from the formation of first state-like institutions and the emergence of major 
militias, komite and the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps, to the latter’s 
being constitutionalized as independent of the regular military. 
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INTRODUCTION  

In an ideal world, the social basis of a post-revolutionary militia or army would be exactly the 

same as those of the revolting masses. An ideal revolutionary army, in other words, is one that 

manages to maintain “a durable grass-roots organization” (Ellis 1974, 242). However, 

revolutionary groups are by definition deprived of material and professional resources necessary 

for building up a functioning army. Such armies are frequently “hastily improvised” and “relying 

more on revolutionary enthusiasm than professional organization” (Chorley 1943). It is hence 

upon the leaders to mobilize what the revolutionary situation does offer, i.e., a mass of politicized 

citizens, and organize the newly-formed armed entities relying on existing resources and 

structures, even tough they are sometimes far from ideal. 

Studies of various historical instances have demonstrated that revolutionary patriotism has 

not automatically filled the void of organizational structure. Rather, leaders have actively strived 

to contain the grassroots formation into a more efficient and durable organization. In this effort, 

they have deployed the organizational resources at their disposal. In revolutionary France, for 

instance, the flow of voluntarism started from class-based motivations with the strong mediating 

role played by the National Guard as a pre-revolutionary militia (Scott, 1970, 322; Forrest 1990, 

61; Bertaud 1988, 35). It then expanded into wider voluntarism by allowing volunteers of other 

social groups into the army (Lynn, 1996, 52), and mounted to a call for universal conscription as 

the radical Jacobins rose to power (ibid., 74). At all stages, recruits were incorporated into the 

surviving line army. In the course of the Russian revolution, the Bolsheviks came to power after a 

full disintegration of the Romanov army (Wildman 1980, 13–17; Golovin 1931, 206). The only 

pre-revolutionary military structure they had at their disposal were locally organized workers’ 

militias, the Red Guards, which proved insufficient for their international and civil war efforts 
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(Sanborn 2003, 41; Skocpol 1979, 217). War-weariness of the population following WWI defeats 

deprived them of a politically revitalized and militant crowd that could potentially have come 

with the revolution (Sanborn 2003, 41). China’s Communist Party did not enjoy massive support 

at the beginning either, but proceeded to create both the social base and the army from scratch, 

providing its army with a large and politically active social body (Dreyer 1995,118; Paine 2012, 

237). All three revolutionary armies sought professional knowledge of non-revolutionary elements 

and implemented political control systems to monitor their loyalty. 

 

The institutionalization of grassroots armed forces  significantly influences the state-building 

process at large. The significance is not merely due to the well-established claim that war-making 

and state-making are interrelated (Tilly 1993, Wimmer 2013; Centeno 2002; Malescevic 2012; 

Ayoob 2007). The pattern of interaction among the political agents of state-making, the surviving 

elements of the standing army, and the revolutionary militias is also critical, as it gradually 

institutionalizes a select organizational pattern and a particular power network, to use Mann’s 

language (2012).  

Post-revolutionary Iran provides a rich example for studying such a pattern of interaction for 

multiple reasons. The military power-hub that rose out of the early years’ interactions, The Islamic 

Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), diverges the pattern that revolutionary militias have usually 

taken. It not only preserved its independence from the Iranian Army even during a conventional 

war with Iraq (1980-88), but also rose to unprecedented political power, proving to be an ideal 

type of state-building through militaries (See Kandil 2016).  

More importantly for the purpose of this article, however, is the fact that the effort to deploy 

all the reliable means to solidify the revolutionary armed force is surprisingly absent in the early 
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phase of state-building in Iran. Multiple militias had sprung up during and after the Islamic 

Revolution of 1979. Although unifying and organizing them into a single guardian force was the 

leaders’ concern from the beginning, the power-political struggle eventually led to the 

preservation of a rather informal, grassroots structure; one that relied on informal personal 

networks and resources.  

In this article I will review the formation process of a few early revolutionary institutions 

amidst ongoing political competition for owning the institutionally unclaimed revolution, and 

study the emergence of the IRGC in this background. I argue that the political divide between 

the two main contenders, the Islamists and the nationalists, gradually translated into particular 

patterns of institution-building. I scrutinize the revolutionary state apparatus’ and the militias’ 

consolidation on multiple levels —individual actors’ understandings and decision-making 

processes, small-group dynamics, drawing of boundaries among contenders largely defined, and 

legal disputes. Thereby I illustrate how each political contender tried to impose a particular style 

of organization on the state-in-the-making. 

 

DATA AND METHOD 

I have consulted memoirs and interviews with about 20 founders and influential members of the 

two militias under study. Some memoirs and extended interviews have been published in Iran as 

books. More extensive interviews have been archived and are available in the Islamic Revolution 

Document Center and in the National Library of Iran in Tehran. I have also screened two major 

newspapers of the time, Keyhan and Etela’at, for relevant reports in the first year after the 

February 1979 revolution. To complement the founders’ view, I have occasionally referred to 

interviews that I have conducted with 20 veterans in Iran who, as young revolutionaries, had 
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voluntarily joined either of the two organizations in their very first days. Finally, as far as they 

were available in published collections and archives, I have reviewed documents issued by or 

about the two institutions in the first year after the revolution. 

Throughout my analysis I have systematically looked for instances of leaders showing either 

deliberate or habitual preference for a particular style of collective activity and organization 

building—one that relies heavily on personally trusted individuals, religious networks, and work 

habits. I have also sought evidence of a preference for keeping the structure informal where more 

formal alternatives built by revolutionaries themselves have been readily at hand. 

It should be noted that the retrospective nature of the personal narratives used as data is 

likely to have affected their accuracy. Nevertheless, the possible inaccuracies are least likely to 

have biased the clues I am after. To provide its history with more credibility, the officials 

supporting the Islamic Revolutionary discourse, including most of those whose narratives are 

consulted, illustrate the past endeavors as professional, efficient, and maximally organized. The 

evidence found to the contrary, therefore, are found despite this tendency and can be regarded as 

significant for the sake of the paper’s argument. 

 

 
POLITICAL FACTIONS AND THE EARLY INSTITUTIONS: THE REVOLUTIONARY 

COUNCIL AND THE WELCOME COMMITTEE 

Aside from leftist groups and militias that were gradually marginalized, two main groups of 

activists were involved in the formation of the revolutionary state after the old regime was 

toppled on 11 February 1979. The nationalists were experienced politicians and activists who 

descended from the 1951 Oil Nationalization Movement. Although not secular, they prioritized 
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pragmatic concerns over religious correctness. Even in the heat of the revolution against the 

Pahlavi monarch, they had promoted a legal, measured, and moderate approach. Mostly as a 

result of Khomeini’s support of them as an indispensable source of political experience, the 

provisional government appointed a week before the fall of the Shah was headed and staffed by 

the nationalists.  

The Islamists had exalted radical, even self-destructive, methods of resistance in the course of 

the revolution, aiming for nothing but an uprooting of the Shah. Placing “the West” against 

Islam, they interpreted signs of a pragmatist, bureaucratic mentality as hostile to their “Islamic 

Revolution of the Oppressed.” The majority of influential clerics sympathized with the Islamists, 

even if they did not fully endorse such mentality in the process of creating an Islamic state.  

The very first political embodiment of the revolution, the Revolutionary Council, was initiated 

by Islamist clerics under Khomeini’s direct supervision when he was in exile.  

In November 1978, Khomeini commissioned a few revolutionary clerics close to him with 

introducing a team of politicians to form a council in Iran in order to centralize the leadership 

effort. After a few sessions of negotiating with one of the prominent Islamist activists as well as a 

leading nationalist figure, five Islamist religious scholars were selected to form the nucleus of the 

Islamic Revolutionary Council. The nucleus was missioned to expand the council as necessary, 

ideally dedicating an equal share to non-clergy figures. Commenced about two months before 

the Pahlavi government fell, therefore, the Revolutionary Council was the first institution of the 

Islamic Revolution, and it was comprised of Islamists and nationalists alike. It was the only 

organization initiated under Khomeini’s direct supervision prior to his return from exile. With 

the announcement of his decision to go back to Iran and the escalation of mass protests and 

political failures of the Pahlavi government, state-building attempts also escalated and gradually 
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heightened the tensions between these political fronts. The first collective task the revolutionaries 

were facing was “welcoming” Khomeini back, in a way that ensured his safety and produced the 

best results for the unfolding revolution. The collective pursuit of this task led to a revolutionary 

organization that turned out to be the nucleus of both a state apparatus and the first 

revolutionary militia. 

 
Upon hearing the confirmation that Khomeini would be coming back to Iran after 15 years of 

exile, Islamist activists convened to set the stage for his arrival. One of the clerics close to 

Khomeini and a principal member of the Revolutionary Council, Motahari, gathered about ten 

others in his home in the early morning of January 20. One of the attendees recalls how he was 

summoned by a late-night phone call:  

Around midnight of January 20 1979, [one of the Islamist activists] called me to say he has 
received a call from Motahari. Motahari had said that he had word from Paris that Imam 
[Khomeini] intended to return to Iran….So we were asked to be at Motahari’s house after 
Morning Prayer tomorrow.1  

 
Other attendees mention the same process in their memoirs; they were summoned either late at 

night on January 20 or the very early morning after.2 According to some attendees, another 

prominent cleric of the Revolutionary Council, Beheshti, had also mobilized his personal ties for 

the group to be gathered.3 The result was a convention of about ten Islamist activists who knew 

each other closely. They discussed the necessary preparations for Khomeini’s arrival: how to 

contain the large mass that would turn out onto the streets, ensure Khomeini’s security, and 

provide the venue and means of transportation for a public speech. They decided that a 

																																																								
1 Published interview with Asadollah Badamchian.  
2 Published memoir of Mahallati.  
3 Published interview with Hamid Naghashian. 
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committee would be needed to oversee the implementation of the issues discussed.4 The 

Committee for Welcoming Imam, more commonly known as the Welcome Committee, was 

thereby established.  

The organization was erected overnight, not unlike many revolutionary institutions. 

However, the organizational structure and clarity could potentially have been stronger: many of 

the readily available capacities for formal organization were disregarded. First and foremost, 

although the Revolutionary Council was already formed and in charge of all revolutionary 

activities at this point, the Welcome Committee’s association with it is not transparent. Some 

activists describe it as a subgroup of the underground Revolutionary Council.5 It is certain, 

however, that there was no formal commission issued by the Revolutionary Council with this 

regard.. Prominent Council leaders were, as a matter of fact, directly involved in forming the 

Welcome Committee—Motahari and Beheshti were both principal members of the Council, as 

mentioned before. However, they pursued the attempt as individuals, relying on their personal 

acquaintances, rather than as RC officials. The very first meeting to discuss the necessities and 

establish such a formation was planned overnight and in Motahari’s home, before the Council 

had even had a chance to meet.6  

The official boundaries were so loose that even those directly involved disagree on who the 

principal members were. It seems like the founding meeting and the ones that follow have not 

																																																								
4 published interview with Hashem Sabaghian.  
5 published memoirs of Danesh; published interview with Sabaghian. 
6 We might legitimately suspect whether there actually was much organizational potential within the 
Revolutionary Council; i.e., whether relying on personally trusted networks might actually have been the 
more rational choice. As the individuals having made such decisions are long gone, it is quite impossible 
to uncover their actual motivations—whether they saw the organizational potential and disregarded it for 
other reasons, or whether they believed there is a better prospect in taking action in an informal manner. 
However, as I will demonstrate later in the chapter, existing evidence on later events shows that the 
former would be a more viable interpretation. 
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been documented, and there is no written record of the principal members' name, if it was clearly 

decided in the first meeting at all.7 Eight prominent activists describe the main core with 

significant divergence.8 What is unanimously agreed upon is that, in the first meeting after 

establishment, in the early morning of Jan. 21, Motahari was chosen as the chief, but 

immediately delegated responsibilities to the nationalist Sabaghian. The latter recalls,  

Motahari told me, “gentleman, I’m not experienced in such practical work, and you see that I am 
busy even without the Committee.” He really was busy at the Revolutionary Council. “So, let me 
skip the meetings; you conduct them.”9  

 
Nevertheless, Motahari decided to keep the title. Given his effort to convene the first meeting 

by making the phone calls to trustees himself, it is possible to deduce that he had to be there, 

even if only as a formality, for the group to stay together in the first place. Another possible 

reason is that he wanted to maintain an indirect influence on the Committee. Upon being 

appointed as deputy, Sabaghian explained to Motahari that he could go out formally and let the 

Committee appoint another chief.10 He remembers to have offered another path as well, which 

Motahari chose to take: staying in the margin, be represented by Sabaghian in the meetings, and 

keep the possibility of implementing his suggestions on the Committee.  

The location chosen to be prepared for Khomeini's arrival was a school in the center of 

Tehran, where Welcome Committee meetings were also held. “Refah” was a school founded by 

Islamists a decade earlier in an attempt to slow down the Shah’s secular educational program. 

																																																								
7 In response to my question whether such documents exist at all, an activist involved in the early days 
claimed that they do not. He recalled that their lack of experience with formal organizational work was 
the main reason.  
8 Published memoirs and interviews with Badamchian, Sabbaghian, Naghashian, Mahallati, Danesh, 
Sadr, Dori, Kani. 
9 Published interview.  
10 Ibid. 
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The board of trustees consisted of prominent revolutionary activists such as Beheshti himself.11 

The first meeting of the Welcome Committee was held in Refah one day after establishment, on 

21 January, and the Welcome Committee started to expand rapidly momentarily. Nationalist 

activists were invited to the leading core, following “Imam’s recommendation that all 

revolutionary strata be represented in the Welcome Committee” and with the idea that the 

cooperation will bring about more harmony12 Danesh, one of the moderate revolutionary 

activists, emerged as the executive authority as he was constantly present in Refah school as the 

trusted principal: 

As I was present in Refah school all the time in those first few days, the executive and 
coordination tasks were assigned to me... Rajaee [the prominent revolutionary and later prime 
minister] had initially been recommended as the person in charge in the Committee, but he said 
that I would be more helpful as I already had duties in Refah and knew the members in the core 
council.13 

 
The recruitment of the staff was managed through invitation. A few trusted clerics would 

recommend someone they personally knew to Danesh in a few lines of writing to be recruited as 

a member.14 These religious leaders are claimed to have been able to recruit large numbers, 50 

to100, from their respective mosque attendees.15 One of the members claims that a system had 

been devised, where each new recruit was entitled to introduce ten other trusted people.16 Others 

don’t mention this system, and there is some evidence pointing to a limited recruitment pattern 

																																																								
11 Karamipour, H. 1389 [2010]. Karname Siasi va Farhangi Refah, Alavi, Narmak [Political and Cultural History of 
Refah, Alavi, and Narmak Schools]. Tehran: Markaz Asnad. 
12 Danesh, published interview.  
13 Published memoir of Danesh. 
14 Sample letters archived in Markaz-e Asnad; published memoirs of Rafiqdoost. Recruitment for 
different offices that dealt with less sensitive issues was sometimes done via non-cleric activists (Published 
memoirs of Danesh). 
15 Published memoirs of Dori-Najafabadi and Rafiqdoost. 
16 Published memoir of Rafiqdoost. 
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to ensure loyalty.17 Nevertheless, the expansion was so rapid that it could only have resulted from 

a less closely screened process, whether it was the devised system or a more random one. One of 

the activists claims that about 75,000 people had joined before Khomeini’s arrival.18 This might 

be an overestimation, however—other sources mention 65,00019 and 50,000.20 Most of this large 

body of members was to be appointed as guards to maintain security and order on the streets 

where Khomeini was supposed to be transported, but it is not clear how much of this preparation 

was deployed. Rafiqdoost21 claims that it wasn’t: 

We had created two security groups. One was supposed to enforce order from the airport to [the 
place Khomeini was supposed to address the public], the other, inside [the place designated for 
the address]. We printed badges and [to prevent their distribution out of our control] told 
whoever wanted to receive one that they will be quarantined….  All that preparation did not 
work for us, however; I did what I was supposed to do [instead]. It was decided that we prepare 
an armed group [other than the large security guard group] and train them ourselves.22  

 
He does not offer an explanation why the organizational arrangements did not work. Whatever 

the reason, he instead entrusted a close friend—Borujerdi—with the task of arranging an armed 

group to act as Khomeini’s security: “He picked about 40 of his men—from [the pre-

revolutionary activists cell called] Saf. We had enough weapons; I had some, and so did 

Borujerdi. They accepted responsibility and went off to prepare.”23  

																																																								
17 Sample letter archived in Markaz Asnad: someone has written to Motahari to follow up on a 
membership request; he has been denied membership as the organizers would only accept a hand-written 
recommendation by Motahari himself. 
18 Rafiqdoost, memoir. 
19 Karimi, Hojatollah. 1387 [2008]. “An Assessment of the Welcome Committee’s Activities.” Resalat: 
23/11/87. 
20 Dori-Najafabadi, memoir.  
21 Ibid., p. 22. 
22 Rafiqdoost, memoir. 21-2 
23 Memoirs of Rafiqdoost. 
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After about ten days of activity, the Welcome Committee had planned security measures and 

prepared Refah School as the central office for leading the revolution.24 Things did not go as 

planned, however. One reason was the massive crowd that poured out on the streets, which 

made any attempt to pursue a plan close to impossible.25 But even before getting caught in the 

crowd and after leaving it behind, multiple discordances emerged. A prominent activist, for 

instance, remembers how a few Islamists called Khomeini’s companies from Refah to ensure an 

arrangement that was decided in Paris, according to which the leftists and the nationalists would 

lead the welcome program in the airport, would be overturned.26 Although they were nested 

within the Welcome Committee, the Islamists seemed to constantly dispute organizational 

decisions and plans.  

Khomeini was finally brought to Refah at night, with several hours of delay. The most 

significant case of an individual taking initiative was revealed the morning after Khomeini’s 

arrival. Activists arrived at Refah to meet with Khomeini and get instructions early in the 

morning. To their surprise and irritation, he was not there. Kani remembers the confusion:  

It was said that Motahari and others had moved him overnight. I remember that Beheshti was 
upset; he thought it meaningless that some would move Imam around, and decide without 
consultation...The nationalists were also upset. We went to Motahari. He said: "I had a feeling 
that these nationalists are encircling Imam and have already started to influence him. I wanted to 
cut their hands short, so that Imam won't depend on them—such dependence would harm the 
revolution.27  

 
Motahari had himself delegated responsibilities to nationalists such as Sabaghian. He had 

even introduced Sabbaghian as the person in charge as the two went into the plane to greet 

																																																								
24 Memoirs of Danesh, Rafiqdoost, Natigh, Kani. 
25 Memoirs of Nategh. 
26 Memoirs of Nategh, Alviri, and Nabavi 
27 Kani, memoir. 
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Khomeini.28 It was only a week later when he deemed them untrustworthy and decided to act 

against collective decisions. Whereas the mistrust between political rivals does not unpredictable, 

it does seem surprising that such individuals would try to avoid formal confrontations by, for 

instance, including the rivals in the organization. At the same time, by keeping the organization 

as loose as possible, e.g. by preserving the position of the chief de jure, they leave open the 

opportunity to neutralize the opponents’ presence. In this particular case, Motahari did not even 

consult with other Islamists of the Welcome Committee. In other words, he did not turn the 

mistrust into a matter of organizational action. Instead, he personally changed the plan slightly to 

avoid any major confrontations, and addresses the fellow Islamists’ concerns post festum and in a 

personal context. 

 

THE PROVISIONAL GOVERNMENT AND THE KOMITE 

After overcoming the initial argument over the place of settlement, the collectivity at Refah 

school, which soon expanded beyond the Welcome Committee, became the authority to issue 

Khomeini’s orders and declarations to the public.29 Refah school and the Welcome Committee 

activists would relay Khomeini’s messages to the revolutionary mass, mediate between visitors—

those who were not trusted enough to be directly admitted—and Khomeini, and manage 

negotiations with both Pahlavi officials and non-Islamist revolutionary groups.30 Organizational 

distinction from the Revolutionary Council was still unclear. Danesh, the executive head of the 

Welcome Committee, believes that they worked alongside each other, with the Committee 

having a stronger role in practical matters. 

																																																								
28 Published interview with Sabaghian. 
29 Author’s interview with Mansoori; Danesh, memoir. 
30 Memoirs of Rafiqdoost;Author’s interviews with komité veterans.  
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At this point in time, the Revolutionary Council, as the first revolutionary institution and the 
Welcome Committee as the second revolutionary institution—first one in practical matters—
started their activity. Both institutions were regularly in touch with Imam, receiving orders and 
instructions.31 

 
On February 4, 1979, three day after Khomeini’s arrival, a provisional government was 

appointed and publicly officiated in Refah School. Some activists believed that the Welcome 

Committee’s raison d'être was automatically invalidated at this point. They advised leaving the 

matters of the revolution to the Revolutionary Council and the provisional government 

thereafter, and pursued this path personally. Sabaghian, the nationalist officially in charge of the 

Welcome Committee, recalls the hierarchy as such: 

[After Khomeini’s arrival] In the whole process everyone was participating, [but] the 
Revolutionary Council had the prominent decision-making role... the Welcome Committee had 
no say anymore. We [the Committee members] were active, trying to help, but the Committee of 
Welcoming Imam was not an issue anymore. On February 1 Imam arrived, on February 4 the 
prime minister was appointed, and we continued to [do the same] work now under the PM 
office.32  

 
Sabaghian does not deny that the Committee played a role beyond the task of “welcoming” 

Khomeini from the beginning; he believes that it acted “as a revolutionary center in Iran that 

would communicate systematically with Paris.”33 Although it is not clear how this role was 

different from that of RC, he is clear that with the provisional government at work the 

Committee was practically redundant.  

The executive chief’s opinion did not dismiss the Welcome Committee, however. Others 

deemed it necessary to preserve the Committee even after Khomeini’s arrival and the PM's 

appointment. They continued to steer the movement from Refah School, with an evermore 

unclear relationship with the Revolutionary Council and the provisional prime minister. As one 

																																																								
31 Memoirs of Danesh. 
32 Interview with Sabaghian, archived in Sazman-e Asnad. 
33 Sabaghian, ibid.  



 

	
	

15	

of the main activists recalls, the whole apparatus of a soon-to-be state was now condensed in 

Refah school, with fuzzy boundaries.34  

For those who wanted to maintain the flow of such activities, the only thing that needed to 

change was the title of the Welcome Committee. Two days after the last Pahlavi strongholds 

were conquered by revolutionaries, “The Provisional Committee of the Islamic Revolution” was 

announced, with the core of the Welcome Committee acting as its headquarters.35 A few weeks 

later, an influential cleric close to Khomeini, Kani, was appointed as the chief commander of the 

organization, and a statue was written by activists at Refah School.36 

 

Mosque Committees 

Alongside the leadership body, a myriad of rather small, local units had taken shape in religious 

and other community centers of many urban neighborhoods. Many of the local mosques had 

already become centers of political activity in the days preceding the February 11 revolution. 

Activists had been able to gather for rituals such as daily prayers and discuss opposition activities 

under such disguise.37 Such groups were mainly constituted of teenagers and young adults who 

knew each other from school or after-school activities. One of the early Guard members and a 

young revolutionary at the time recalls:  

Although we were only 16, we were aware and alert. We knew who’s speaking where, and went to 
absorb every word of revolutionary clerics. We gathered in the neighborhood mosque after the 
speeches to discuss the matters further and decide what we could do for the revolution.38  

 

																																																								
34 Interview with author. 
35 Khomeini’s Decree issued on Feb. 13, 1979.   
36 Komité’s Initial Statute. Archived in Markaz-e Asnad. 
37 One of the activists believes that it was the day after the Feb. 11 revolution that they became such 
centers, controlling the affairs at a local level in the time of transition (Published interview with Mansoori). 
38 Author’s interview. 



 

	
	

16	

They had tacitly accepted the leadership of the mosque’s Imam or another respectful local 

figure, and organized their activities accordingly. Another komite and Guards veteran, also a 

teenager at the time of the revolution, describes the groups as such: 

We all knew each other either from religious rituals at the mosque, or from school, or generally 
from neighborly interactions. We also knew and trusted the mosque’s cleric. It was usually like 
that.39 

 
With the fall of multiple barracks and police stations, weapons were now randomly at 

revolutionaries’ discretion. Khomeini issued a call on February 12, asking citizens to hand the 

acquired weapons to either Refah school or local mosques, as mentioned above.40 Thereby he 

provided such formations not only with arms, but with credibility. The newly entitled Provisional 

Revolutionary Committee quickly became the centralizing core of such scattered grassroots 

formations, and the local groups were called komités afterwards.41 With the aura of legitimacy 

granted by the announcement, they attracted whoever wanted to participate in the revolutionary 

effervescence.   

Although the komité complex was now as official as it could get within a revolutionary polity, it 

was far from a systematized organization. Control over the many local branches was close to 

none, and the agenda in general was not fully clear. The result was a set of arbitrary 

confrontations with whomever the komité members—i.e., young passionate revolutionaries—

assessed as “counter-revolutionary.” A lot of the decisions for action were made spontaneously at 

the local level. A komité and IRGC veteran talks about such activities in the early days: 

We went to the neighborhood mosque after dinner voluntarily. Usually what we did was 
to keep watch of the neighborhood, as anti-revolutionary assassinations and bombings 
were becoming popular, especially in the dark of the night. Sometimes someone would 

																																																								
39 Author’s interview. 
40 Khomeini, Roohollah. 1389 [2010] Sahifeh Imam [Khomeini’s Collected Works]. 5th Edition. Vol. 6. P 
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come over and tell us to take down this or that person, who was detected as a secular 
leftist or a Pahlavi supporter. We would take the mission and do that. Other times we 
heard that someone’s hiding alcoholic drinks in their house; we would raid the place and 
clear it of any illegal items. Sometimes we would hear there’s unrest in a part of the city, 
and a few of us would drive there to help.42 

 
With minimal organization and central control, a militia was spawning branches and 

becoming the number one policing organization of the country. Thousands of young 

revolutionaries had found in komités an outlet for their desire to serve the Islamic revolution. This 

created a challenge for activists to control their spontaneous and sometimes destructive raids on 

“anti-revolutionary” places and people.  

 

The chaos necessitated reinforcement of central control. The concerns over the disarray of 

komités, as well as the fact that the provisional government had had no say in their formation and 

further management, prompted endeavors to formalize the establishment and bring it under the 

government’s authority—an attempt that initiated the Islamic Revolutionary Guards. Such 

centralizing attempts were met with resistance and opposition, however. By outlaying the 

struggles through which the IRGC was born, below I will demonstrate that the struggle was not 

merely over occupying politically influential positions or keeping the militias on a particular 

political side. It was also a struggle to keep their structure as informal as possible.  

 

THE BIRTH OF THE REVOLUTIONARY GUARDS  

The provisional government’s discontent with this state of affairs was clear. Government officials 

and the Army officers frequently expressed the need to bring komités under central control, so that 

																																																								
42 Author’s interview. 
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the disorder and the haste would gradually diminish. The provisional government’s minister of 

interior was euphemizing when he asserted:  

Sometimes komité people might want to act as hardliners. We don’t want our policy to be to 
counter them. So I strongly hope that the komités don’t oppose the local officials [appointed by the 
government].43  

 

The government initially assessed any formalization, e.g, the appointment of Kani as a single 

responsible figure, positively. In their eyes such moves promised a clear context for negotiating 

harmony. The government’s spokesman announced on March 1 that  

Mr. Khomeini has appointed Mr. Kani as the komités’ head to impose some harmony [between 
them and the provisional government], and the goal is to bring komités under the prime minister’s 
supervision.44  

 
Nevertheless, the conflict persisted and mounted to bitter critiques soon after as the promises 

turned to be futile. In his March 10 TV appearance the prime minister criticized “different 

komités that, in the name of Imam Khomeini, trigger strikes and unrest, whereas probably Imam 

himself is not aware of their principles.”45  

About a month later he repeated his discontent by asserting that he could not work properly 

when “no single authority” existed.46 

The government's plan was to initiate an umbrella organization that would gradually absorb 

the komités and serve as the new state's guardian as well as a temporary law-enforcement agent. 

The fear of a military coup and of foreign intervention, in addition, heightened the need for such 

an organization. The provisional prime minister and his staff were fully aware that the pre-

																																																								
43 Keyhan Newspaper, March 1 1979. 
44 Resalat Newspaper, March 1 1979. 
45 Keyhan, March 11 1979 
46 Keyhan, April 27, 1979 
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revolutionary gendarmerie and the Army were both too disorganized and too unpopular to 

restore either border security or civil order.47   

 

In addition to the –at least partially—officiated komité, a few independent armed resistance 

groups had already formed with the goal of nullifying the coup threat, all considering themselves 

the true “guardians of the revolution.” These unofficial corps consisted of three groups, 

organized to different levels. A group of pre-revolutionary activists inclined to the Islamic Nations 

Party (Hezb-e Melal-e Eslami) had taken control of a pre-revolutionary Army Barrack and called 

themselves “Revolutionary Guards.” Their founder and commander was trained in Lebanon for 

guerrilla warfare. There is not much known about the early activities of this group except that 

they participated in armed restoration of order in large cities. Nevertheless, many activists found 

their way to early IRGC command councils from this group. The leading figure in this formation 

was later appointed as operation commander and subsequently the chief commander of the 

unified IRGC. Other influential figures of this Guards formation took the chief command office 

for a while as well. 

PASA, Persian acronym for Guards of the Islamic Revolution, was another association 

established by Montazeri, revolutionary hardliner and son of the influential religious scholar. 

Trained as a guerrilla fighter in Arab countries of the region, he used his connections in 

Palestinian and Lebanese guerrilla groups to gather and train a group of guards in a pre-

revolutionary police station. He was assisted by a few former Army men and was allegedly 
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supported by a few prominent Islamist members of the Revolutionary Council such as 

Beheshti.48  

Most organized of the three was, however, a formation called Mujahedin-e Enqelab 

Organization, which was oriented to political activity alongside armed resistance. Comprised of 

Islamists and nationalists alike, it took shape as seven pre-revolutionary resistance groups merged 

to form a single effective organization around the time the revolution succeeded.49 They officially 

announced the organization around March 27, 1979. Leaders of these groups had come to know 

one another within the Welcome Committee.50 Inconsistency among members emerged from the 

beginning: experienced Nationalists were inclined to have a party-like organization, weighing in 

in the country’s political changes. Rezaee, a young revolutionary who would later take the IRGC 

command in wartime, was reluctant to form a political organization. Instead, he insisted on 

pursuing intelligence missions and focusing the armed activity on counter-revolutionary threats. 

This intention created a potential for him to see the IRGC as a more inviting setting. 

 

The government saw the chance for unifying such grassroots militias as well as the komité not 

only as an opportunity to create an organized armed extension of the government, but a 

necessity for a successful transition to stability. Khomeini was believed to have endorsed the idea 

strongly. Danesh51 recalls that it was “Imam’s wish” to establish such a force. A member of the 
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first command council, mentions that Yazdi, prominent Nationalist and Minister in the interim 

government, “received a decree from Imam” in early March for establishing a guardian force.52 

On February 21, only 10 days after officially assuming power, the provisional government 

announced its decision to establish a national guard,53 alternatively called the Islamic 

Revolutionary Guards Corps. As Bazargan stated in an interview on the same day, it was 

proposed as a temporary institution, filling in the place of the unpopular and strained police and 

armed forces only until they were restored and re-staffed with reliable forces. In Yazdi’s words, it 

was also meant to organize the “brothers involved in the revolution,” i.e. komité members and 

other self-acclaimed guards, so that “they [would] continue under this new constellation, under 

its discipline, and with official uniforms.”54 A group consisting of nationalists close to the 

provisional government, in addition to a later-disputed clerical figure, Lahooti, as “Imam’s 

representative” commenced on February 24 to discuss the foundation of this guardian corps.55   

 

Islamists saw komité as a chance to balance the government’s endeavor. Although Lahooti 

was Khomeini’s direct representative in the founding council, Islamists believed there were 

reasons not to trust him. Kani, the first official komité chief, remembers that the process of his 

appointment was a provision against “unreliable forces” potentially taking over the Guards: 

Towards the end of February, a few of us [clerics of the Revolutionary Council] were chatting 
informally at Refah School. Motahari came to us distressed, and warned us that Imam is 
appointing Lahooti as his representative in the IRGC. He asked one of us to take responsibility 
for komités, so that we could declare it as independent from the IRGC [by going around the 

																																																								
52 Besharati, memoir.  
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intended merger]. Although I had no knowledge of how to run the komité, I accepted the role with 
others’ promise that they would help.  

Motahari talked to Imam afterwards, warning him that although Lahooti was not a bad 
person, the ones surrounding him were dangerous, and that it would not be advisable to 
commission him in this position. Motahari had also suggested keeping komité alongside the RG as 
a more feasible solution: to keep Lahooti in RG [as it would look bad for Khomeini to depose him 
right away] but appoint someone more trustworthy as komité chief. Imam had asked “who would 
run the komités then?” and he had suggested me as an option… The commission was in 
Motahari’s handwriting and signed by Imam.56  

 

Whereas the government was attempting to gain control over komités by way of publicizing 

their concerns and relying on the lawful appointment of official mediators such as Kani, Islamists 

were leaning on their informal networks and deeper acquaintance with Khomeini himself to 

sidestep the organizational obligations. Following the bitter critiques of the prime minister, Kani 

and the rest of the Islamists active at the top of the komités went directly to Khomeini, 

encouraging him to disregard the PM’s concerns57   

Predictably, Islamists did not stop at keeping komité as an independent militia to potentially 

counter the government's Guard force. They stirred up their own attempt to infiltrate the 

governmental Guard as well. The way they imposed their oppositional influence was quite 

counter-intuitive, however. They could have countered the government’s endeavor with a similar 

gathering but under the Revolutionary Council’s supervision, or simply denied the government 

the right to control the militia via the Council. Instead, they chose to pry into the governmental 

militia informally and gradually transform it to the Islamist’s stronghold. 

On February 24, prominent religious figures of the Council who had learned about the 

government’s attempt, sent a trusted representative into the meeting, uninvited. The unofficial 
																																																								
56 Kani, memoir.  
57 Kani, memoirs. 
As a matter of fact, consolidation of komité was exactly a result of such different modus operandi: Motahari 
(and Khomeini) found it too late to "uninvite" Lahooti. So they came up with the plan of keeping him in 
sepah for now, and erecting komité as an alternative armed group. 
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representative, Mohsen Rafiqdoost, the influential activist of the Welcome Committee and the 

komités in general. He recalls the rather arbitrary process of his becoming involved: 

Beheshti and Motahari saw me at Refah School that day and said “Hadj Mohsen, Imam just gave 
a decree to Mr. Lahooti to establish a Guards Corps under the government’s supervision. It’s 
good that you be in this Corps as well.”…Although I preferred to join the newly shaping Islamic 
Republic Party, I obeyed and went straight to [where the meeting was held]. I entered the room 
and saw a bunch of gentlemen.... I said “Greetings; I’ve come on the Revolutionary Council’s 
behalf.” Then I asked “is the Guards Corps supposed to be established here?” They said yes. I 
took a piece of paper and wrote on it: “In the Name of God. The Islamic Revolutionary Guards 
Corps is hereby established. Members are as follows: 1-Mohsen Rafiqdoost.” Others added their 
names afterwards.58  

 

The Islamic Revolutionary Guards’ Corps was officially born. Despite its being infused with 

forces that the government did not approve, the first announcement emphasized that the IRGC 

was the only legal militia and, while respecting Imam and the Revolutionary Council, took 

orders solely from the provisional government. The seal and the letterhead bore the title of the 

provisional government.59  

From the very early days, the komité complex became increasingly intertwined with the 

establishment of the IRGC. The provisional government’s ideal was to recruit selected komité 

members into the Guards, and gradually dissolve the komité organization through the process. 

According to what Lahooti reported to the press after the very first meeting of potential guards 

on February 24, local komité heads were present in the meeting.60 He also declared that komités 

would be recommending people for recruitment into the IRGC, and that the Guards would then 

provide them licenses to carry weapons. Many of the early Guard members count joining the 

local komité their very first revolutionary step.61 
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Other still-existing guardian corps were still flourishing under the government’s nose. A 

report was filed to the government on March 2, for instance, with detailed information on the 

parallel Guards and their structure.62 In the newspapers there were reports of “some guards” 

active throughout the country; arresting pre-revolutionary politicians and breaking into 

suspicious houses.  

 

With komités established one further step with the appointment of Kani on the one hand and 

the independent guardian corps' disobedience on the other, the government’s IRGC had a rough 

path towards stability. Officials announced every once in a while that the new institution is not 

fully established yet; that it will take time “for the Guards, currently under training in three 

different shifts, to start working in their special uniform.”63 The most anticipated path for 

centralizing scattered militias would be for the three guardian organizations to join forces with 

the governmental Guard Corps, which was the only legally recognized unit, and gradually 

absorb and train the komité volunteers as officers and staff. Even though the government’s IRGC 

was infiltrated by the Islamists, however, neither the other three corps nor komité activists were 

willing to accommodate. They were unanimously suspicious of the government’s intention. 

Referring to the government’s hijacked attempt at creating its own guard corps, one of the most 

significant politicians of the time64 counts the government’s intention to claim authority over this 

ideological militia as a “vicious plot” and triumphantly recalls that the Islamists “did not let them 

go through with it.”65 What he refers to is not only the infiltration of the governmental guards by 
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the Islamists, but also the quickly realized plan to bring the IRGC under the Revolutionary 

Council’s direct order.  

Even before it was decided that it would be overlooking the IRGC, the Revolutionary 

Council took charge and arranged multiple meetings among selected members of all four groups, 

urging them to come to terms and unite.66 In the process, it treated the official IRGC as one of 

the four that needed to be united with the rest, not as the authority that could have absorbed the 

unauthorized groups. Perhaps as a result of this treatment, the other Corps did not accept the 

authority of the governmental one and the protracted meetings seemed to be to no avail.67  

It was finally the person of Rafiqdoost, the Council’s man imposed on the government’s 

corps, who almost forced the other groups to join in, with the promise that it will release itself 

from the government’s supervision:  

I told [leaders of the other two Guard forces] that the people in charge of the Guards now are not 
good enough to complete the Corps. Come join us [the legal IRGC] and we’ll make a single 
corps. You are the right people, but don’t have the legitimacy. We have the legitimacy, but don’t 
have the right people.” It was taking too long. I had a pistol; I took it out and said jokingly, “if you 
don’t agree with this plan I’ll shoot you three and then kill myself!”68  

 

It is worth emphasizing that the tendency to move the IRGC to the Revolutionary Council 

could not have been just a matter of political side-taking. The Council included an almost equal 

number of Nationalists who could technically have affected its decisions. The appeal was more 

the result of the Council’s loose organizational constraints: As with imposing Rafiqdoost in the 

first IRGC meeting as “the Council’s Representative,” personal and informal decisions could be 

made in the name of the Council, but in reality relying on clerics’ influence and momentary 

																																																								
66 Rafsanjani, ibid. pp 113-115; Rafiqdoost, ibid. Pp. 51-2. 
67 Rafsanjani, ibid. 121. 
68 Rafiqdoost, ibid. 53. 
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insight. This would make it easier for IRGC members to not only follow their interests in such 

informal way, but also have the chance to reproduce and maintain the same structure in the 

IRGC itself.  

The promise was realized shortly after the three groups agreed to unite under the official 

IRGC. A few of the founders of the renovated Guards gained Khomeini’s approval for 

delegating the Guards to the Revolutionary Council, by paying him an unofficial visit and 

obtaining his word.69 After that, it was only a matter of processing formalities before the transfer 

was official. A command council consisting of members of each of the previously independent 

militias selected Javad Mansouri as the provisional chief commander.70 Lahooti remained at 

work as the Imam’s representative; despite complaints, in the system based on personal trust it 

did not seem right to depose a cleric appointed by Khomeini right away.71   

The refurbished Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps issued its first declaration on May 12, 

1979; the command council was thereby introduced, and it was declared that the IRGC would 

now take orders only from the Imam and the Revolutionary Council, not from the government.72  

Expansion and implementation of central control started immediately. Command council’s 

representatives travelled to different cities to either start local branches or absorb existing local 

militias into the IRGC. Khoramshahr, the first and last major city to fall to the Iraqi forces 

during the war, was an example of the latter pattern. Jahanara, later a prominent war 

commander, had already gathered a small militia in the southern city. Being a trusted Islamist, 

he was able to obtain the legal status from the center to turn his group into the Khoramshahr 
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branch of the IRGC.73 Sometimes a small number of trained Guards were commissioned from 

Tehran to take responsibility in local branches, until trustworthy local Guards were recruited to 

replace them. The IRGC branch in the border city of Marivan was established in this way, for 

instance.74 

In addition, seminars and meetings were frequently held to coordinate local offices with the 

command council in Tehran.75 Specialized units and branches were also rapidly growing. In a 

short period, for instance, the IRGC’s intelligence office proved to be an influential agent in 

fighting the counter-revolutionary movements.76  

It should be noted that all the expansion and ordering was not defying, but rather according 

with the informal pattern of collective work outlined above. The creation of the intelligence 

office, for instance, happened through Rezaee’s personal negotiation with the chief commander 

Mansoori. Although a branch was not envisioned in the statue; Mansoori, who was “very happy 

with [Rezaa’s] decision to join the IRGC, promised to resolve it by talking to “friends in the 

Council.”77 The very presence of “Imam’s representative” office along with a commander in 

chief, which caused ample cases of conflict and ambiguity78, was another manifestation of the 

tendency.  

Despite all such attempts, the consolidation and expansion efforts were hindered by many 

hurdles, created both by the continuing inner-IRGC disputes and the general post-revolutionary 

instability. Although the command council was appointed with a rather satisfactory unanimity, 
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Lahooti was still in charge as Imam’s representative for a good few months. Complaints arose 

every now and then on the way the IRGC was managed.79 Conflicts also persisted between the 

IRGC and komités as their respective duties and areas of influence were not clearly demarcated. 

As a result, adjacent local branches of the two entities sometimes quarreled over authority, with 

even a few incidents of armed conflict reported.80  

Once again, the way the discontents were reported and handled were considerably informal, 

whereas more transparent and possibly more effective pathways had already  been opened. 

Complaints about Lahooti, for instance, was being reported from Guards to RC members, 

among RC members themselves, and from the RC to Khomeini. Whereas both the RC and 

Khomeini himself were the utmost authorities over the IRGC, they did not feel comfortable 

replacing Lahooti right away, as mentioned before. It was only after he made a few undeniable 

moves in favor of the leftists that clerics close to Khomeini convinced him to dispose of Lahooti. 

They negotiated with Lahooti in person and forced him to resign against his will.81  

Other conflicts were also handled indirectly and rather informally. One major point of 

conflict arose from the fact that the Guards’ budget was still in the provisional government’s 

hands. The Islamists accused the government of not cooperating smoothly in terms of financing 

and providing the Guards with required equipment.82 As the Council was both considered the 

legislative force of the revolutionary state and in charge of the IRGC, the Guards could have 

pleaded to the RC to shift the matters in their favor. Instead, they relied on their personal 
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networks once again to acquire the necessary funds, and left the budgetary conflicts with the 

provisional government at the level of interpersonal “gossip.”83 

Finally, since the bureaucratic formalization was slower than the expansion, some local 

government offices would not recognize the Guards and created tension. There are a number of 

instances where IRGC members are not recognized by local police, even though they have 

badges and official commission papers.84  

 

Cultural Institutionalization  

A factor that could have enabled the IRGC to pursue to informal path to establishment was 

the fact that they were culturally institutionalized to some degree. Even though not fully 

officiated and on good terms with the government, the Guards were already gaining their own 

political tone and popular support, which provided them with bargaining power. From news 

reports and letters written by local people to IRGC branches, it appears that they had acquired 

respect and authority among citizens and claimed political bargaining potential.85 They issued 

declarations and calls with an authoritative tone, and organized sit-ins and demonstrations to 

impose their ideals on the political system.86 From the reported mass supports as well as the 

popular pleas submitted to local branches it can be assumed that this image was popular among 

the masses as well  

Relying on this social recognition, the Guards would explicitly express their “dislike” of the 

Nationalists’ approach to internal and foreign politics. The fact that they directly addressed 
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people or at least referred to their dissatisfaction in such stance-takings. This cultural asset is likely to 

have enabled them to forego the formal organizational structure and hierarchy that would award 

them with more reliable resources, and continue with their familiar inter-personal system of 

running the IRGC. 

It should be noted that even the government’s Guards Corps was introduced as a mainly 

ideological, revolutionary force. In his early speeches, Lahooti had counted Islamic commitment 

as the Guards’ most important quality87: “Believing in Islam is the first and foremost 

characteristic of a Revolutionary Guard…. Other qualifications include good health, selflessness, 

willingness to sacrifice in the name of Islam, and mental stability” [reference-news report]. The 

image of a “Guard” was, therefore, that of a committed revolutionary Muslim from early on. 

 

CONSTITUTIONALIZATION 

The institution of the IRGC took the Islamists’ and the Nationalists’ struggle over organizational 

transparency to yet another realm when the constitution was being drafted. In the first draft of 

the constitution prepared by a team of Nationalists, there was no mention of the IRGC—it was 

implicitly treated as a provisional force meant for the time of transition, conforming to how it was 

initially introduced by the provisional government.  

The draft had changed drastically, however, before the elected Assembly of Experts for 

Constitution convened in August 1979 to discuss the final details. Reports of the process of this 

transformation are not published. What is known is that the changes caused public 

confrontations between the two political wings. The Nationalists threatened that they will publish 
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the original draft for the public’s judgment, and did so consequently.88 It seems from public 

reports that the Islamists' undercover negotiations and ideological propaganda was a more 

effective weapon, as no influential public movements occurred in support of the Nationalists.  

Among the major modifications was the addition of articles 150 and 151, that solidified the 

Guards’ institution. Article 150 read as follows: 

The Islamic Revolutionary Guards, established in the early days after the Revolution succeeded, 
will continue to play its role in guarding the revolution and its achievements. Boundaries of its 
duties and responsibilities with this regard are determined by law, according to boundaries of 
other armed forces responsibilities, emphasizing brotherly cooperation among them. 
 

At the time the assembly was discussing the article in September 1979, the Guards Corps 

had already established itself as a legitimate force of the revolution, in a way that no one would 

dare to directly question its very being. Even those speaking against the article would firstly admit 

to their appreciation of such a loyal, selfless force, and then lightly criticize minor issues.89  

The major difference between the two sides' treatment of the institution was the level of its 

professionalism. Those speaking for the article saw the Guards already as a reasonably skilled, if 

not professional, force, whereas others emphasized the spontaneity of its formation and the 

further need to constrain it.  

Once again, the Islamists’ tendency was declared to keep the IRGC’s structure and 

organizational location within the larger system as loose as possible; this time in as highly 

structured and consequential a context as the constitution. With Articles 150 and 151 passed by 

majority vote, the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps broad spectrum of activities was now 

legally certified. 

																																																								
88 Resalat, 30 July 1979. 
89 Majles-e Khobregan-e Ghanoon-e Asasi. Detailed Session Briefings. Archived in Majles Library and available 
online. 



 

	
	

32	

 

CONCLUSION 

The Provisional Committee of the Revolution and the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 

started as partially grassroots armed groups within the newly established Islamic Republic of 

Iran. Instead of a concerted effort for organizing such militias by the authorities, centralizing 

efforts brought about controversy as the Islamists tended to disregard the organizing 

opportunities that the mationalist government put forward. Surpassing the Welcome Committee, 

the komité, the independent guardian corps, and the government’s policies of supervision, the 

IRGC that emerged and expanded in spring 1979 managed to maintain traces of informality in 

its structure.  

Leaders kept resolving conflicts by way of referring to trusted clerics instead of relying on the 

bureaucracy. They leaned on their personal ties and assets to provide for the organization. They 

deployed their rather positively institutionalized image in the society to further free themselves 

from organizational chains, and they acquired a solid confirmation of their loosely defined 

boundaries when the constitution was passed.  

The komité and the Guards survived without the formalizing efforts commonly seen in 

revolutionary militias, by the help of the cultural assets at the leaders’ disposal: the personal ties 

and religious networks that they were accustomed to mobilizing, and the image they had created 

of themselves within the society as committed soldiers of the Islamic Revolution. It is also possible 

to conjecture that this very informality enabled the Islamic Revolutionary Guards to heavily 

engage in the upcoming war with Iraq (1980-88) and gradually marginalize the Iranian regular 

Army. Future research on this hypothesis would expand our knowledge of how not certain 

structures, but lack thereof would make a revolutionary militia more durable. 
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