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Abstract

The Iranian Islamic Revolution, despite a wide range of structural, cultural, and
economic explanations, appeared sudden and unpredictable to many observers at the
time of its occurrence. In “The Unthinkable Revolution in Iran”, Charles Kurzman
advances the theory of “anti-explanation” and the concept of the “viability” in order
to address this paradox by emphasizing actors’ subjective perceptions and the
breakdown of stabilized expectations. The central research question of this study is
whether the anti-explanation approach provides a coherent and sufficient analytical
framework for understanding the Iranian Revolution or merely serves as a
complementary perspective to classical explanatory models. The findings indicate
that while this theory effectively highlights human agency, historical contingency,
and the role of perceived feasibility in collective mobilization—thereby exposing
important limitations of deterministic approaches—it encounters serious theoretical
and methodological challenges as an independent explanatory framework. The
reduction of revolution to belief in possibility, the failure to explain the origins of

such belief among initial actors, the neglect of macro-structural processes, the
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symbolic capital of the clerical institution, and the role of intellectuals, along with
reliance on retrospective interviews, constitute its principal limitations. Overall, anti-
explanation functions less as a substitute for established theories and more as an
analytical complement that expands understanding of cognitive dynamics and
moments of rupture in revolutionary processes. This study employs a qualitative
methodology, combining internal and external critique within a descriptive-

analytical framework.

Keywords: Anti-explanation, Charles Kurzman, Iranian Revolution, Viability,

Methodological Critique, Internal and External Critique, Structural Explanation.

Introduction

Charles Kurzman's “The Unthinkable Revolution in Iran” proposes a radical
departure from conventional revolutionary theory through "anti-explanation." Rather
than seeking structural causes or cultural predispositions, Kurzman argues the 1979
revolution was fundamentally unpredictable and resists retrospective explanation.
Instead, he foregrounds lived confusion, fluid perceptions of viability, and micro-
interactions through which Iranians constructed a shared belief that revolution had
become possible. This article systematically evaluates Kurzman's framework,
assessing whether anti-explanation offers a necessary alternative, a valuable
supplement to structural theories, or a logically and empirically problematic

departure from social scientific inquiry.

Materials & Methods

This study employs internal and external critique. Internal critique examines anti-
explanation's logical coherence, conceptual precision, and explanatory adequacy,
identifying theoretical circularities and undefined concepts. External critique tests
Kurzman's claims against established qualitative research standards, historical
evidence from primary and secondary sources, and a set of competing explanatory
frameworks drawn from diverse traditions (structural, discursive, cultural-symbolic,
and political-economy approaches) that collectively demonstrate the Iranian
Revolution has been subject to rigorous scholarly explanation. These competing
accounts were selected to represent the full spectrum of explanatory strategies, from
macro-structural analyses of economic and geopolitical factors to micro-level

studies of symbolic and discursive practices. The dual framework enables a
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comprehensive assessment that neither dismisses Kurzman's insights prematurely
nor accepts them uncritically.

Evaluation proceeds through four criteria: methodological validity of data
collection, conceptual coherence, logical consistency and explanatory adequacy, and
compatibility with historical evidence. Specific textual indicators are identified for
each criterion. The analysis pays particular attention to the book's reliance on
retrospective interviews, its treatment of core concepts such as confusion and

viability, and its engagement with historical facts.

Discussion & Results

Methodological validity: Kurzman builds his theory primarily upon retrospective
interviews and memoirs, yet provides no explicit criteria for interviewee selection,
omitting geographical, class, age, gender, or political distribution. Generalizing from
individual cases constitutes a fundamental analytical error. While acknowledging
memory reconstruction problems, he offers no systematic strategy to control for this
bias, merely noting that conventional approaches face similar difficulties. The
absence of a transparent sampling strategy and the reliance on post-hoc narratives
weaken the empirical foundations of anti-explanation.

Conceptual coherence: The core concept of "confusion" remains critically
underspecified. No distinction is drawn between objective ambiguity and subjective
confusion. Evidence for confusion admits alternative interpretations: asking "what
will happen?" may indicate active information-seeking; changed opinion may reflect
conscious reassessment. The theory thus rests on a conceptually underspecified
foundation that conflates structural uncertainty with individual mental states.

Logical consistency: The viability theory encounters fundamental circularity. If
belief in viability depends on estimates of others' participation, the theory cannot
explain how the initial few hundred protesters came to believe in the movement's
viability before mass participation existed. Kurzman offers no mechanism for this
initial belief formation, merely invoking "determination and enthusiasm." Resolving
this circularity would require reference to structural factors (clerical influence,
symbolic capital, intellectual discourse, economic transformations) that Kurzman
neglects. The theory therefore fails to account for its own starting point.

Historical evidence: Kurzman presents the politicization of fortieth-day
commemoration ceremonies (chehelom) as a 1978 innovation, despite

documentation during the Constitutional Revolution. He overlooks Ayatollah
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Khomeini's 1963 politicization of Shi'a concepts. He secularizes martyrdom,
equating it with patriotism while neglecting its theological status.

Juxtaposing anti-explanation with competing frameworks reveals a dual picture.
No single explanation is comprehensive, partially corroborating Kurzman's concern
about insufficiency. However, their collective illumination of structural, intellectual,
symbolic, political, and economic dimensions shows insufficiency does not

equal impossibility.

Conclusion

Kurzman's anti-explanation offers valuable insights into experiential dimensions of
revolution but falls short as an independent framework. It is compromised by
methodological weaknesses in retrospective accounts, conceptual imprecision
regarding confusion, logical circularity, and historical inconsistencies. These
shortcomings circumscribe rather than negate its contribution. Anti-explanation is
best understood as a complementary perspective enriching understanding of how
revolutions are lived and perceived, not a rejection of explanation. The insights of
anti-explanation into the subjective perceptions of actors can complement, rather
than replace, the structural explanations that remain indispensable for

understanding revolutions.
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