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Abstract 

The twentieth century has witnessed the failure of three major 

democratic movements in Iran: the Constitutional Revolution of 

1905, the Oil Nationalization Movement of 1951, and the "Islamic" 

Revolution of 1979. In al1 three instances a partial democracy was 

briefly established, but each of these eventually failed. The focus of 

this thesis is to investigate the socioeconornic and political factors 

which led or contributed to the failure of the Iranian people to 

institutionalize democracy in their country. Without ignoring or even 

underestimating the impact of extemal factors such as foreign power 

interventions, this thesis relates these failures, and the inability of 

Iranian society to hold on to democracy, to five important intrinsic 

weaknesses of Iranian society: the patrimonial nature of its state, 

underdeveloped capitalism, weak civil society, subject political 

culture and absolutist religious beliefs. 
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Introduction 

Hurrah for revolution and more cannon-shot! 
A beggar upon horseback lashes a begpar on foot. 
Hurrah for revolution and cannon conte again! 
The beggars have changed places, but the lash goes on.' 

Yeats 

Like hundreds of thousands of other Iranians, 1 participated in the 

Revolution of 19792 hoping that the revolution would put an end to the 

years of inefficient, repressive rule of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi and 

would establiih a democratic regime based on the rule of law. Despite the 

overwhelming initial success of the revolution, a period of extreme 

governmental instability followed until the consolidation of a dictatorship 

under Ayatollah Khomeini in 1981. 

The most important question which has preoccupied me since the 

events of 1981 is why, for the third time in the twentieth century, did Iran 

fail to establish a democratic regime based on the rule of law. Both the 

Constitutional Revolution of 1905, which fell into disarray after years of 

interna1 political and ideological disputes, and the brief period of 

l Cited in Midiael Curtis. Comparative Government and Politics. New York: Harper & 
Row, 1968: 43. 

2 ~ t  that t h e ,  1 was a fifteen year old high school student. Like many other people of my 
generation, my life revolved around revolutionary activities, suc11 as participating 
in a nationwide general strike as well as organizing and participating in countless 
bloody demonstrations against the regirne. 
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collapsed after a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) sponsored coup, ended 

with a reversion to the same pattern of despotism that had plagued Iran 

for so much of its history. This occurred in spite of evidence showing that 

a great part of Iranian society desired othenvise. 

The Revolution of 1979 was another manifestation of this latent 

desire for change, but it only succeeded in bringing to life a new despotism 

at the opposite end of the authoritarian spectrum.3 

How cm one explain these failures, and the failure of democracy in 

general, in a "Third World" country such as Iran? The existing political 

and sociological literature provides us with some contradictory answers. 

For example, according to the modernization theorists, there is a positive 

correlation behveen economic development and economic modemization 

with the establishment of democracy (they believe that economic 

development eventually leads to democracy).4 Modernization theonsts see 

the interna1 economic structure of a society as being responsible for the 

lack of or the failure of democracy in a Third World setting.5 On the other 

hand, the body of literature known as "Dependencia Approach" relates the 

failure of democracy and the persistence of authoritarianism in Third 

World countries to the "dynamic of international capital." More precisely, 

in explaining the underdevelopment of the Third World countries 

3~~ this, I rnean the establishment of a religious despotism as opposed to a secular one. 
4T'his theme will be elabotated further in chapter 1. 
5 ~ o r  more on the Modemization Theory see: Karl Deutsch. "Social Mobilization and 

Political Development," American Political Science Review, Vol. IV, no. 3, Sept 
1961, pp. 493-514, Daniel Lemer. pas sin^ of Traditional Societv: Modernizin~ the 
Middle East. New York Free Press, 1958, and Seymour Martin Lipset. Political 
Man. Baltimore, Maryland: John Hopkins University, 1981. 



(including their lack of democratic institutions), the aepenaencia approacn 

primarily emphasizes the external factors, such as the role of foreign 

imperialist powers.6 

In Iran, the dependencia approach has manifested itself mainly 

through what is known as Third Worldism. This ideology. loosely 

speaking, developed after World War II out of the nationaiists' desire in 

the Third World "to extend their control over their own society, politics, 

culture and natural resources."7 Being aware of the subordinate 

relationship of most Third World countries to the imperialist powers, the 

advocates of Third Worldism sought to achieve national independence 

for these countries. From a Third Worldist stand point, national 

independence could not only put an end to the years of economic 

exploitation of the Third World countries by the imperialist powers, i t  

would also bring them dernocracy. According to the Third Worldists, the 

imperialist powers backed stable but authoritarian regimeç in the Third 

World in order to sustain their own economic interests. 

In exploring the reasons behind the failure of democracy in the 

Third World countries such as Iran. the importance of extemal factors 

certainly should not be overlooked. However, this thesis, without falling 

into the trap of all-economic and ahistorical explanatory methods of the 

modemization theonsts, deliberately puts emphasis on the intemal factors 

such as indigenous culture and institutions. Therefore, the purpose of this 

6 ~ o r  more on the Dependencia Approach see: Andre Gunder Frank and James Cockcroft. 
D m t .  New York: Anchor Books, 1972. 

7 ~ e h r d a d  Mashayekhi. "The Politics of Nationalism and Political Culture." Iran: 
Political Culture in the Islamic Republic. Eds. Samih K. Farsoun and Mehrdad 
Mashayekhi. London: Routledge, 1992: 109. 



thesis is to introduce and analyze some ot the rntrlnsic ~~eaknesses  of 

Iranian society which, in my opinion, made Iran so vulnerable to 

despotism. In other words, it is intended to show how Iran's 

underdeveloped capitalism, its authoritarian and patrimonial state, its 

weak civil society, combined with a subject political culture and absolutist 

religious doctrine, prevented its people from establishing a democracy in 

their country. 

The thesis will begin with a brief discussion of democracy and then 

it will take a more detailed look ai the relationship between capitalist 

development and democracy. By reviewing sorne of the literature on this, 

chapter 1 will stress the positive effects of capitalist development on 

facilitating the establishment of democracy in general.8 The case study 

which will follow this discussion is intended to show the underdeveloped 

nature of Iranian capitalism and its impact on the failure of dernocracy in 

Iran. The subsequent chapters will discuss the patrimonial nature of the 

Iranian state, the weakness of its civil society and the nature of its political 

culture and dominant religion. These discussions and analyses are 

undertaken in order to provide a comprehensive explanation for the 

failure (and perhaps the future success) of dernocratic movements in Iran. 

SAS will be elaborated further, the position of this paper on this issue is far from what the 
modernization theorists or even some of the Marxist theorists have argued. 



Chapter 1 

Capitalist Development 

A point of clarification 

This chapter will begin with a definition of dernocracy. Although 

the definition used here defines democracy in terms of politics and 

political institutions, it is the author's conviction that democracy cannot 

be limited to politics alone; rather, its domain should be expanded to the 

realm of other so-called "civic virtues", such as social justice, human and 

minority rights . . . . The necessity for such a clarification rises mostly from 

one's awareness of the shortcomings of "formal" or  "institutional 



democracy."g Each one of us, at least once in Our lifetime, has encountered 

and wondered about the question: "is the daim of democracy to constitute 

the rule of the many real, or is it a sham?"lO Furthermore, Our collective 

memory is rife with lessons leamed from the advent of the latest "wave of 

democratization", which has brought about some fom of democratic rule 

in much of Latin America and Eastern Europe. If just one lesson could be 

drawn from al1 of this, it could be that: "institutional democratization does 

not necessarily entail a democratization of power relations in society at 

large, particularly between men and women."" This fact once again 

reminds us that, as C. B. Macpherson's argues, "for any theory of 

democracy to be adequate, it must be a theory of society, not only of 

political procedures."l2 It is only in a democratic society" that one is 

encouraged and given the opportunity to realite and maximize one's 

human capacities. 

Of course, formal political democracy does not guarantee progress 

toward such objectives. "However," as John Stephens points out, "it does 

make it possible by setting two necessary conditions for such progress: civil 

9kistitutional dernocracy is often associated with practices such as periodical elections, one 
person one vote-and a cornpetitive party system. For more on this see: Robert Dalil. 
A Preface to Democratic Theory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956; or 
Samuel P. Huntington. &e Third Wave: Dcmocratization in the Late Twentieth 
Qntury. Norman: University of Okiahoma Press, 1991. 

l * ~ o r  a critical review of Institutional democracy see: David Held. Models of Demomac". 
Oxford: Polity Press, 1987. For a feminist and Latin Arnerican prespective see, Sonia 
E. Alvarez. Democracy in Brazil. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1990; and Virginia Held. h n i s t  Moralitv. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1993. 

1 1 ~ .  Waylen. "Women and demoaatization". World Politics. Vol. 46. Aprü 1994 329. 
12 Paraphrased in V. Held, p. 175. 
1 3 ~  democratic society as defîned by J. Roland Pennock is a society which is governed %y the people. 

where liberty, equality, and fraternity are secured to the geatest possible degree and in whiçli 
human capacities are developed to the utmost, by means including free and full discussion of 
common problems and interests." For more see J. R. Pennock. Democratic Political Theorv. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979: 6. 



liberties which give the lower classes the right to organize, and universal 

suffrage and representative political institutions which make it possible 

for the lower classes to translate organization into influence on public 

policy."'l No matter how narrow the scope of a forma1 democracy, it is a 

strongly held belief of the author that its establishment in a country such 

as Iran, which in its 2500 years of written history has not experienced more 

than a handful of free elections, can be regarded as "a great leap forward." 

Democracy 

Democracy has been defined in 

defined 

many different ways. For example, 

According to Frank Cunningham, democracy is "a process whereby those 

people who share social environments-a state, a family, a national region, 

a university, a trade union, indeed, the entire globe--may increasingl y 

corne to decide collectively what the future of their common 

envirorunents are to be? James M. Burns, J. W. Peltason, T. E. Cronin 

and D. B. Magleby view democracy as a way of life, a form of govemment, 

a way of governing, a type of nation, a state of mind, and a variety of 

processes." Burns and his CO-authors in Government Bv The P e o ~ l e  

divide the different meanuigs of democracy into three broad categories: 

14~0hn Stephens. "Capitalist Development and Democracy. The Idea of Democracy . Eds. 
D. Copp, J. Hampton. and J. Roemer. Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1993: 441-2. 

l S ~ .  Cunningham. "Democracy and Marxist Political Culture." Socinlism in Crisis'! Eds. J. Roberts 
and J. Vorst. Winnipeg, Man: Society for Socialist Studies. 1992: 107. 



political processes, and a system of interdependent political structures."l(~ 

As a system of interacting values, democracy encounters values 

such as "popular consent, respect for the individual, equality of 

opportunity, and persona1 liberty."*7 The essence of interrelated 

democratic political processes is based on "free and fair elections, majority 

rule, freedorn of expression and the right to assemble and protest."ls And 

finally, democracy as a system of interdependent political structure refers 

to a combination of structural arrangements which are rneant to safeguard 

democratic values and institutions (e.g. separation of powers, charter of 

rights and freedom).lg 

Although there is no agreement amongst social scientists on the 

precise conditions which are vital for the establishment and maintenance 

of a democracy, it is widely believed that economic, social and ideological 

conditions do play very important roles. In terms of economic conditions, 

for example, it has been argued that "a relatively prosperous nation, with 

an equitable distribution of wealth, provides the best context for 

democracy."20 It is believed that starving and extremely deprived people 

care more about food and other basic necessities of their daily lives than 

16~ .  M. Burns, J. W. Peltason, T. E. Cronin and D. B. Magleby. Governrnent By The People. 
Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1993: 3. 

171bid., p. 4. 
l8bid., p. 7. 
191bid., p. 9. 
201bid., p. 10 



ballot boxes; further, it is believed that the concentration of wealth would 

naturally lead to the concentration of power? 

Although economic development and economic prosperity may 

make democracy possible, adequate social conditions are needed to make 

democracy work. For instance, according to Assef Baya:, "[dlemocracy can 

be maintained only through the establishment of a necessary balance 

among the conflicting forces in society: capital, labour and the state in its 

totality. "22 

Dietrich Rueschemeyer and his CO-authors, Evelyne Huber 

Stephens and John Stephens, in their comparative study of capitalist 

development and democracy have corne to the conclusion that, "[iln order 

for democracy to be established and consolidated, a certain degree of power 

balance within civil society and between civil society and the state needs to 

prevail."23 

It is assumed that the ability of a civil society to organize itself in 

"mass institutions" such as labour unions, women's groups, professional 

and intellectual associations will reinforce democratic habits, and will also 

provide resistance to arbitrary action by the state. 

Throughout the following chapters attempts will be made to apply 

the above general arguments to Iran. However, this particular chapter is 

211bid., p. 10 
22~ssef  Bayat. "Labor and Democracy in Post-Revolutionary Iran". Post Revolutionarv 

Iran. Ed. H. Amirahmadi and M. Parvin. Boulder, Colorado: Westview, 1988: 53. 
2%. Rueschemeyer, E. Huber Stephens, J. Stephens. Capitalist Development & Dernwracy. 

Chicago: University of Chicago, 1992: 259. 



intended to establish the existence of a linkage between capitalist 

development and democracy. As will be argued, capitalist development 

facilitates the establishment of democracy in a given society by 

transforming the class structure of that socieîy ("strengthening the 

working and middle classes and weakening the landed upper class"24). To 

this end, an attempt will be made in this chapter to show how the 

underdeveloped nature of Iranian capitalism obstructed progress toward 

democracy in that country. 



Capitalist development & democracy 

The relationship between capitalist development and democracy 

has been the subject of many political and intellectual debates and much 

empirical research in the last two centuries. Many prominent political 

theorists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, from John Stuart Mill 

to Alexis de Tocqueville to Karl Marx, Max Weber and Vladimir Ilyich 

Lenin, have expressed their views on this subject. For example, while de 

Tocqueville saw a positive correlation between capitalism and 

democracy,~ Marx argued that "as long as capitalism and private property 

existed there could be no genuine democracy, that democracy under 

capitalisrn was bourgeois democracy, which is to Say not democracy at 

a11."26 For Lenin, democracy was the perfect constitutional form for a 

capitalist economic order. In his view, "capitalism and democracy go hand 

in hand because democracy, while proclaiming the rule of the many, in 

fact protebs the interests of capital owners."27 

Although Lenin's conception and valuation of democracy is 

different from that of those who see democracy and capitalism as virtually 

identical, he shares their basic claims that "the unrestrained operation of 

the market for capital and labor constitutes the material base of 

democracy," and that, "democracy is the characteristic political form of 

25AIexiç de Tocqueville. Democracy in America, Vol. 1. Ed. Alfred A. Knopf. New York: 
Vintage, 1945. 

26~i ted  in Gabril Ahond. "Capitalism and Democracy". fi. Sept 1991: 469. 
2 7 ~ .  Rueschemeyer, Evelyne and John Stephens, p. 1. 
28~bid., 1. 



The end results of World War II, more precisely, the defeat of Nazi 

Germany, the rise of Stalinism, especially in eastern Europe, and also the 

emergence of many new independent states frorn the ashes of the former 

colonial regimes, intensified debates over the relationship between 

capitalist development and democracy. These events also provided social 

scientists with new incentives to identify the conditions that make 

dernocracy work, and to determine the long term effects of capitalist 

development on increasing the likelihood of a democratic form of rule. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union and its satellite states in more recent 

years has brought this subject, once more, to the forefront of contemporary 

academic and intellectual debates. 

Despite the existence of rich and expansive literature on the relation 

between capitalism and democracy, the nature of this relationship and the 

impact of capitalist development on the chances for democracy is still a 

rnatter of controversy. Gabriel Almond in his article, "Capitalisrn and 

Democracy", tries to demonstrate this diversity of opinion and lack of 

consensus among political thinkers and social scientists by categorizing 

them into "those who Say that capitalism supports democracy, and those 

who Say that capitalism subverts democracy." And aiso "to those who Say 

that democracy subverts capitalism, and those who Say that it supports 

it-"29 

However, in this chapter, for the sake of brevity, we only discuss 

two distinctive traditions of research in social science--cross national 



statistical work and comparative historical studies--that have beei-i 

employed by social scientists to examine the effects of capitalist 

development on democracy. As we will see, these two methodologies 

have produced two radically different outcornes. According to those who 

employed quantitative methods, there is a positive correlation between 

capiialist development and democracy. By contrast, the comparative 

historical studies reject this finding and tend to relate the rise of 

democracy to certain historical conditions in early capitalism.30 We are 

also going to introduce an alternative view, which is, in fact, an attempt to 

reconcile these two methodologies. This view, although it employs 

comparative historical analysis, cornes to the same conclusion as the cross- 

national statistical work: "a positive, though not perfect, correlation 

between capiialist development and democracy."31 However, as will be 

elaborated further, this view's understanding of the nature of the relation 

between capitalist development and democracy is not the same as that of 

cross-national statistical analysis.32 

30~. Rueschemeyer, Evelyne and John Stephens, p. 3. 
311bid., p. 4. 
3 2 ~ o r  reasons of historical accuracy , among others, the position that this thesis will 

adopt throughout this work, especially in its assessrnent of the faihre of 
democracy in Iran, owes much to thiç Alternative methodology. 



Quantitative cross-national studies 

Seymour Martin Lipset and a few other so-called "Social 

Mobilization" theorists of the 1950s and 1960s (e.g. Daniel Lemer, Karl 

Deutsch), were the first to use statistical studies in order to determine the 

relationship between capitalist development and democracy.33 S. M. Lipset 

in his article, "Some Social Requisites of Democracy", puts forward this 

general assumption, "the more well-to-do a nation, the greater the chances 

that it will sustain democracy",34 to the test by cross-national cornparison. 

As the table indicates, Lipset compares European countries with Latin 

American countries on the basis of their wealth, industrialization, 

urbanization, and education. 

Means 

European &English 
speaking stable 
Democracies 

European & English 
speaking Unstable De- 
mocracies and Dicta- 
torships 

Latin American 
Democracies & 
Unstable Dictator- 
ships 

Latin American 
stable dictatorships 

Income 

US3695 

308 

In 

119 

Table # 1 35 
%males in 
Agriculture 

21 

41 

52 

67 

% in Metropolitan Literacy 
Areas 

3 3 ~ o n d ,  p. 469. 
%. M. Lipset, p. 31. 
35~e~roduced from Lipset, p. 35-38. 



~~LCULUII LSLY, Ljuluycar L a ~ u v r r  u ~ ~ r r u ~ ~ c r ~ i b c i  u v ~ r u b ~ u  u ~ v r  LU ***6*CbL 

than their Latin American counterparts, or even European dictatorships, 

in virtually al1 of the indicators. As a result, Lipset concluded that 

industrialization leads to increases in wealth, education, communication, 

and equality. In his view, education, for example, expands one's outlook, 

increases levels of tolerance, and prevents people from becoming 

extremists. Al1 of these developments, according to Lipset, result in the 

creation of more moderate lower and upper classes and a larger middle 

class, with the needs and desires for greater political participation; this in 

tum would provide the ground for establishing a more stable democratic 

form of po1itics.36 

Although Lipset's argument has been embraced by other social 

scientists who have employed the same statistical method, it has been 

dismissed by those who have used comparative historical studies. The 

comparative historical investigation focuses on the "long-term effects of 

past conflicts and historical structures, by a search for the critical collective 

actors in historical change, and by an emphasis on the changing world 

historical environment of national histories."37 A short review of some of 

the comparative historical works will give us a better idea of their side of 

the argument. 



Comparative historical works 

An important foundation of comparative historical analysis is the 

work of Max Weber. In an article published in 1906, Weber expressed his 

doubts and skepticism over the chances of the evolution of democracy in 

Russia. He based his analysis on "the impact of capitalism on the Russian 

economy and especially on the Russian agrarian structure".38 He argued 

that although the Russian Tsarist regirne was doomed to failure and 

collapse, this did not mean that it would be replaced by a democratic 

regime. According to Weber, dernocracy faced some overwhelming 

structural obstacles in Russia. These obstacles were "firstly grounded in the 

conditions of the Russian political economy, particularly in its agrarian 

problems. But the progress of democratization [was] also not favored by 

the character of advanced capitalism itself, which [had begun] to penetrate 

the Russian economy." 

According to Weber, capitalism in the twentieth century did not 

create a friendly environment for freedom and democracy. "It is 

completely ridiculous", says Weber, "to attribute to today's advanced 

capitalism an elective affinity with 'democracy' not to mention 

'freedom'."39 



Employing the same analytical method, Karl de Schweinitz in 1964 

published a book40 in which he argued against the notion that "today's 

advanced capitalist countries represent the future state toward which less 

developed countries will travel on roads roughly similar to the paths 

taken by the 'early developers'."" According to de Schweinitz, democracy 

as understood in the West "was . . . the privilege of the original capitalist 

countries." It evolved in the West at a time when "economic 

development was slow. Its decentralized character encouraged liberal 

political conceptions and ideals. The working class was not yet mobilized. 

There were no demonstrat[ive] effect from neighboring more advanced 

countries thai would have stimulated individual and collective 

consumption demands." 

As a result, the advanced capitalist countries had less difficulty "to 

impose the disciplines of consumption, of work, and of public order that 

are necessary for economic development." Accordingly, today's 

international econornic environment and the rapidly changing and 

heavily mobilized societies in developing countries necessitate their 

having a stronger state. De Schweinitz's concludes, "[tlhe development of 

democracy in the nineteenth century was a function of an unusual 

configuration of historical circumstances which cannot be repeated." 

According to him, "(tlhe Euro-American route to democracy is closed. 

Other means must now be devised for building new democratic states."'2 

4 0 ~ a r l  de Schweinitz. Jndustrialiution and Dernorrncy: economic necess . a - .  

ities and ~ol i t ica l  
possibiliti~s. New York: Free Press, 1964. 

4 1 ~ .  Rueschemeyer, Evelyne and John Stephens, p. 20. 
4 2 ~ i d . ,  p. 20. 



The most important comparative historical research on 

development and political form, however, has been undertaken by  

Barrington Moore, Jr.43 Through his comparative historical studies of such 

countries as England, France, the United States, Japan, India, and China, 

Barrington Moore has corne to the conclusion that there have been "three 

distinct paths to political modernity, each characterized by specific 

conditions."44 These paths, according to Moore, are the paths which have 

led to parliamentary democracy, to fascist dictatorship, and to communist 

dictatorship. However, Moore warns us against viewing these different 

paths as "alternatives that are in principle open to any society." Instead, he 

argues that "they are tied to specific conditions characteristic of successive 

phases of world history." Thus, like Weber and de Schweinitz, Moore also 

believes that "the route that ended up in capitalist democracy . . . was itself 

a part of history that will not be repeated? 

According to Moore, the two distinct conditions which facilitated 

the emergence of parliamentary democracy in the West were the existence 

of "a fairly even balance of power between the lords and the crown," and 

also the existence of "a strong bourgeoisie, at odds in its interest with the 

mral dominant class." Moore especially emphasizes the critical role of the 

bourgeoisie in the democratization process. As he puts it, "we may simply 

register strong agreement with the Marxist thesis that a vigorous and 

independent class of town dwellers has been an indispensable element in 

%arrington Moore. IS\e Social 0- of D . . ictatorshiv and Democracy. Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1966. 

4 4 ~ .  Rueschemeyer, Evelyne and John Stephens, p. 23. 
%id., p. 23 



the growth of parliamentary democracy." He goes as far as to argue that: 

"No bourgeois, no dern~cracy."~" 

An alternative methodology 

Moore's work has been the subject of much criticism. He was 

particularly criticized for putting too much emphasis on the role of the 

bourgeoisie and ignoring the role of the working class in the 

democratization process. And this--not giving enough weight to the role 

of the working clas--is exactly the point around which the authors of the 

book, Ca~ita l i s t  Development & Democracv, have developed their own 

alternative views. According to them, "democracy is above al1 a matter of 

power," and "[d]emocratization represents first and foremost an increase 

in political equality." Therefore, "it is power relations [among different 

classes] that most importantly determine whether democracy can emerge, 

stabilize, and then maintain itself even in the face of adverse 

conditions."47 

D. Rueschemeyer, Evelyne and John Stephens' comparative 

historical studies of democratic movements in the advanced capitalist 

countries, Latin America and the island societies of the Caribbean have 

convinced them that "the urban working classes [have been] the most 

frequent proponent of the full extension of democratic rights because this 

[democratization] promised to include [their] class in the polity where it 

4 6 ~ o o r e ,  p. 418. 
4 7 ~ .  Ruescherneyer, Evelyne and John Stephens, p. 5. 



other lower classes, had the capacity to organize itself."qs As for the 

relationship between capitalist development and democracy, they argue 

that: 

First, it is not an overall structural correspondence between 
capitalism and democracy that explains the rise and persistence of 
democracy. Some have conceived of such a correspondence as a 
simple mutual reinforcement between a free market for goods and 
services and a market for political outcornes. . . . Our analyses do not 
lend support to such overall correspondence propositions. Neither 
do they confirm the view of the bourgeoisie as the main agent of 
democracy that has been central to both classic liberal and Marxist- 
leninist theory. Rather-we conclude--capitalist developrnent is 
associated with democracy because it transforms the class structure, 
strengthening the working and middle classes and weakening the 
landed upper class. It was not the capitalist market nor capitalist as 
the new dominant force, but rather the contradictions of capitalism 
that advanced the cause of democracy.49 

Iran: a case study 

In the above pages, we have reviewed some of the most important 1 ,  

studies on the relationship between capitalist development and 

democracy. Before going any further, we need to make it clear that the 

main findings of the alternative view to be discussed is oremised on the 

effect of uneven capitalist development on the failure 

Iran. The thesis claims that this alternative treatment of 

I 

of democracy 

historical facts 



well as an holistic approach to the idea of democracy and capitalism make 

it superior to the other methodologies. As far as historical evidence is 

concerned, it recognizes important contributions that the working classes 

have made to the cause of democracy throughout history. Furthermore, it 

values forma1 democracy to such an extent that it argues that "[tlhe bitter 

experiences of Fascism and Stalinism, and the enduring legacy of the 

latter, [should] have taught the firmest revolutionary opponents of 

capitalism that bourgeois democracy cannot be disrnissed as a mere 

sham ."50 

The remainder of this chapter is devoted to identifying some of the 

historical obstacles toward capitalist development in Iran and their 

impacts on the failure of Iranian dernocratic movements. The Iranian 

state and Iran's political economy in general, combined with some 

external factors, such as the penetration of the European imperialist 

powers, did not provide suitable conditions for an even capitalist 

development in Iran. As a result of this, social relations and the balance of 

power among different social classes in Iran developed in a way which has 

been grossly unfavorable to the establishment of democracy in that 

country. 

S06. Therbom. ' n i e  Rule of Capital and the Rise of Democacy." New Left Review. no. 
103.1977.3. 



The transition to capitalism had a very late start in Iran. In fact, this 

transition was not fully completed until as late as 1963, when Mohammad 

Reza Shah Pahlavi started his so-called "White Revolution", according to 

which the existing landownership was broken and the lands were 

distributed among the peasants. To understand the reasons behirid such a 

late start, it is crucial to study the pre-capitalist social formation of Iran. 

In studying the pre-capitalist social formation of any country, it is 

important to detemine the nature of the dominant mode of production 

in that country. As for Iran, although the majority of the Iranologists 

argue that the pre-capitalist mode of production was feudalism,51 a 

thorough historical investigation indicates that this was not the case. 

According to Homa Katouzian, some of the most important characteristics 

of a feudal system are as follows: 

Private property in land. 
Serfdom or bondage, in a variety of forms, tying the peasant to the 
land and obliging him to pass on the surplus of production in rents, 
taxes, and so on. 

3. The manorial system, involving the landlord's presence on his 
estate. 

4. Rigid class structure, and the existence of a numerically small class 
of aristocratic peers. 

5. Concentration of economic and political power in the rural 
sector.52 

N. Pigulovskaya. A Histoy of Iran from Ancient Times to the End of the €@teenth 
Century. Tr. K. Keshavarz. Tehran: Payam, 1975; and M. Atighpour. The Bazaar 
and Bazaaris in the Iranian Revolution. Tehran: Kayhan, 1979. 

5 * ~ .  Katouzian. The PoIitical Economy of Modern Iran: 1926-1979. New York: New York 
University Press, 1981: 10-11. 



A review of some of the relevant literature reveals that many of the 

above characteristics did not exist in pre-capitalist Iran. As far as the nature 

of the property ownership is concerned, there have been at least five types 

of landownership in Iran: "crown lands (khaleseh); state lands assigned to 

the government officials in lieu of services or salary (toyoul); lands 

belonging to the charitable organizations (ouqaf); private landownership 

(malekkiat-e-arbaby); and peasant holdings (malekkiat-e-dehghani)? 

Contrary to a feudal society, in Iran one's ownership over land was not 

sacred or protected by law or custom. In fact, it never remained constant. 

As Amjad puts it, "usually with the fa11 of a dynasty or even the death of a 

king, a new landowning class emerged." He also points to the fact that 

"[tlhe monardi also confiscated the lands he liked with no regard to whom 

they belonged." The other factor which constantly undermined one's 

ownership right was the existence of the wandering tribes who regularly 

"looted the villages and stole the h e r d s Y  

Katouzian also questions +*e existence of feudalism in Iran by 

pointing out the lack of evidence "for the existence of any form of serfdom 

or bondage . . ., or a manorial system in Iranian history." According to her, 

the class structure in Iran "was anything but rigid, and that "[tlhere was no 

relationship of lasting contractual rights and obligations between the 

various classes, and between the state and the people." In Iran, if there was 

any obligation, it was usually from bottom to top--from people to the state- 

-and "they were carried out in order to rnaintain the state itself in 

power."55 

5 3 ~ .  Amjad. Iran From Royal Dictatorship to The-. New York: Greenwood, 1989: 18. 
54~bid., p. 14, 16. 
55~atouzian, p. 15. 



These structural differences between a feudalist society and Iranian 

society prior to its transition to capitalisrn have convinced some scholars 

that the dominant mode of production in pre-capitalist Iran was an 

"Asiatic despotism". This term, developed by Marx to explain the 

socioeconomic formation of non-European societies, suggested that "the 

aridity of land necessitated a strong state for the organization of the 

irrigation system. This in tum resulted in the lack of private property and 

the organization of political economy by the state." According to Marx, 

"Asiatic societies are composed of self-sufficient small communities, 

which sunrive despite the change and division of empires."s6 This self- 

sufficiency, in the words of Marx, 'make [the Asiatic system] resistant to 

disintegration and economic evolution, until wrecked by the external 

force of capitalisrn1.57 

Although for reasons such as the existence of limited private 

property in both ancient and modem Iran, pre-capitalist Iran could not be 

considered as a textbook example of Marx's definition of "Asiatic 

despotism", without a doubt it shared many aspects of it. According to 

Ashraf, some of these shared characteristics can be iisted as: 

(a) The superimposition of a traditional bureaucratie machinery 
(patrimonial and Açiatic) over the real economic structure of the 
urban, rural and tribal cornmunities. These were operated from the 
town or 'princely camps' of the Asiatic patrimonial ruler and his 
staff. 

56~mjad, p. 10,11. 
5 7 ~ .  Ashraf. "Historical Obstacles to the Development of Capitalism in Iran." $tudies in 

the Econornic Historv of the Middle East. Ed. Midiael Cook. London: 1970: 311. 



(c) The fluctuation of the whole social system between centralization 
and decentralization. Centralization was always advocated by 
powerful Shahs and their bureaucrats. 

(d) The lack of a western type aristocracy, and the dispersion of the 
landed nobility. 

(f) The arbitrary nile of the despot over every group and stratum of the 
society.58 

The above characteristics reveal some of the distinguishing 

characteristics of the Iranian political economy. They also point out some 

of the obstacles to capitalist development in Iran. For one thing, it is clear 

that the state was despotic and in total control of the political economy. 

The despotic nature of the state, and the arbitrary use of its power against 

its citizenç, especially in confiscating their properties, prevented the 

growth of a strong bourgeois class. As a result, "the state remained 

stronger than civil society, and the social classes did not develop into 

strong, unified entities."59 This lack of security for private property and its 

negative impact on capitalist development in Iran, has been noted by J. 

Fraser who travelled extensively throughout Iran in the nineteenth 

century. He writes: 

The direct check to improvement and prosperity in Persia is the 
insecurity of life, limb, and property. This must always repress the 
efforts of industry; for no man will work to produce what he may be 
deprived of the next hour.60 

- -  - -  

58~shraf ,  p. 313. 
59~rnjad, p. 12. 
6 0 ~ i t e d  in Amjad. p. 19. 
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lived in towns, while the kings and landlords lived in their fortified 

castles in the country."61 Not only did this provide the European 

bourgeoisie greater autonomy, it also created a division of labour between 

the town and country which, in the end, played a significant role in the 

growth of capitalism in Europe. However, this was not the case in Iran 

where the landlords and the kings lived side by side with the merchants in 

the city and arbitrarily interfered in their commercial activities. This 

created a situation in which private property lacked any security in Iran, 

and therefore the Iranian bourgeoisie was prevented from becoming 

autonornous and strong enough to pursue capitalist development. 

Another important factor which obstnibed capitalist development 

in Iran was the colonial penetration of the major European powers, 

especially Russia and Britain The Iranian state, which exercised the power 

of life and death over its own subjects, was not powerfui enough to resist 

the Russian and the British imperialistic penetrations. From the early days 

of the nineteenth century, the Russians and the British repeatedly used 

their military and political power not only to get concessions and 

capitulation rights from successive Iranian governments, but also to 

undermine the territorial integrity of Iran. For example, the result of the 

two Russo-Iranian wars of 1801 and 1828 was the imposition of 

humiliating treaties (Golistan and Turkomanchai), according to which 

Iran lost its control over Armenia, Georgia, Caucasia and part of the 

Caspian sea. Iran was also forced "to grant capitulation rights to the 



Russian subjects and pay an indemnity of £3,000,000 to Russia."b' A few 

years later, Britain, to counterbalance Russian successes, attacked Soutliern 

Iran and forced the Iranian govemment to accept the Treaty of Paris (1857). 

According to this treaty, Afghanistan was separated from Iran and some 

capitulation rights were granted to the British.63 Of course, these were not 

the only concessions which were given to the foreigners. In fact, 

"concession huntingl' became a trend among the British and Russians. As 

Abraharnian points out: 

. . . military defeats led to diplomatic concessions; diplomatic 
concessions produced commercial capitulations; commercial 
capitulation paved the way for economic penetration; and economic 
penetration, by undermining traditional handicrafts, was to cause 
drastic social dislocations.64 

It is obvious that these concessions and capitulation rights put 

European merchants in an advantageous position over Iranians. l1[T]hey 

were exempt from custorn duties and many taxes that Iranian merchants 

had to pay." Moreover, "European merchants had the protection of their 

govemment in disputes with the Iranian government." This was not the 

case for Iranian merchants, "whose property was subject to arbitrary 

confiscation by the state.1165 

E. Hobsbawm in his article, "From Feudalism to Capitalism", states 

that European capitalism forcibly held the economy of the Third World 

back in favour of its own growth.66 This statement is undoubtedly true 

6 2 ~ .  Abrahamian (1982). p. 51. 
63~mjad ,  p. 27. 
64~brahamian (1982), p. 52. 
65~mjad ,  p. 27. 
66~. Hobsbawm. "From Feudalisrn to Capitalism." In The Transition From Feudalism To 

Capitalism. Ed. R. Hilton. London: New Left Book, 1979: 163. 



about Iran. As Mohammad Amjad has noted, "[allthough European 

capital and goods at first resulted in the growth of commerce, trade, and 

industry, they eventually became the major obstacles to capitalist 

development in Iran."67 The first impact of the European attempt at  

integration of the Iranian market was the destruction of Iranian crafts and 

manufactures by European manufactured goods. This was noted in a 

report on the weavers' guild, written by a tax collector in the city of 

Isfahan: 

In the past, high-quality textiles were manufactured in Isfahan since 
everyone-from the highest to the lowest-wore local products. But in 
the last few years, the people of Iran have given up their body and 
sou1 to buy the colorful and cheap products of Europe. In doing so, 
they incurred greater losses than they imagined. . . . At least one- 
tenth of the guilds in this city were weavers: not even one-fifth 
have survived. . . . Likewise, other important guilds, such as dyers, 
carders, and bleachers, have suffered.68 

In his study of the Iranian political economy Mohammad Amjad 

identifies negative effects of foreign powers on capitalist developrnent in 

Iran. He argues that "the cornpetition of European merchants with each 

other and with Iranian merchants stifled the growth of capitalkm in Iran." 

He also discusses the British and Russian attempt to turn Iran "into a 

battleground to impose their economic, political, strategic, and cultural 

domination." Consequently, "Iran became a buffer state, with a semi- 

colonial position between Russia and Britain." This indicates tha t 

capitalist development in Iran was based on the political, economic, and 

strategic needs of Europe, rather than the indigenous ones.69 



The state's intervention in the Iranian economy reached its climax 

under the Pahlavis. From Mohammad Reza Shah's standpoint, "the 

acquisition of absolute power required pervasive involvement in the 

national economy."7* The skyrocketing oil revenue of the 1960s provided 

the financial ground for the regime to establish its total domination over 

all aspects of the national economy. Norman Jacobs in his book, The 

Socioloev of Development, identifies at least seven basic channels through 

which the state under Mohammad Reza Shah intervened in the 

econorny.71 One of these charnels was a charity organization called the 

Pahlavi Foundation. According to Abrahamian, "this foundation received 

an annual subsidy of over $40 million, functioned as a tax haven for some 

of the Pahlavi holdings, and thereby 'penetrated almost every corner of 

the nation's economy'." Accordingly, "[bly 1977, the foundation had shares 

in 207 companies, including 8 mining firms, 10 cernent firms, 17 banks 

and insurance companies, 23 hotels, 25 metal companies, 25 

agribusinesses, and 45 construction companies."72 One should note that in 

Iran, due to the patrimonial nature of its state, the lines between the state 

and the shah had always been blurred to such an extent that they could be 

used interchangeably. Regardless, the degree of state involvement in the 

economy is vividly expressed in an editorial published in 1965: 

In this economy, al1 roads lead to the State. The State produces 
textiles, shoes, c a ~ e d  fruit, chairs, desks, wire, and even poultry. 
The State is a businessman, dealing in sugar, paper, automobiles, 
oil, typewriters, and even cosmetics. The State is a famer and a 

7 0 ~ .  Reza Behnam. Cultural Foundations of Iranian Politics. Salt Lake City: University of 
Utah, 1986: 128. 

71~. Jacobs. ne Sociolog~ of Developrnent Imn as an Asian case study. New York: 
Frederidc A. Praeger, 1966: 82. 



fisher; the State is a dairyman selling milk and eggs; the 
govemment breeds cattle, it operates bakers and groceries. . .73 

The result of the state's total control over the political economy, its 

arbitrary interventions in economic activities, and the lack of security for 

private property, combined with the exploitative nature of foreign 

penetration, was the obstruction of capitalist development in Iran. The 

slow and restricted nature of capitalist development allowed pre-capitalist 

social relations and class structure to survive in Iran until as late as the 

1960s, and even thereafter. Prior to the Shah's "White Revolution" of 

1963, Iran was predominantly an agrarian society, and Iranian industries 

were primitive. As Fred Halliday points out, "[a] major constituent of 

almost al1 contemporary economic development is the shift of population 

from agricultural to nonagricultural activity."74 This shift did not take 

place in Iran until the early 1970s. At the beginning of the twentieth 

century 90 percent of the Iranian labour force worked in the agriculhiral 

sector. By 1947, this percentage had dropped to 75 percent. It was only after 

the implementation of the "White Revolution" that the industrial labour 

force surpassed the agricultural by a very small margin of 3 per cent? 

The social and political implication of such underdevelopment was 

the creation and domination of a traditional and reactionary power bloc in 

Iran, which resisted any progressive and democratic changes in the social 

and political structure of Iranian society. The role played by this power 

bloc, which consisted of the Shah, the royal family, landlords, mullahs 

73~ited in Behnam, p. 129. 
74~. Halliday. Jran Dictatorship and Development. New York: Penguin, 1979: 173. 
751bid., p. 173. 
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three most important democratic movements of the Iranian people in the 

past century to absolute failure. 

The first of these democratic movements was the Constitutional 

Revolution of 1905. The Constitutional Revolution occurred largely as a 

reaction to the expanding power of the British and Russians in the region, 

as well as a protest over the increasingly inefficient mle of the monarchy 

which had authorized a number of territorial and resource concessions to 

foreign powers. It did not, however, set out with the intention of 

terminating the institution of the monarchy itself. Rather, the desire for a 

constitution and a form of parliamentary government was more a result 

of wanting to have a system which was strong enough to prevent any loss 

of autonomy to extemal forces, and not to be subject to the whims of 

whichever shah held the seat of power.'6 In other words, the people 

wanted a system which would allow the shah to reign as a symbolic head 

of state rather than to govern. 

A significant moment in Iranian history which acted as a precursor 

to the events of 1905 was the granting of a tobacco concession to the British 

in 1890, which outraged the population. For the first time, the people 

were united in taking action against these policies. Their protests, inspired 

largely by the anti-goverment slogans of Jamal ad-Din ("The Afghan"), 

were so successful that the concession was revoked by 1892. This marked 



a n  important awakening of anti-authoritarian elements within the 

society, and gave them a taste of what unity could accomplish.77 

The Constitutional Revolution at its initial stage was able to limit 

the power of the monarch by establishing a parliament and by separating 

the executive, legislative and judicial powers. It was also successful, to 

some extent, in guaranteeing the security of private property and the 

freedom of press, speech and assembly. However, when progressive 

elements in the parliament attempted to propose some deeper reforms to 

the structure of society, especially land reform and the secularization of 

state laws, the reactionary power bloc made an alliance with Russian 

imperialists in order to bring about the failure of the revolution.78 

History repeated itself in 1953, when the democratically eiected 

goverrunent of Dr. Mosaddeq was overthrown by an American-sponsored 

coup, on behalf of the same reactionary power bloc. When the Second 

World War erupted in 1939, Reza Shah declared that Iran would remain 

neutral in the conflict, despite the fact that Germany had become its major 

trading partner.79 Due to its strategic importance as an essential source of 

oil for Allied efforts, Britain and the Soviet Union decided to invade Iran 

in 1941 under the pretext of removing the "dangerous" German presence 

and of securing their supply route into Russia. Outraged by this challenge 

to Iranian independence, Reza Shah "refused to act as the nominal head of 

nlbid., p. 22. 
780n Jtme 23,1908, Mohammad Ali Shah ernployed more than 1ûûO Iranian Cossacks under 

the command of their Russian officers to attack the Parliament. As a result of this, 
rnost of the revolutionary leaders and progressive deputies were arrested, 
rnurdered, or forced hto hiding. For more on this see Abrahamian (1982), p. 92-101. 
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an occupied country and abdicated [in favour of his son, Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi] in September 1941."8* To put it more bluntly, he had been 

deposed by the Allied forces. 

The absence of a ruling despot rneant that, until 1953 when 

Mosaddeq was ousted by a coup, there was a great deal of opportunity for 

political dissent. After years of oppression, political groups proliferated in 

an attempt to confront the profound social, economic and political 

problems in Iran. Although the country remained occupied by the former 

Allied powers (1941-1946) under the nominal leadership of Mohammad 

Reza Shah, there was a great deal more political freedom availablé to the 

population, and the renewed strength of the Majles (Parliament) 

prevented the Shah from gaining total contro1.s' 

According to Behnam, personality had always played a powerful 

role in Iranian politics. The young shah, however, waç unable to capture 

the imagination of the disillusioned polity. Lacking both an army and 

political legitimacy after the repressive rule of his father, "the Shah was 

just one more contender in the cornpetition for power."82 In between calls 

for a republic and calls for a continuation of the monarchy, two parties 

emerged which were to play an important role in Iranian politics: the 

Soviet-affiliated Tudeh (Masses) party, and the National Front, which was 

led by Dr. Mohammad Mosaddeq. These parties became strong enough in 

gobid., p. 30-31. 
8 1 ~ .  Parsa. Social Orï@s of the Iranian Revolution. London: Rutgers University Press, 

1989: 38. 
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the Majles to challenge the power of the Shah and gain widespread 

support.= 

The National Front, in particular, was successful due not only to its 

charisrnatic leadership, but also to the ability of the party to unite disparate 

groups from al1 levels and sectors of society. Among these were the ulama 

(high ranking clergy), which gave "a religious sanction to its brand of 

nationalism," as well as the bazaaris (merchants), and the Mujahedin 

Islam (Crusaders for Islam). What united such diverse groups was 

nationalism, xenophobia, and a desire to nationalize the Anglo-Iranian 

Oil Company. After Mosaddeq becarne Prime Minister in 1951, he set out 

to do just that.84 

In 1951 wide-spread social and political unrests forced the existing 

Prime Minister, Ala, to resign. To put an end to this unrest, the 

Parliament elected the highly respected Dr. Mosaddeq as the next Premier. 

To facilitate the nationalization of the oil industries, and to eliminate the 

Shah and his family's constant interference in the political and economic 

life of the country, Premier Mosaddeq, soon after assuming power, forced 

the Shah and his farnily to leave Iran indefinitely. 

Mosaddeq's attempt to nationalize the oil industry, to prevent the 

royal family from intervening in economic and political affairs, to 

introduce land reform and to secularize state laws made him the nurnber 

one enemy of the reactionary power bloc. As a result, the democratic 



movement under Mosaddeq's leadership fell prey to the same anti- 

democratic forces as the Constitutional Revolution of 1905. 

What is important to note in these two cases is the existence of an 

extreme power imbalance between the proponents of democracy and their 

enemies, caused mainly by uneven capitalist development. As mentioned 

earlier, in both of these eras, the majority of the Iranian population lived 

in rural areas (one should recall the fact that on the eve of the 

Constitutional Revolution more than 90 percent, and during the Oil 

Nationalization Movement more than 75 percent of the labour force was 

working in the agricultural sector). Existing pre-capitalist social relations 

would allow the landlords, tribal khans, and other influential perçons to 

use their influence over the population in order to get themselves elected 

to the parliament where they could impose their own political agendas 

and handicap progressive reform movements. 

It is important to note that more than 25 percent of the MPs in the 

First and Second Parliament after the Constitutional Revolution were 

landlords and tribal khans. During the Mosaddeq era the reactionary 

power bloc crippled the Parliament to such an extent that Mosaddeq had 

no choice but to dissolve it through a national referendum.85 The high 

percentage of people working in the agricultural sector meant that the 

working class was very small, unorganized and therefore very weak. "This 

coincided with a political repression which hindered the organization of 

the work force into independent unions."B6 In fact, in the aftermath of the 

-- - 

*5 For more on this see FraPile Resistance by John Foran, p.185 and 295. 
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organization, "even the shadowy officia1 ones," were banned.87 This 

political repression combined with so many cultural shortcomings, such 

as illiteracy and kinship solidarity, prevented the Iranian working classes 

from developing a class culture. According to Bayat, "[tlhis incapacity of 

the working class to develop their own cultural expressions points to their 

weakness. It i s  here . . . that obscurities, ambiguities, mistakes and deceits 

c m  easily take root".Ss 

Working class weakneçses allowed the Iranian intelligentsia to take 

over democratic initiatives and to become the main proponent of 

democracy in Iran. The weakness of the working class was also an 

important reason in driving the Iranian intelligentsia to seek tactical 

alliances in their quest for dernocracy, at times with the shah against the 

ulama (high ranking religious leaders), at times with the ularna against 

the shah? This was not the case in Europe, or in any country which has 

had a successful transition to democracy. As Rueschemeyer, Evelyne and 

John Stephens' comparative studies reveal, in the majority of these 

countries "the working class, represented by socialist parties and trade 

unions, was the single most important force"g0 in the final push for the 

establishment of democracy. 

Although after the "White Revolution" Iran went through a drastic 

indushializaiion period and, as a result, its "pre-capitalist economic 

*7~alliday, p. 202; Amjad, p. 90. 
88~ayat, p. 49. 
89~brahamian (1982), p. 62. 
9 0 ~ .  Ruescherneyer, Evelyne and John Stephens, p. 140. 



formation was effectively brokenU,gl pre-capitalist social relations, 

unfortunately, remained intact. The former landlords who had been 

forced to sell their lands to the state after the "White Revolution" bought 

the state-owned factories and becarne a part of the modem bourgeoisie. 

The despotic nature of the state, and its econornic strength and 

independence-derived from oil revenues--helped it to stay above the civil 

society. Although ihe number of industrial workers increased 

dramatically, the working class and its syrnpathizers remained 

unorganized and weak. As a result, power imbalances among different 

social classes remained the same. Therefore, on the eve of the 1979 

Revolution the clergy, which because of its opposition to the 1963 land 

reform (the White Revolution) had been forced out of the dominant 

power bloc, was able to take advantage of the working class and the middle 

class intelligentsia's weaknesses not only to high-jack the revolution, but 

also to rob the Iranians of the hope of establishing a sustainable democracy 

in their country. 



Chapter II 

The Nature the State 

The term "nature of the state" refers to the underlying 

characteristics which determine or describe the relationship between the 

state, the society and, to some extent, the economy.92 A thorough study of 

the nature of the state is very important for Our purpose of determining 

the causes of failure of democracy in a country such as Iran for an obvious 

reason: the state plays important roles in the political, economic and social 

lives of our societies. As John Keane has noted, "while a more democratic 

order cannot be built through state power, it cannot be  built without state 

power."93 Furthermore, a democratic system has been defined as a system 

in which the interest of the state and state apparatus coincides with that of 

the society. A careful examination of the nature of the state is required to 

determine the degree of correspondence between these two (the interest of 

the state and that of the society). 

Having this in mind , this chapter will attempt to examine the 

nature of the Iranian state and will try to show how the underlying 

characteristics of the state have contributed to the failure of democracy in 

Iran. 

92 For more on this see: Hazem Beblawi and Giacomo Luciani. Ed. The Rentier State. Vol. 
II. London: Croom Hel . ,  1987: 4. 

9 3 ~ o h  Keane. Democraq and Civil Society. London: Verso, 1988: 23. 



The Nature of the Iranian State 

In his typology of traditional political systems, Max Weber 

distinguishes at least three important types of rulership: "feudal, 

patriarchal and patrimonial."g4 Based on Weber's description, the best 

term which can fully describe the nature of the Iranian state since the 

seventeenth century is what he calls "patrimonial" nile.95 

Reinhard Bendix defines a patrimonial rule as one in which the 

state becomes "an extension of the ruler's household in which the relation 

between the ruler and his officiais remains on the basis of paternal 

authority and filial dependence."96 

James Bill and Car1 Leiden in Politics in the Middle East expand and 

relate Bendix's definition to the political leadership of some Middle 

Eastem countries. In tracing the patrimonial elements in the Middle 

Eastem political leadership, Bill and Leiden have corne upon six major 

characteristics: "personalism, proximity, informality, balanced conflict, 

military prowess, and religious rationalization."97 Since the above 

94~einhard Bendix. Max. Garden City, New York: 
Doubleday, 1962: 330. 

9 5 ~ ~  emphasis on the patrimonial nature of the state should not be translated as my 
ignorance of the other important characteristics of the Iranian state, such as 
authoritarianism and its rentier nature. Both of these characteristics either have 
been discussed or wiU be discussed Iater in this work. 

96~endix., p. 330. 
95. BU and C. Leiden. Politics in the Middle East. Boston: Little Brown, 1979:161. 



characteristics clearly reflect and define the nature of the Iranian state, it is 

worthwhile to examine them more closely. 

According to Bill and Leiden, "patrimonial society rests upon 

persona1 relationships- The community or society is essentiaily an 

enlarged household, and the personal ties that dominate in the household 

are the mode1 for the ties in any other patrimonial unit."g$ This is an 

element which can be easily traced in Iranian political history. Iranian 

rulers, as far as history can remember, have ruled by virtue of their 

persona1 relations with their subjects or followers. There was no formal 

decision-making organization or institution for a great part of Iranian 

history. Aqa Mohammad Khan, the founder of the Qajar dynasty (1796- 

1925), ran the country with his tribal army and only two financial officers, 

one in charge of taxation and the other in charge of army accounts.99 The 

kingdom, in every respect, was in fact "an extension of the household of 

the d e r  and subject to his persona1 authority." Reza Shah, for example, 

demanded that: 

al1 government employees consider themselves completely 
subservient to his desires and that they not show any personality of 
their own. . . . Those favored by the Shah did their best to carry out 
his desires while at the same time trying to insure that these efforts 
did not become too well known and thus draw fame upon 
themselves.100 

Furthermore, the delegation of administrative authorities to the 

members of the royal family and to their personal servants was a common 

practice in Iran. The provincial governorships were given mostly to the 

98lbid., p. 161. 
%aid Ami. Arjornand. The Turban For Crown. New York: Oxford University, 1988: 20. 
1-ehran Karnrava. The Political History of Modem Iran. London: Preeger, 1992: 52. 



princes, "and if they were minors, a tutor was put in charge of their 

instruction and govemment transactions." A jomand calls this practice "a 

striking feature of Qajar patrimonialism, or more precisely, of the political 

econorny of royal polygarny."lOl 

Of course, the delegation of authority to family members was not 

lirnited to the royal family only. As a matter of fact, "the prime minister 

also appointed sons, relatives, kinsmen, and stewards to the most 

important offices." According to Arjomand, "[tlhe persona1 nature of 

authority entailed the prevalence of widespread nepotism and created a 

strong hereditary tendency." He writes: 

Some of the more notorious instances of inheritance of office are to 
be found in the latter part of the century when minors occupied 
such important offices as that of the minister of finance and imant 
jom'eh [the leader of the Friday prayers] of Tehran, and Naser al- 
Din's last prime minister, Amin al-Soltan, inherited forty offices 
from his father, the head of the royal kitchen.102 

This so-called persona1 nature of authority was not, again, limited 

to the Qajar dynasty. In fact, it has also been practiced, although to a lesser 

extent, by both Pahlavi Shahs, and by the Islamic Republic. A more recent 

example of such a practice can be seen in the actions of the Iranian 

president, Rafsanjani, whose daughter is the head of the Iranian Women's 

Olympic Cornmittee; his elder son is the head of the Presidential Bureau 

and in charge of arms purchases. Rafsanjani's younger brother, 

Mohammad, was, until recently, the head of the National Broadcasting 

Corporation. He is now one of the presidential advisors. 



Bill and Leiden also state that "[platrimonial leadership attaches 

particular significance to  physical proximity. Regardless of occupational 

designation or  forma1 title, those who live closest to the leader regularly 

hold major political positions."'03 Although this (proximity) might be 

common in any political system, "it assumes special importance in those 

societies where leadership is built on a far-flung network of persona1 

relations".l04 Within the context of Iranian politics, a good example of 

such practice occurred when Naser al-Din Shah (reign 1848-96) appointed 

his favorite entertainer, an eight year old boy, Malijac II to "the 

commissions of brigadier and then general."105 A year later, "he was given 

charge of a cavalry regiment of 500 while his younger brother was given 

the rank of brigadier."l06 

Due to the highly centralized, highly personal, and highly informa1 

system of decision-making practiced in Iran, both in the past and in the 

present, the rnost effective way of influencing the process of decision- 

making has been through getting as close as possible to the leader. Under 

the Qajars the most common avenue was through the5 numerous wives 

or other women of the harem. E'temad al-Saltaneh, a courtier, in his diary 

provides us with some vivid examples of this practice. For instance, a 
certain general, Shehab al-Dawleh, "to reclaim the regiment assigned to a 

cousin of his took sanctuary at the doorstep of Amineh Aqdas, Naser al- 

lo38iII and Leiden, p. 163. 
1O41bid., p. 162. 
105~omand, p. 25. 
lo6bid., p. 25. 



Din Shah's favorite wife."lo7 As a result of Arnineh Aqdas' intervention, 

general Shehab al-Dawleh was able to get his regiment back. 

The patrimonial characteristic of physical proximity has also been 

widely practiced in Iran under the Pahlavis and the Islamic Republic. For 

instance, "[iln Pahlavi Iran, there was tremendous pressure constantly 

exerted by uidividuals from al1 groups and classes to move towards the 

Shah, who was the locus of power."'Os In the same fashion, Abol-Hassan 

Bani-Sadr, the Iranian deposed president, in his autobiography talks about 

how people from different factions would cluster around Khomeini's son, 

Ahmad, in order to influence Khomeini and to expand their own shares 

of power.log This contemporary example suggests the continuity of those 

traditional and patrimonial practices in modern Iran. 

Informality, the third characteristic, refers to the fact that in a 

patrimonial society "persona1 politics tend to be informa1 politics.""* 

Persona1 politics are informal in the sense that: 

the most important leaders are often those who are not bound by 
forma1 contracts or limited by institutional constraints. Even those 
who visibly combine power and authority have consistently 
operated in highly persona1 settings rather than in well-defined and 
forma1 organizations.111 

This is definitely a feature of the Iranian state. Political decision- 

making has always taken place through behind the scenes' negotiations. 

107~ited in Arjomand, p. 25. 
108~i l l  and Leiden, p. 206. 
lQ9~. W. Bani- Sadr. Mv Tum To Speak New York: Brassey's, 1991. 
l l O ~ i ~  and Leiden, p. 165. 
ll1Ibid., p. 165. 
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one, has always been "rubber stamping." During the Reza Shah's reign 

(1926-1941), as his one time premier admits, "the Majles [Parliament] was 

retained to carry out a ceremonial function.""2 The British minister in 

Tehran writes in his report to London that "the Persian Majles cannot be 

taken seriously. The deputies are not free agents, any more than the 

elections to the Majles are free. When Shah wants a measure, it is passed. 

When he is opposed, it is withdrawn. When he is indifferent, a great deal 

of aimless discussion [will] take place.""3 The cabinets also functioned in 

the same manner. Unless they were headed by strong prime ministers, 

such as Mosaddeq and, to some extent, Qavam, the role of the cabinets had 

always been ceremonial and their positions overshadowed by those of the 

Shahs. 

According to Mehran Kamrava, under Mohammad Reza Shah 

Pahlavi, despite the existence of a cabinet and a bicameral legislature, the 

Shah made all ministerial appointments, "with loyalty to the crown being 

the most important qualification." Accordingly, all political and military 

decisions would also be made by the Shah personally, and the Shah would 

not allow any "room for individual initiatives or coordinated efforts by 

any subordinates." As far as military affairs were concerned, not only 

would the Shah personally make "al1 strategic and tactical decisions, he 

[would] also promote or demote any military officer regardless of rank or 

seniority, and he required his persona1 permission for even the landing or 

take-off of al1 military planes.""4 



Balanced Conflict is another distinguishable characteristic of the 

Middle Eastern patrimonial leadership. Bill and Leiden define the concept 

of balanced conflict as ruling "on the foundation of pervasive division 

and personal rivalry.""5 The dictum of "divide and rule" has a profound 

root in Iranian political history. As noted by Abrahamian, "[tlhe Qajar 

dynasty ruled nineteenth-century Iran with neither the instruments of 

coercion nor the science of administration, but with the practice of 

prudent retreats and the art of manipulating al1 the possible variations in 

the complex web of communal rivalries."ll6 

Fath Ali Shah (reign 1797-1834) employed the "divide and rule" 

strategy to contain a major rebellion in 1814. In that year when one of his 

princes made an alliance with one of the local Turkoman tribes and 

revolted against the central government, the Shah, realizing the weakness 

of his army, "dispatched not troops but three proclamations:" 

the first to the prince, pledging pardon if he laid down arms; the 
second to the city's religious leaders, promisïng them rewards and 
reminding them that the same prince had recently imprisoned 
some of hem; and the third to the population of Astarabad [the 
revolting region], especially to Kadkhodas [local leaders], waming 
that the presence of the Turkomans endangered their bazaar and 
claiming that their previous tax contributions had been too 
heavy.1" 

115~ill and Leiden, p. 168. 
116~brahamia.n (1982), p. 41. 
117Ibid., p. 43. 



This proved to be a successful strategy since the Turkomans were soon 

after banned from entering the city, and the prince was arrested by the 

local people to be sent to Tehran, where his eyes were taken out. 

Both of the Pahlavi Shahs, especially Mohammad Reza Shah, in 

keeping their subordinates in check, made the best use of "balanced 

conflict". Mohammad Reza Shah's mastery at playing his subordinates off 

against one another was so effective that for years no one became powerful 

enough to challenge him. James A. Bill in his article, ''The Plasticity of 

Informa1 Politics", provides us with a detailed analysis of the 

cornmonality of these kinds of patterns in Iranian politics-11s According to 

Bill, in Iran under Mohammad Reza Shah: 

the network of balanced rivalry encompassed the royal family, 
courtiers, persona1 adjutants, ministers, rnilitary officers, and al1 
economic and political figures of any important standing-"9 

Khomeini's reign in post revolutionary Iran is also marked by his 

skill at governing by "divide and nile". In fact, the tactic of divide and rule 

was an important factor in his success at eliminating the opposition. In his 

autobiography, the Iranian deposed president, Bani-Sadr, talks about 

Khomeini's strikïng ability in pitting political parties against each other in 

order to expose their weaknesses or to manipulate them in ways that 

would prevent them from challenging his power.120 Abrahamian also 

writes that "Khomeini hirnself constantly shifted the weight of his 

ll8~arns Bili. "The Plasticity of Morrnal Paliticç: The Case of Iran," Middle East lournnl. 
Vol. 27. Spring 1973: 131-151. 

l19Ibid., 141. 



Military Prowess and Religious Rationalizations, according to Bill 

and Leiden, are the other two characteristics of patrimonial states. The f is t  

term refers to the fact that a military force, which is at the persona1 

disposa1 of the leader, is central to patrimonial politics.1" This is applicable 

to Iran, where political authorities have traditionally derived their 

legitimacy from a combination of military conquest and/or religious 

sources. Although the Qajar Shahs, like their predecessors, were still able 

to portray themselves as the "Shadow of God" on earth, and therefore to 

legitimize their rule accordingly, the Pahlavis, with their emphasis on 

"reviving the memory and the splendor of Iran's pre-Islamic past," had to 

rely predominantly on their military might.123 This reliance reached its 

peak under Mohammad Reza Shah, where "the military's share of the 

budget ranged between 25 and 40 percent from the 1950s to the 1970s, and 

the size of the armed forces from 191,000 to 413,000 between 1972 and 

1977."124 As mentioned above, the Shah exercised an absolute and direct 

control over the military. In the Shah's own words, his relation to the 

military could be summarized in this peculiarly patrimonial phrase: "1 am 

the army."l25 

1 2 1 ~ .  Abraharnian. Khomeinisrn: Essays on the Islarnic Republic. Los Angeles: University 
of Berkely, 1993: 133. 

122~ill and Leiden, p. 170. 
1 2 3 ~ m r a v a ,  p. 46. 
l 2 * ~ o h  Foran. Frayile Resistance. Boulder: Westview, 1993: 313. 
l"Bill and Leiden, p. 207. 



The term "religious rationalization" refers to a well-established 

tendency among patrimonial leaders to project and dernonstrate "their 

own linkage with God and his Prophet."l26 There has been no shortage of 

such daims among Iranian leaders. Most leaders, from the newly 

converted Shahs of the Safavid empire (1501-1722) to the illiterate and 

corrupt-minded Shahs of the Qajar dynasty, to the so-called "secular 

modemist" monarches of the Pahlavi regime, and the cruel, reactionary 

mullahs of the Islamic Republic, have claimed to be "the shadow of God 

on earth" and to have "divine guidance". 

A good exarnple of this kind of demagogue is Mohammad Reza 

Shah Pahlavi, a secular, modemist, western-educated king, who claimed 

that "[qrom the time I was six or seven, 1 have felt that perhaps there is a 

supreme being who is guiding me."l27 He repeats the same therne in his 

book, The White Revolution: 

I will frankly confess that 1 was convinced that God had ordained 
me to do certain things for the service of my nation, things that 
perhaps coulii not be done by anyone else. In whatever 1 have done, 
and in whatever 1 do in the future, 1 consider myself merely as an 
agent of the will of God and 1 pray that He may guide me in the 
fulfillment of His will and keep me from error.128 

The preceding discussion demonstrates the patrimonial nature of 

the Iranian state. The characteristics of patrimonial rule have embodied 

many obstacles to social change and economic development in Iran. For 

126lbid., p. 174. 
127cited in G. Lenczowski. Iran Under Pahlavis. Stanford, Calif.: Hoover Press, 1978: 471. 
128lbid.. p. 471. 



one thing, patrimonial rule has obstructed the development of a legal- 

rational order which is so vital for the establishment of democracy."g As 

will be elaborated in the next chapter, the absence of a legal-rational order 

meant a virtual elimination of citizenship and citizen participation in the 

political and social life of Iranian society. This situation combined with the 

constant interference of the patrimonial state in commercial and other 

aspects of economic activities resulted in an underdeveloped capitalism 

and a weak civil society, conditions which could not accommodate the 

emergence of democratic values and institutions. 

129~ccording to Max Weber's typology of political authorities, a legal-rational order is 
one in which the political authority resides with the institution or office, not the 
person who occupies it. Art important characteristic of such a system is its highly 
differentiated policy-implementing and policy-f ormulating roles. As illustrated in 
this chapter, it was not the case in Iran where the political authority was vested 
in the person of King or Imam, and where the person in charge was not legally bound 
to follow any of the so called "rules of the game." 



Chapter III 

Civil Society 

In the previous two chapters, we have talked about the 

underdeveloped character of Iranian capitalism and the patrimonial 

nature of its state. This chapter is devoted to a careful examination of the 

impact of patrimonialism and underdeveloped capitalism on the 

development of a dense civil society in Iran. 

As Farhad Kazemi has put it, in Iran, "patrimonialism has 

emphasized, even glorified, the person of the ruler to the point of 

identifying him with the state."130 Furthermore, the attribution of 

patrimonial titles such as "Zill-Allah (Shadow of God)" and the like to the 

Shahs and other rulers, signified the absolute influence and control of 

"the patriarchal power, as the dominant instrument of state", over society. 

It will be argued that this form of exercising power left little room for the 

growth of a vibrant civil society in Iran. This point will be made through a 

case study of the Iranian women's ongoing struggle, as an indispensable 

part of Iranian civil society, to form their own independent organizations 

and the systematic attempts of the state to repress and CO-opt such 

organizations. The main reason for focusing on the women's struggle in 

this study is because women have traditionally been considered apolitical 

or less political by authontarian governments throughout the world. As a 

130~rhad Kazemi. "Civil Society and Iranian Politics." /. 
Vol. n. Ed. Augustus Richard Norton. Leiden: E. J. Bfl, 1996: 119. 



result, they have in some cases been afforded relatively more political 

space as their activities were not viewed as dangerous enough to warrant 

repression. The severity of the repression of women in Iran thus 

illustrates more profoundly the repressive nature of the Iranian state. But 

first, we must examine the concept of civil society, and its relations to 

democracy and democratization. 

The Concept of Civil Society 

How can one distinguish a democratic system from a non 

democratic one? Aristotle tried to base his distinction on numbers (e.g. the 

rule by one, by few or by rnany). Another way of approaching this question 

is through an assesment of the nature of the state's relationship with the 

society; or in other words, the degree of individuals' protection from the 

arbitrariness of the state and its mlers. As Bryan Turner has put it, the 

more "the individual is exposed to the gaze of the [ . . . ] ruler because there 

are no intervening social inistitutions lying between the ruler and the 

ruled", the less democratic the system is.131 The term civil society, then, 

refers to that network of autonomous, grass-root, non-state-affiliated 

associations and organizations which lie between the ruler (or the state) 

and the ruled (or society). They serve counterbalance the power of the 

mler and/or the state, and to protect society as well as the individual. 

131~rian S. Turner. "Orientalism and the Problem of Civil Society Li Islam.'* Orientalism. 
Zslarn and Islamicists. Eds. Asaf Hussaîn, Robert Olson, and Jamii Quereishi. 
Brattleboro, VT: Amana, 1984: 26. 



democracy should not be difficult to detect. If democracy, at least in its 

forma1 sense, is the art of "peaceful managment of competing groups 

and/or conflicting interests,"l32 civil society provides the space and the 

means for achieving such objectives. After all, civil society, as Augustus 

Richard Norton has noted, "lends durability to participant political 

systems." Furthermore, "the demands that emanate from civil society 

encompass a range of basic protections for the individual that are essential 

to the sumival of open political systems."l33 It is important to note that 

central to the idea of civil society is civility. "Civility", according to 

Richard Norton, "implies tolerance, the willingness of individuals to 

accept disparate political views and social attitudes; to accept the 

profoundly important idea that there is no right answer."l34 It is exactly for 

this reason that "the existence of civil society" has been argued to be 

"central to democracy."l35 

Civil society, as defined here, i. e. some autonomous, grass-root non 

state-affiliated associations, is almost nonexistent in Iran. Excep t for a few 

short periods in their long history, Iranians were not allowed to form 

political parties or any other independent civil associations. As this study 

will attempt to demonstrate, beside some religious organizations which 

enjoyed some degree of autonomy, the rest of the civil organizations- 

from the soccer clubs to the labour unions, to the professional 

- 

13*saad Eddin Ibrahim. "Dernocratization in the Arab WorId." Civil Society in the 
Middle East. Vol. 1. Ed. Augustus Richard Norton. Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996: 29. 

133~ugustus Richard Norton "Introduction." Civil Sooety in the Middle F: . . 
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associations--have either been created by the State or penetrated by its 

agents. 

Living in such an environment for most of their history, the 

progressive and reform-minded elements of the Iranian polity had no 

choice but to organize themselves into secret societies. These secret 

societies, limited by their nature, could not provide their rnembers a 

suitable ground to expand their base of support and develop a sense for 

collective work, which is so decisive for the formation of the civil society. 

The following case study examines the Iranian Women's Movement and 

their struggle to form their own independent organization. This case study 

provides us with a good example of the State's unwillingness to tolerate 

any independent entity within the iranian society. The period selected for 

this study starts from the Constitutional Revolution of 1905, when one 

can h d  the first signs of women's limited involvement in politics, to the 

present time. 

Civil Society, The State and the Women's Movement in Iran: a case shidy 

The state in Iran has shown a history of contempt and intolerance 

for the development of any independent organization, especially for those 

of women. The state's intolerance of independent organizations in 

general, and its uneasy attitude toward women and their organizations in 

particular, have been related to the patrimonial nature of the state and 

mlership in Iran. As we have already discussed, in a patrimonial society 

everything revolves around the patriarch. He is "the main social and 

political reality." Furthermore, he is "the model, the guide, the innovator, 



the planner, and the protector." As a result, everybody is expected to 

"relate submissively and passively to the leader."l36 NaturaIly, in a system 

such as this, there is little room for any independent organization and 

initiative. 

Another consequence of viewing the state as "an extension of the 

ruler's household" is the fact of conceiving the national systern "in terms 

of family metaphor."137 In Iran, this fact has manifested itself in the 

attitude of the state toward women and their organizations. As this study 

will attempt to reveal, from the Constitutional Revolution of 1905 to the 

present time, Iran has been ruled by ai least four kings from two different 

dynasties, and by an Islamic Republic. It is interesting to note that each one 

of these regimes has tried to popularize and impose an officia1 policy and 

perception regarding women and their proper role in society. Such 

attempts mainly stem from the fact that within the context of Iranian 

families women are viewed as the bearer of institutions and values such 

as "the tradition, the family, the race and the lineage."l38 According to this 

logic, to preserve these values-as the Qajar Dynasiy and Islamic Republic 

have wished to do-or to change them-as the Pahlavis attempted to do-- 

one should first "tame" the women. It is in the light of understanding 

such a logic that one can begin to make sense of Iranian women's ongoing 

struggle to form their own independent organizations and the systematic 

attempt of the state to suppress them. 

l36~. Bill  and C. Leiden, p-153-159. 
137~. Tohidi. "Modernity, Islamization, and Women in Iran". Gender and National 

Identity. Ed. V. Moghadam. London: Zed Book, 1994: 126. 
13*lbid., p. 130. 



Women's Status in Ancient Iran 

The beginning of Iranian recorded history goes back to the sixth 

century B. C., when the Achaemenid Dynasty established the first state in 

Iran. Although there is little verifiable information about the status of 

women in that period, there is a strong tendency among some Iranians-- 

mostly Persian chauvinists--to give a rosy picture of women's conditions 

in Ancient Iran. This tendency mostly arises from their dissatisfaction 

with the spread of Islam in Iran, which started after the Arabs' invasion 

and occupation of Iran in seventh century A. D. On the other hand, there 

are other groups, mostly with an Islamic tendency, who argue that 

women's condition in Iran was so bad prior to Islam that Islam should be 

viewed as "a great liberating force for Iranian women."l39 The fact of the 

matter is that, as Sanasarian points out, "historical events in Iran did not 

enhance the position of women in society."l40 Like the Arabs, the Romans, 

Greeks, Turks, and Mongols also invaded Iran, and each one of them "left 

a trace in the social rnakeup of the population."l41 Shahrzad Siassi is 

definitely right when she claims that "the Persian society has reflected a 

139~. Katouian, p.127. 
1 4 0 ~ .  Sanasarian. The Wornenes R i ~ h t s  Movcment in Iran: from 1900 to Khomeini. New 

York Praeger, 1981: 11. 
l4=1bid., p. 11. 



combination of its original pre-Islamic, Islarnic, and some of the Mongol 

features, as well as the consequences of the tensions among the three."'(' 

At any rate, whether women's subordination was an indigenous 

tradition or was something imported to Iran by the invading tribes, it is 

certain that "in almost every aspect of their lives, Iranian women were 

degaded and made to occupy an inferior position in society."l43 In terms 

of education, opportunities for women were either non-existent or 

extremely limited. Socially, "men and women were segregated." As far as 

law was concemed, "women were in an even worse situation. Child and 

forced marriages were a normal practice, a husband could repudiate his 

wife whenever he wished, and could rnarry more than one woman.""4 In 

the light of such a background, Iranian women got involved in the 

Constitutional Revolution hoping to change the miserable state of their 

Iives. 

Women and the Constitutional Revolution 

As we have discussed in Chapter II, the Constitutional Revolution 

of 1905 was in fact a populist movement which sought to limit the power 

of the existing absolutist monarch within the boundaries of a written 

constitution. The desire for a constitution and a form of parliamentary 

govemment was largely the result of the desire to have a system strong 

142~hahnad F. Siassi %If-and Role Perception Amon? Youno Employed Iranian Wornm 
of 1,ower-CIass O-. (Ph. D. Diss): University of Pittsburgh, 1976: 18. 
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to the whims of whichever shah held the seat of power.14s One should 

note that prior to the Constitutional Revolution of 1905, the Shahs of the 

Qajar Dynasty (1785-1925) had made numerous econornic and political 

concessions to Western countries, particularly to Russia and Britain.14" 

Therefore, the participants in the revolution wanted a system which 

would allow the shah to reign as a symbolic head of state rather than to 

govern. 

The major participants in the constitutional movement were the 

newly emerging middle class intelligentsia, the merchants of the bazaar 

and the clergy. The clergy's involvement in the movement was a kind of 

mixed blessing. On the one hand, their conservative and reactionary 

stance on the most important issues concerning the Iranian people limited 

the scope and the depth of the revolution; and on the other hand, their 

presence encourzged the masses to raise their voices against the monarchy 

and to participate in the revolution.147 

Taking advantage of this situation, a great number of Iranian urban 

women ignored the existing social and moral taboos and for the first time 

in their lives left "their secluded domestic surroundings and [took] to the 

145~.  Reza Behnam, p.19. 
l%ome of the most important concessions granted to these countries are as follows: 1864- 

telegraph concession, British; 1874-right to build a railroad from frontier to the 
north-western city of Tabriz, Russian; 1876-fishery monopoly on southem coast of 
the Caspian Sea, Russian; 1881-Azarbaijan highway concession, Russian; 1889- 
Imperia1 Bank of Persia, British; ... and the 1901 oil concession, British. For more on 
this, see Abrahamian (1982), and Behnam, p. 162. 
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streets."lq8 John Foran in his book, Fragile Resistance, talks about women's 

engagement "in a rernarkable array of activities, nearly al1 in favour of the 

constitutional movement."l49 A number of such activities have been 

recorded by different sources. For example, Morgan Shuster, an American 

working for the Iranian Treasury Board, has written about a group of 

Iranian women who marched to the parliament demanding to be 

admitted by the president of the parliament. He writes: 

In his reception-hall they [the women] confronted him, and lest he 
and his colleagues should doubt their meaning, these cloistered 
Persian mothers, wives and daughters exhibited threateningly their 
revolvers, tore aside their veils, and confessed their decision to kill 
their own husbands and sons, and leave behind their own dead 
bodies, if the deputies wavered in their duty to uphold the liberty 
and dignity of the Persian people and nation.150 

There is also evidence that a group of women were engaged in 

forms of combative and violent activities. In one instance, the bodies of 

twenty women dressed as men were found after a battle fought in 

Azarbaijan province between pro and anti-conistitutionalist groups.ls~ 

Despite women's relatively active involvement in the constitutional 

movement, and their attempt to organize themselves in their own 

independent secret societies, there is no evidence to suggest the presence 

of any specific feminist and gender-related demands among women 

activists. As a result, one is justified to argue that the women's movement 

was, in fact, a nationalist "'mini-movement', CO-opted into a general 

movernent aiming at Iranian independence and the operationalization of 

148sanas,a, p. 20. 
149~. Foran, p.180-81. 
IS0cited in Sanasarian., p. 20. 
151~oran., p. 180. 
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extent of women's involvement in the movement, argues that 

the role of women clearly reveals not only a new nationalist feeling 
that suddenly overwhelmed them and spurred them to action, but 
also a nascent though strong desire for officia1 recognition.15" 

The revolution did not grant Iranian women their "desired officia1 

recognition". Nor did it bring any reaI improvement to their living 

conditions. However, i t  provided them a good opportunity to prepare 

themselves for future challenges. 

Reza Shah (1924-1941) and the Women's Movement: coercion 

The years after the Constitutional Revolution could be rightfully 

characterized as years of constant political turmoil and instability. In fact, 

the Constitutional Revolution itself was fraught with problems due to the 

lack of a coherent social philosophy or ideological fondation. Aside from 

its immediate objectives of curbing the abuse of power and preventing 

foreign encroachment, it lacked the vision needed to gain the long-terrn 

support of large sectors of the population. The influence of the clerics, 

merchants and intellectuals was not widespread enough to have an 

emotional appeal to the vast majority of the population, who were 

unaccustomed to political discourse. As far as women were concemed, 

152~anasaria.n.. p. 21. 
1 5 3 ~ .  Bayat-Philipp. "Women and Revolution in Iran, 1905-1911." Women in the Muslim 

World. Ed. Lois Beck and Nikki Keddie. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University 
Press, 1978: 306. 
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encountered a hostile environment in which "the articulation of any 

rights for women was not welcomed."l5~ The movement was also 

thwarted at  every turn by continued foreign interference and was 

eventually forced to make certain concessions such as the Anglo-Russian 

Treaiy of 1907 which divided Iran into spheres of influence, and finally the 

Majles (parliament) was dissolved in 1908 after a coup supported by 

intemal and extemal forces hostile to democracy.155' 

In the year 1919, the British govemment persuaded the Iranian 

government to sign a controversial agreement, according to which 

"Britain promised to loan Iran £2,000,000 and to assist in the construction 

of raïlroads, revision of tariffs and collection of war compensation frorn 

third parties. In retum, Iran promised Britain a monopoly over the supply 

of arms, military training, and administrative advisers."l56 This 

agreement epitornized the sad state of Iranian affairs, as the agreement, 

which was iùtimately rejected by the now reconvened Majles, would have 

transformed Iran into a virtual protectorate within the British Empire. 

The very fact that the proposa1 had been considered was seen as deplorable 

by nationalists who increasingly feared the loss of Iranian sovereignty. In 

spite of this strong nationalist current, years of despotism had made the 

formation of a potent political opposition movement a difficult 

undertaking, which no one seemed ready to attempt on a broad national 

scale.15 However, as a result of the twenty-month debate over the treaty, 

1%anasarian, p. î2. 
155~ehnam, p. 2526.  
*çee footnote number 107. 



the Iranian people became increasingly politicized. As various 

rnovements on the left and right sprang to life and threatened political 

chaos, many began looking for a stabilizing altemati~e.~5S 

The country was in this frame of mind, craving strong leadership 

that would rid Iran of its foreign domination, when Reza Khan staged a 

coup in 1921. By 1926 he had crowned himself as king and assumed total, 

centralized 

The 

control under the new Pahlavi dynasty.'59 

political turmoil that followed the Constitutional Revolution 

resulted in the decentralization and weakening of the central 

govemrnent's power. This situation coincided with other political and 

social developments on the international scene, such as the outbreak of 

the World War 1, the triumph of the Bolshevik Revolution, and women's 

enfranchisement in the United States, England and other European 

countries. These developments opened a window for progressive-minded 

Iranian women to form their own organizations and to express their 

grievances in their own joumals.160 

From the year 1910, when the first women's periodical was 

published, to the year 1927, when Reza Shah consolidated his power, there 

were more than a handful of exclusively women's journals being 

published in Iran. Among them were: Danesh (Knowled e), Shekoofeh 

(Blossom), Zaban Zanan (Women's Voice), Narneh-ve Banavan 

158Misagh Parsa. Soria1 O n p ç  of . . the Iranian Revolution. London: Rutgers University 
Press, 1989: 33. 

159~. Mottahedeh. T s h  . New York 
Pantheon Books, 1985: 58. 
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(Women's Letters), Alam Nesvan (w omen s universe), J ~ ~ L ~ I I  L Ç L I L Q I L  

(Women's World), and Zanan Vatankhah (Patriotic Wornen\.'bl Through 

these magazines and journals, women activists tried to reach out to other 

women and to the rest of the population in order to encourage them to 

question some of the established discriminatory practices and anti-women 

social norms. They also raised their awareness about the inferior status of 

women in Iran and the harshness of their living conditions. They 

particularly focused on the importance of literacy and the necessity of 

education for women. As Sanasarian writes, "[tlhese women and their 

male counterparts strongly believed that literacy and education was a 

major path to women's freedom." According to them, "[elducation would 

redeem a woman from superstitious beliefs and would give her the power 

to reject social dictates of inferiority."l62 

During the same time period, there were also a few women's 

societies and organizations active on Iran's political scene. Of these 

organizations, the Women's Freedom Society, National Ladies Society, 

Messenger of the Prosperity of Women, and Patriotic Women's League of 

Iran were the rnost important and active. Although these different 

societies represented different approaches to the "woman question", "they 

al1 recognized the inferior position of women" in the Iranian society and 

tned to address and change it.163 Like the activists in the women's 

journals, they also focused on the expansion of literacy and awareness 

among women. For example, "the Messenger of the Prosperity of Women 

published a magazine [with] the same name, founded a library for women, 



and formed classes for women." The Patriotic Women of Iran also, 

through its own publications, tried to argue for the expansion of the 

women's rights, warned against the dangers of early marriages of youny 

girls, and emphasized the need for women's education and social 

From the day after his coup in 1921, Reza Shah began to consoIidate 

his power through a process of pseudo-modernizationm and sheer 

coercion. First he tried to build a new army and a more effective 

government bureaucracy, and then, to ensure his absolute power, he 

started cracking down on any independent entity in the country. 

Independent newspapers were closed; independent deputies were stripped 

of their parliamentary immunities, and, even more importantly, major 

political parties were destroyed.166 Reza Shah did not hesitate to employ 

fascist tactics in achieving his goals. As Abrahamian points out: 

the Progressive party was outlawed on the suspicion that it 
harbored dangerous 'republican sentiments'. Similarly, the Socialist 
party was dissolved when Sulayman Iskmdan [its leader] was forced 
into retirement and the party's clubs were burned down by 
organized mobs. In Enzeli [a city in northem Iran], the police 
encouraged a religious mob to attack the Socialist Theater on the 
grounds that in a performance of Moliere's Tartuffe a woman actor 
had appeared on the stage. And in Tehran, the police watched as a 
fanatical crowd stoned the Patrîotic Women's Society and burned 
the journals of the same society.167 

1641bid.. p. 36. 
165~~eudo-~odemism refers to the adaptation of a superficial version of the European 

modernism by the Third World intellectuals and political leaders. For more see 
e Political Ecomrnv of Modem Iran by Homa Katouzian, p. 101-103. 
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previously expressed a strong sense of contempt for Islam and the Islamic 

clergy, exploited an Islamic sentiment in order to eliminate his opponentç, 

includuig women's independent organizations. One should also note that 

an attack on each one of these progressive and socialist groups was also an 

attack on the women's movement. These groups, despite their 

shortcomings and indecisiveness, were the only ones who would give a 

voice to women, and at least in principle, would recognized women's 

rights. 

The unfortunate fate of the Patriotic Women's Society was the fate 

of many other women organizations and journals. For instance, the 

magazine, Alam Nesvan, which discussed diverse issues such as health 

and medical reports, literary works, news about international feminist 

movements, and occasionally criticized in its editorial the role of the 

clergy in Iran, was banned from publication in 1936. This was also the year 

when the veil was outlawed in Iran as part of Reza Shah's 

"modemization" plan. As Sanasarian points out, "[ilt could very well be 

that its outspokenness . . . resulted in its closure." Another example is the 

case of Jahan Zanan, a women's magazine published in Mashhad, which 

despite its moderate tone, was condemned by the government authorities 

as being anti-Islam and anti-establishment. The house of its editor, Afaq 

Parsa, was looted, forcing her to go to exile.168 

Other women's organizations, such as Messenger of the Prosperity 

of Women and the Association of Revolutionary Women were also 



dissolved by the government. The founders of the Messenger of the 

Prosperity of Women were accused of being leftist and then jailed. The 

founder of the Association of Revolutionary Women, Zandokht Shirazi, 

could not withstand the crude and unjustifiable persecution which had 

been directed toward her. It appears that these pressures "have caused her 

long lasiing despair". Consequently, she died at the age of 43 as a result of 

"an extrerne mental depression."l69 

As years went by, Reza Shah's intolerance of independent 

organizations increased. In June 1931, he introduced a law which declared 

communist and anti-monarchical activities illegal in Iran. By the year 

1932, Reza Shah's grand project of destroying civil society through the 

dismantling of the political parties, trade unions, women's organizations 

and independent journals and magazines had been completed. Once 

again, Iran had slipped inio another penod of "monarchical absolutism." 

Frorn 1932 onward, Reza Shah showed some interests in changing 

the condition of women. However, he was not willing "to allow 

independent activities supporting the women's cause to expand." 

According to him, "[g]overnment action was the only legitimate way to 

achieve changes."l70 In 1935, almost three years after the dismantling of 

the last independent women's organization, Patriotic Women's Society, 

Reza Shah supervised the formation of a women's organization called 

Kanoon Banovan (Ladies Center). Ashraf and Shams Pahlavi, Reza Shah's 

daughters, played important roles in the formation and management of 



this organization. The declared goals of the organization were "to irnprove 

the thinking and moraiity of women, . . . and to establish charity and social 

work centers for helping poor mothers and parentless childrenW.l71 

However, its formation was, in fact, an act of CO-optation of the women's 

movement. It was an attempt by the authorities to bring the women's 

movement under government control and, at the same time, mobilize 

women to form a base of political support that would ralIy behind Reza 

Shah and his upcoming reforms. 

Among these reforms was the law outlawing the veil which was 

officially signed by Reza Shah, on January 7, 1936. According to this law, 

which was regarded by some as the symbol of "women's liberation", 

Iranian women were forbidden to Wear veils or any kind of head scarf-- 

except, of course, for European hats. As was very common in Iran under 

Reza Shah, this law was strialy enforced. "Those who dared defy this piece 

of violent lawlessness would not be arrested, tried, imprisoned and/or 

fined upon conviction". Rather, as Katouzian points out, "they would be 

victims of physical assault by policemen (for there were no policewomen), 

who would simply pull the Chadur, or the scarf, off their heads in public, 

and, with a torrent of loud abuse, tear it into shreds."l72 

The issue of forced unveiling has been approached in many 

different ways. There are those who see it as a major positive step toward 

Iranian "women's liberation". And there are those who view it as merely 

another example of a naked repressive policy of a pseudo-modernist 

17lpal-i Shaykh 01-Islami. Zanan rumamahnegar va andishmand Iran [The wornen 
reporters and thinkers of han J. Tehran: Muzgraphic, 1972: 89. 
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become Westernized and developed."173 Wha  tever the Shah's 

motivation, the ability of the state to impose such a measure on the polity, 

without encountering any organized resistance, points to the success of the 

regime's attempt to prevent the development of civil society. As will be 

elaborated further, by weakening and breaking down civil society-either 

through total destruction or CO-optation--the state was able to implement 

its repressive policies more easily. This was sornething that bot17 

Moharnmad Reza Shah Pahlavi and Khorneini would fully exploit. 

Mohammad Reza Shah (1941-1979) and the Women's Movement: co- 

optation and coercion 

As noted in chapter II, in 1941 Reza Shah's reluctance to cooperate 

with the Allied countries led to the occupation of Iran by the British and 

Russian troops, and to his own abdication in favour of his young and 

inexperienced son, Mohammad Reza. The absence of a ruling despot 

meant that, until 1953 when Mosaddeq (the democratically elected Iranian 

Prime Minister from 1951 to 1953)174 was ousted by a coup, there was much 

more opportunity for political dissent. After years of oppression, political 

groups proliferated in an attempt to confront the profound social, 

173~anasarian, p. 66. 
174~he term democratically elected refen to the fact that Mosaddeq resurned his political 

activîties in 1943, when he was elected to represent Tehran in the Fourteenth 
MajIes. One should note that pnor to 1943, elections were not free and most of the 
deputies would be hand-picked by Reza Shah. Reza Shah's abdication in 1941 
paved the way for a free and open'election in 1943 which aiiowed independent 
politicians such as Mosaddeq to resume their poiitical activities. 



economic and political problems in Iran. Although the country remained 

occupied by British and Russian forces, under the nominal leadership of 

Mohammad Reza Shah, there was a great deal of political freedom 

avaiiable to the population, and the renewed strength of the Majles 

prevented the Shah from gaining total control.175 

The above developments provided a good opportunity for the 

women's movement to rejuvenate. During this period a few women's 

organizations, such as the Organization of Iranian Women (Tashkilat 

zanan Iran), Women's Party (Hezb Zanan), and Women's League (Jamiiat 

Zanan), were formed. As Eliz Sanasarian has noted, "[tlhe major 

characteristic of women's groups during this period was their close and 

inalienable association with various political parties-to the extent that 

women's right's issues were secondary and subordinate to the (ail male) 

political parties."176 For example, the Organization of Iranian Women was, 

in fact, the women's branch of the pro-Soviet Tudeh (Masses) party. 

Although they continued to advocate the expansion of women's rights, 

they "gave a higher priority to their male colleagues' general causes than 

to their own specific cause of women's rights."177 According to Nayereh 

Tohidi, the women members of these organizations were expected by their 

male colleagues to postpone their demands and issues to the days after the 

revolution.178 AS a result, no positive changes occurred in the condition of 

women during this period: "The veil became more prevalent . . . 

Polygamy, child marriages, and unequal divorce laws continued as before. 



Meanwhile, women's groups followed the same line as the ail-male 

parties with which they were affiliated."l79 

After the coup of 1953, which ended Mosaddeq's two-year old 

premiership, al1 of the political parties, trade unions and other 

associations were dismantled, and once again the media went under 

severe censorship. The Shah slowly but steadily resumed the repressive, 

centralizing patterns of his father. This general repression affected the 

women's movement and women's organizations as well. From the coup 

of 1953 that brought him into power again, to the revolution of 1979 

which put an end to his regime, Mohammad Reza Shah did not allow any 

activity independent from government supervision to take root in Iran. 

As Haideh Moghissi points out, "[tlhe Shah followed in his father's 

fooisteps in manipulating women's ca~se."~80 One should note that whiie 

Reza Shah, in order to bring women's organizations under the 

governmental control, relied mainly on coercion, his son encouraged 

organizational CO-optation by offering them some political and social 

incentives. For example, in 1963, when in the eyes of the regime, "an 

acceptable degree of CO-optation was achieved, [and perhaps to encourage 

further CO-optation] the issue of women's enfranchisement gained 

momentum."l81 

Not surprisingly, women's enfranchisement was followed by the 

creation of a government-sponsored national women's organization 

179s,,aim, p. 75. 
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called Sazeman Zanan Iran or Women's Organization of Iran (WOI). The 

presidency of the organization was given to Ashraf Pahlavi, the twin sister 

of the Shah. The vice-presidency was granted to Farideh Deeba, the 

mother of the Queen.182 As Haideh Moghissi points out: 

[This organization] was almost entirely made up of upper-class, 
educated and privileged women with no contact with other social 
and political movements. The charity mentality and the passive 
arceptance of male superiority and traditional sex roles 
characterized the activities of the WOI. They neither posed a serious 
challenge to male domination and gender inequality, nor did they 
question other forms of domination and inequaliiy.183 

The quadrupling oil revenue of the early 1970s provided the 

financial ground for the regime to undertake some massive 

industrialization and modernization projects. As a result of these 

undertakings, new forces were freed in the Iranian society, which could 

not be absorbed by the system due to its political and institutional 

underdevelopment. According to Moghissi: 

While the Shah attempted to diffuse many 'modern' capitalist 
values and a western mode of life into the Iranian society, he could 
not tolerate the extension and exercise of political rights associated 
with western capitalist societies in the post World War II era: 
respect for individual rights, . . . parliamentary democracy . . . 
freedom of the press and association.184 

As people demanded more room for political participation, the 

Shah responded with more coercion. In 1975, the Shah dissolved the two 

existing officia1 political parties and announced the creation of a new party 

called Rastakhiz or Resurgence Party. Since the Shah made joining the 



party mandatory for every adult, the supposedly apolitical Women's 

Organization of Iran was forced to change its constitution so that it could 

become active in the politics of the new one-party system. Although the 

regime was in total control of the WOI's structure and its financial 

resources, it is interesting to note that WOI was closely watched by the 

secret police. As Sanasarian points out, like any other agency in Iran, WOI 

also had "secret police uiformants within the organization. The Savak (the 

Iranian secret police) often wamed ihem to tone down their pro-feminist 

stance and not to arouse conservative elements against the regime."'" 

Khomeini (1979-1981) and the Women's Movement: Brutality and 

Coercion 

The economic boom of the early 1970s did not last long for Iran. In 

fact, by the mid 1970s, the regime was facing an unprecedented crisis which 

had been caused mainly by a combination of socio-economic factors 

including a "mismanaged economy, failure of agriculture, inflation, 

decline of oil revenues, and political repression."ls6 When the Shah's 

repressive policies proved to be futile, he started to retreat. In 1977, the 

Shah launched his liberalization policies which reached their peak in 1979, 

the year he departed from Iran. In the words of Eliz Sanasarian "[a] sudden 

liberalization, in a country whose people had a thirst for the freedom of 

expression for 25 years, could easily backfire on the authorities."le7 As part 

of the backfire, the press started wnting whatever they wished, and people 

18%anasarian, p. 87. 
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began to form political associations and to express themselves freely in 

public. In the minds and eyes of the majority, including a great number of 

women who had wholeheartedly participated in the revolution, the light 

of freedom had reached them at last. This, however, proved to be an early 

and unjustifiable optimism, since Khomeini and his collaborators under 

the Islamic state would very soon end up following their predecessors' 

footsteps as they began to consolidate their power. 

Mansoor Moaddel refers to three different stages which led to the 

consolidation of power under the ularna and Khomeini. The first, he calls 

the "revolutionary-democratic stage" in which the dama attempted a 

process of state building with the "consent" of the polity. A referendum 

was held in March 1979 to endorse the formation of the Islamic Republic, 

and later, in December, another was held to approve the new Islamic 

constitution which gave the dama "unprecedented power." At this point, 

the other contenders for power, namely the Mojahedin, as well as other 

liberal, religious and leftist parties, experienced relative freedom to build 

their political platforms. As well, the people themselves felt somewhat 

involved in the political decisions affecting their lives, especially in 

schools and universities which became active centers for discourse. Yet 

while this democratic atmosphere was being maintained, the followers of 

Khomeini were already beginning to use covert means of undermining 

the 0pposition.18~ 

l g 8 ~ .  Moaddel. Class. Politics and Ideolog in the Iranian Revolution. New York: 
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in Tehran was seized and some American hostages were taken. This 

provided some excellent opportunities for Khomeini to eliminate his 

opposition in the name of "anti-imperialism." For example, it gave him a 

means of discrediting and eventually eliminating the provisional 

govemment he had appointed under the liberal leadership of Bazargan. 

By "selectively" uncovering documents in the US embassy connecting the 

Americans with the Liberals (whom Bazargan represented), 

"cooperation" with imperialism served as a convenient 

"justifiably" deposing hirn.189 

Bazargaris 

means of 

The second stage cited is that in which open political conflicts began 

to emerge among those contending for power. Moaddel marks the first 

presidential election in January 1980 as the beginning of this period. To the 

surprise and concem of Khomeini and the Islamic Republic Party (IRP), 

the liberal. Ab01 Hassan Bani-Sadr won a landslide election. The IRP fear of 

losing their grip on power led them to steadily erode the constitutional 

system, which eventually led Bani-Sadr to unite with the Mojahedin 

where he condernned the anti-dernocratic methods of Khomeini and his 

supporters. 

This stage also marked the beginning of the IRP's "cultural 

revolution" which set out to institutionalize Islamic values and play the 

parties with leftist and rightist ideologies againçt each other, thus finding 

a way to blame the social upheavals on the influence 

The pervasiveness of these ideas in the universities 

of "alien ideologies." 

provided the ulama 
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curricula would be completely rewritten. This stage also saw the rise of 

overt political repression as a means of eliminating the opposition. The 

invasion of Iran by  Iraq in September 1980 further accelerated the 

centralization of power in the name of "national security."l90 

Finally, the third stage of consolidation is seen as the full-blown 

reign of terror itself whidi began after the June 20 uprising in 1981 and the 

fa11 of Bani-Sadr. On June 20, 1981, while the deputies were discussing 

President Bani-Sadr's impeachment in the Majles, the People Mojahedin 

Organization, in supporting Bani-Sadr, organized a massive 

demonstration in Tehran in which more than 500,000 people participated. 

The demonstrators' attempt to rally toward the Majles led to some bloody 

clashes between them and the revolutionary guards, which resulted in 

numerous deaths, injuries and arrests. Most of those who were arrested in 

the streets were executed the night or the day after the demonstration 

without any trial. 

During this phase, the dama abandoned aspects of the Constitution 

designed to keep their power in check and ruled arbitrarily. After the 

Mojahedin had been ousted from the political arena, it was alleged 

(though never proven) that they were responsible for the bombing of the 

Islamic Republic Party (IRP) headquarters which killed more than seventy 

IRP members and government officials. This incident provided Khomeini 



with the "excuse" he needed to launch a campaign of unprecedented 

political terror.lgl 

It is interesting and revealing to note that while the process of 

suppression and elimination of the mainstream political parties gained 

momentum two to three years after the revolution, women and their 

organizations came under severe attacks just a few weeks after the 

establishment of the new regime. It started from Khomeini's attempt to 

repeal the pro-women Family Protection Act (FPA), which came into 

existence in 1975 as part of the Shah's modernization reforms. This Act 

which mainly dealt with marriage, divorce and other family relations, was 

an important step in restricting polygamy in Iran. According to an Islamic 

law, practiced in Iran, "men were allowed to have four wives and any 

number of seegheh wives (temporary marriages)." The FPA prohibited 

men from acquiring a second wife without the consent of their first wife. It 

also limited men's unilateral right to divorce and child custody, and 

increased the minimum age of mamage for both girls and boys from 15 

and 18 to 18 and 20 respectively.192 Although it is not clear how seriously 

these laws were enforced by the Pahlavi regime, they were, however, a 

step forward in the articulation of women's rights. Khomeini's deed to 

reinstate unrestricted temporary marriage was viewed by Iranian wornen 

not only as legitimization and promotion of "a form of prostitution""3 

but also as a gross violation of their basic rights. 
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on March 7, 1979, just one day before cornmernoration of the International 

Women's Day, that women from that date on had to observe the Islamic 

hejab.194 These measures outraged many women and resulted in five-days 

of spontaneous militant demonstrations during which the demonstrators 

were frequently "attacked by the fanatic groups of men, beaten, knocked 

down, and stabbed as shots were fired over their heads.""Vn December 

1979, various pro-women's rights groups gathered, this time under the 

umbrella of Conference of the Unity of Women, to form yet another 

unified front to voice women's concerns. The political atmosphere, 

however, was too polluted and women themselves too fragmented to be 

able to reach any consensus. As in the 1940s, most of these women's 

organizations were connected with different leftist political groups. 

Women found it difficult, once again, to organize themselves under one 

banner of women's rights as "[tlhe ideology of their major political group 

and its male members took precedence over their own sympathies for the 

rights of women." In the words of Eliz Sanasarian, "[iln practice, the 

concept of women's liberation was held captive to the general policies of 

the father organization."l96 

The inability of women's groups and their leftist sympathizers to 

organize themselves in a unified front was, in fact, an open invitation for 

Khomeini and his Islamic regime to press harder in their quest to deprive 

Iranian women of most of their "hard-eamed civil rights." So rnuch so 

194~ejab (or hijab) is a general te- for the Islamic dress code, which differs £rom one 
society to another. 
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that by 1981, "[wlith the sole exception of the right to vote, Iranian women 

[were] in al1 other respects formally recognized as  second class citizens ~ 7 h o  

[had] no place in the public arena and no security in the domestic 

sphere."197 

The failure of democracy in Iran has been partly attributed to the 

weakness of its civil society. In this chapter, it was argued that the 

authoritarian and patrimonial nature of Iranian state has been the 

underlying obstacle behind the growth of a vibrant civil society in Iran. To 

demonstrate this point, the systematic attempts of the state, from the 

Constitutional Revolution of 1905 to the consolidation of power of the 

Islamic Republic's in 1981, to suppress and/or CO-opt the independent 

women's organizations was examined. Although the state has been 

successful in its attempt to control and suppress the civil society, one 

should be cautioned against taking this success for granted. As in the past, 

the state's attempt is being challenged in nurnerous ways. These 

challenges, according to Kazemi, "at least give some hope that perhaps 

another form of state-civil society relations may eventually emerge in the 

not-too-distant f~ture."'~8 The following chapter deals with the concept of 

political culture, where one can easily identify a sociological linkage 

between the nature of the Iraninan political culture and its weak civil 

society . 

l g 7 ~ .  Afshar. "Women, State and Ideology in Iran." Third World Ouarterlv 7 (2) April 
1985: 277. 

9 8 ~ .  Kazemi, p. 15 1, 152. 



Chapter IV 

Political Culture 

This chapter examines the political culture of Iran in order to 

identify those "cultural variables" that have affected political attitudes and 

behaviour of its people as well as  the structure, operation and 

development of its political system. 

The concept of political culture is the expansion of the term 

"culture" into the political realm. Edward B. Tylor defines culture as 

"[tlhat complex whole whïch includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, 

custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a 

member of society."lgg The term culture has also been used by  

anthropologists to explicate the unique way of life of a social group and 

their total human-made environment. Culture and cultural values are 

believed to be shared and trammitted fr om one generation to the next. 

It is mostly through the uniqueness of one's culture that societies 

and/or groups are distinguished from one another. Ruth Benedict, one of 

the pioneer anthropologists to study the relationship between culture and 

1g9~. Cronk Glossary of Sociological Tems and Concepts. Richmond, B. C.: Open Learning 
Agency, 199'1: 4. 



society chooses a limited segment of traits to be cultural ideals." According 

to her: 

through the efforts of child rearers, new members gradually 
intemalize those ideals; in this way, each person develops an 
individual version of the personality type valued by the culture. 
The result is general similarity in ways of thinking and behaving-in 
other words, a group personality ~attern.~OO 

Although the cultural study of politics can be traced in the works of 

many leading political philosophers of the past, Gabriel Almond was one 

of the first political scientists to employ the argument and the 

methodology of cultural anthropologists, such as Ruth Benedict, to 

explain "why the political system of a nation operates the way it does." 

Almond has concluded that the "beliefs", "feelings", and "values" of a 

particular nation or group of people "significantly influence their political 

behaviour" and that these elements "are the products of socialization."2*~ 

The attitudes and orientations that the individual members of a society 

develop toward politics has been termed by Almond political culture.202 

Like Ruth Benedict's idea of "group personality patterns", which 

has been sharply criticized for being "unjustified stereotyping," Almond's 

notion of political culture has also been the subject of many criticisms. For 

example, Almond and Verba's attempt to construct an ideal democratic 

culture,The Civic Culture, or the culture of consensus, diversity and 

pluralism, has been accused of having Western bias and being 

200~araphrased in G. Parkinson and R. DNlane. Introduction to Sociolov~r 1. Unit 3. 
Richmond, B.C.: Open Leaming Agency, 1986: 4. 

201~ited in Behnam, p. 6. 
2 m ~ .  Aùnond and S. Verba. The Civic Culture. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 

University, 196219. 
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plurality of political cultures in a given society"--or in other words, 

Almond and Verba have been accused of failing to distinguish between 

the political culture of the power holders, or elites, and that of the 

rnasses.20~ 

To a11 of this, one should add the concems raised by the Marxist 

thinkers who have questioned the usefulness of such a methodology 

altogether. To the Marxist thinkers, political culture was a "dependent 

variable" which could not by itself provide a complete explanation of the 

nature of political regimes. They, instead, have argued that, as Lisa 

Anderson does, the nature of a political regime "can best be understood as 

reflections of the political economy of the countr[yJ in question, 

particularly the character of [its] integration into the world economy."2*" 

Despite these criticisms, and its conceptual shortcomings, the 

political culture approach is still a useful tool in comparative politics.206 

As Brian Girvin has noted, the political culture approach helps us "to 

identify those factors in a political system whidi have a formative political 

influence on the individual, the group and the society; it further seeks to 

evaluate the importance of certain values and noms over the long and 

203~. Hudson. "The Political Culture Approch to Arab Democratization.'' Political 
Liberalization & Democracy in the Arab World. Vol 1. Eds. R. Bryen, B. Korany 
and P. Noble. Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1995: 61-62. 

2 0 4 ~ .  Behnam, p. 8. 
2 0 5 ~ .  Anderson. "Democracy in the Arab World: A Critique of the Political Culture 

Approach." Political Liberalization & Democracv in the Arab World. Vol. 1. Eds. 
R. Bryen, B. Korany and P. Noble. Boulder: Lynne Rienner, 1995: 78. 

206~ehnam, p. 7. 



short terms."207 In the words of Michael Hudson, "[wlithout factoring i n  

the complexities of culture, values, beliefs, ideology, and legitimacy, we 

risk being left with arid economic reductionism."208 

It is in this light that this chapter employs the concept of political 

culture as a means for understanding the trends in Iranian history which 

have led the society from one despotic period of rule to the next, and 

above all, to explain why these transitions to dictatorship appear as an 

almost expected, unquestioned outcome in Iranian national affairs.209 It is, 

however, the author's conviction that the Iranian political culture is far 

from being homogeneous. In fact, as Mehrdad Mashayekhi has noted, the 

Iranian "national political culture" consists of at least four different 

political sub-cultures: Islamic, monarchist, liberal nationalist and 

socialist -210 

Although Iranian modem hiçtory has been characterized by conflict, 

competition and the stmggle for hegemony among various political forces 

associated with each one of the above mentioned political sub-cultures211, 

there is enough evidence to suggest that they have routinely displayed 

similar attitudes and behaviour patterns. For example, although the 

foundations of the regimes under Mohammad Reza Shah and Ayatollah 

Khomeini appear to be radically different on the surface, there are many 

207~. Girvin. "Change and Conhuity in Liberal Dernomatic Political Culture." 
Contem~orarv Political Culture. Ed. J. Gibbins. London: SAGE, 1989: 35. 

2 0 8 ~ .  Hudson, p. 62  
209~. Farhang. 'Foreward: Iran and the PNm of Political Culture,'* Iran: Political Culture 

in the Islamic Rmublic. Eds. S. Farsoun and M. Mashayekhi. London: Routledge, 
1992: viii-xiv. 

210~. Mashayekhi, p. 109. 
211 Ibid., p. 109. 



currents underlying the two which are remarkably sirnilar. For instance, 

despite Khomeini's criticisms of the shah, who adopted titles such as 

"Shah of Shahs," "the Light of the Aryans," or "the Founder of a New 

Civilization," once in power, Khomeini hirnself would accept such titles 

as "the Hope of the World's Oppressed," and "the Commander of the 

Faithful." As Farhang explains, "[olnly a culture-based analysis can 

provide some clue as to why a traditional religious populist man and a 

secular modemist monarch, as uncontested leaders of their country, chose 

to project themselves as they did, and why the general public seemed to 

see the continuity as normal."212 

Furthermore, as Amuzegar has noted, there are striking similarities 

in Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, Dr. Mosaddeq and 

Ayatollah Khomeini, the four national leaders of Iran since 1924. He cites 

the following tendencies in their perception of leadership: "their difficulty 

in separating the nation from dynasty and dynasty from personality; their 

belief in their own messianic missions; and their doubts, suspicion, and 

insecurity [which] were to a very large extent a reflection of Persian 

personality and culture."213 He also wntes that "[al11 believed that their 

own vision of the paths to progress and salvation must be imposed on the 

people from above." As well, each practiced methods of "divide-and-rule" 

as a means of reducing opposition, and "shared outward manifestations of 

ambition, arrogance, authoritarianism, inflexibility, and demagogy. . . . 

Interestingly, al1 four spoke angrily about conspiracies and plots instigated 

212~arhang, p. xü. 
213~muzegar, p. 111. 



against them by foreign powers."21" This, by itself, suggest the existence of 

"an irreducible core", or a common cultural values, to which al1 of tl-iese 

leaders from different sub-cultures have been making reference.35 

As mentioned earlier, Gabriel Almond was one of the first political 

scientists to introduce the concept of political culture. In his collaborative 

empirical study of political culture with Sidney Verba, Almond classified 

political culture in at least three distinguished groups: "parochial, subject 

and participant."216* Since the degree of individual participation in the 

political life of one's society is the main criterion for such a classification, 

it is not difficult to identify Iran's as a subject or, as Behnam would like to 

cal1 it, "authoritarian" political culture. 

"The authoritarian nature of Iranian political culture", according to 

Behnam, "is derived frorn two sources: the hierarchical system of 

monarchical rule that prevailed for centuries and the hierarchical and 

dominant role of religion in social and political life."*l7 An overview of 

certain politico-historical trends in Iran would help us to verify the 

validity of this argument. The next part of thiç chapter discusses the role of 

monarchical authority in shaping the nature of Iranian political culture, 

and the last part deals with the role of Islam. 

- - 

*14Tbid., p. 111,113. 
As far as Mosaddeq is concerned, I disagree with Amuzegar. 

2 1 5 ~ .  Girvin, p. 34. 
216~ehnam, p. 10. 
* Despite the above mentioned criticisms, and despite the fact that Almond and Verba's 

empirical approach to political culture, like almost every other empirical study, 
lacks an historical dimension, its typology of various national political cultures is 
more clearly and effectively argued than others. Therefore, it is worthwhile and 
credible enough to be employed here. 

217~ehnam, p. 19. 



Monarchical Authority and Political Culture 

For more than 2500 years, Iran was mled by one or another form of 

rnonarchy. "Unrestricted by law, institutions, or tradition, the absolute 

power of the shahs extended as far as ambition, whim, or personal capacity 

perrnitted."218 The titles, "King of Kings", "Light of Aryans", "Shadow of 

God", in fact, reflected the scope of the mlers' power over their subjects. 

The Shahs, as the "Guardians of the Flock", exercised an absolute 

"authority over life, honor, and property. They claimed ownership of al1 

land they had not previously granted"; and "they considered their word as 

law so long as it did not openly contradict the fundamentals of Islarn."219 

In such a situation, the first priority for every individual was to 

protect him/ herself from the indignation of such an unrestricted 

authority. As we have noticed in the previous chapter, there was no viable 

civil society in Iran to provide such a protection. Therefore, the only 

possible way by which one could protect oneself was through total 

submission. Submission would be intemalized by the individual through 

the socialization process. The primary source of socialization in Iran has 

been the family. The power structure within the family, indeed, reflected 

the power structure of society at large. Father, as the king of his castle, 

demanded total trust, obedience, and deference. A child from an early age 



witnessed the materialization of Nizam al-Mulk's, an lraiiian eleventh 

century scholar, pronouncement that "over every authority God has 

placed a higher authority."220 

Another important factor which aggravated the subject political 

culture and facilitated authoritarian rule in Iran is what has been referred 

to as "communal conflict." According to some social scientists, the seeds of 

authoritarianism were sown in Iran by virtue of the fact that Iran was the 

seat of so many tribes, each one with its own distinct culture, language, 

way of life, religious beliefs, political agenda, and, more importantly, tribal 

army."' Since resources were limited, Iran was the scene of constant 

warfare between not only the local rival tribes but also with neighbouring 

Afghans, Mongols and Turks. Because of this, and because of the strains 

between Muslims and non-Muslims, Sunnis and Shi'is, peasants and 

nomads, as well as the myriad ethnic and linguistic groups which, in 

themselves were often divided into factions, the society as a whole became 

fragmented and weak-w 

The divisions within these groups gave rise to a hierarchical 

structure which meant that strong leadership was necessary not only to 

keep the various communities intact but also to protect the borders from 

outside invaders. As a result of the vertical connections which developed, 

there was little opportunity for a class consciousness to evolve. Rather 

than being a power struggle between a few major groups, Iran's political 

more see: Abrahamian. Iran Behveen Two Revolutions ; John Fomn. Frazile 
Resistance and M. M. Salehi. Insurcency Throuoh Cuiture and Reliuion. 

2 2 ~ .  Abrahamian (1982), p. 27, 32. 



history has been "a history of multiple conflicts between innumerable 

small communit ies . "223 

The above descriptions, according to Abrahamian, "gave even the 

skeptical observer a justification for arbitrary rule.224 For example, a British 

traveler, Malcolm, writes in hiç travelogue: "Persia, to live secure from 

interna1 and external foes, requires the control of a warlike and 

deterrnined sovereign. . . . The sword must be ever ready in his hand to 

protect and punish." No matter how remote such an argument might be 

from the reality, it was, however, used as a "Hobbesian justification for the 

Iranian version of Leviathad225 

This desire for a strong leadership came to surface again in more 

recent times, especially with the discovery of oil, when Iranians found 

their country squeezed "in the middle between two great powers (Great 

Britain and Russia, [and later the United States]), each contending for 

economic and political supremacy in the area."226 It is important to note 

that the modem, collective Iranian identity is rife with memories of 

foreign interference and invasion. According to Mehrdad Mashayekhi, 

Iranians have a collective awareness of this and have thus formed a 

suspicion of foreigners as a "mass psychological defense mechanism" 

which has helped them resist the loss of their identity over the centuries. 

The invasions by Greeks, Arabs, Turks, and Mongols in past eras, 

combined with the presence of Russians, British and Americans in the 

223~bid., p. 27. 
*4Ibid., p. 49. 
225~ited in Abraharnian, p. 49. 
226~ehnam, p. 10. 



twentieth century, have endowed rnany Iranians with an inherent 

mistrust of that which is foreign, or "tainted" by foreign influence.2'7 

According to Behnam, "rulers who faithfully guarded Iranian sovereignty 

had the support of the polity, which further entrenched monarchical 

authority and authoritarian political culture."2's 

In chapter II, we discussed the Asiatic mode of production and its 

political superstructure, "Asiatic or Oriental despotism." The notion of 

Oriental despotism is based on the generalization that "geographical and 

climatic conditions" do play important roles in determining the nature of 

a political systern, and that "certain types of activities [give] rise to 

comrnunities center[ed] around despotic organizations."2~9 According to 

this theory, the arid lands of Asia necessitated the development of an 

artificial irrigation system. This meant the state's active involvement in 

the imgation process and in the defence of water sources. Accordingly, the 

managerial function of the state in the whole process strengthened its 

despotic rule.230' 

This holds mie for Iran as "[alrid land composes the largest parts of 

Zran."231 Insufficient rainfall forced Iranian cultivators to search for 

underground water supplies. This led to the development of an artificial 

irrigation system known as ghanat.. The construction, maintenance and 

2 2 7 ~ .  Mashayeki, p. 85. 
22*~ehnam, p. 10. 
z 2 9 ~ .  Salehi, p. 12. 
230~. Hamzeh'ee. Land of R~volutions. Gottingen, Gerrnany: Edition RE, 1991: 41. 
* One should note that although Marx called this type of society as Asiatic, he did not 

mem that such a society was lirnited to Asia alone! 
2 3 1 ~ .  Salehi, p. 11. 



management of the ghanat system was quite expensive, and therefore it 

needed the involvement of the state or weaithy local lords. This active 

involvement gave the state or even the lords the opportunity to exercise 

total control over the lives of the people. As a result, "within the social 

system of pre-modern Iran, the rural community [became] the building 

block of a despotic system and the main source of its dictatorial 

ideologies. "232 

Islam and Political Culture 

It has been argued that "the religious beliefs and understandings of 

the members of a society are essential in disceming their behavior vis-a- 

vis the political system.'Q33 This is particularly true of Iran, where religion 

seems to be present in every sphere of life. As Arasteh has noted, "[slo 

important has spiritual devotion been in Iran that most of the social 

movements have had to appear in religious guise in order to gain the 

support of the submissive groups."234 

Although it is tnie that religion has occasionally provided a vehicle 

for Iranians to express their social and political grievances against their 

mlers, it has generally acted as the defender and reinforcer of traditional 

values such as the authoritarian political culture. It was not a mere 

accident that, through out Iranian history, the Iranian absolutist 

2321bid., p. 15. 
233~ehnarn, p. 49. 
*R. Arasteh. Furni the Persian: Rebirth in Creativity and Lovg Lahore, Pakistan: 

Ashraf Press, 1965: 6. 



accident that, through out Iranian hiçtory, the Iranian absoiutist 

monarches always had close relationships with the religious leaders and 

religious institutions. Nor was it a mere accident when the same absolutist 

monarches adopted Islam, especially the Shi'ah version of it, as the State 

religion and, as a result, were entitled "the Shadow of God", or "Divine 

Conquerors" on earth. Religion in general, and Islam, or more precisely 

Shi'ism in particular, have contributed to the building of an authoritarian 

political culture, and provided the ideological ground for the 

establishment and maintenance of a forrn of state and leadership in Iran, 

characterized by patrirnony, elitisrn and hierarchy. 

Iranian history reveals the existence of a close interaction between 

religion and politics. Although the origin of such an interaction "goes back 

to the pre-Islamic teachings of Zarathustra and Mani, the two major 

prophets of the ancient Persian Empire, the all-encornpassing nature of 

Islamic faith strengthened the religious character of Iranian society."235 

The impact of Islam on Iranian political culture has been so great that 

Manochehr Dorraj claims "without understanding the spirit of Islamic 

precepts, comprehension of Iranian political culture is impossible."236 

Perhaps an overview of the basic foundation of Islamic dogma and its 

evolution would illuminate this point. 

Lynne Rienner, 1990: 5. 
%%id., p. 34. 



Islam: an overview 

Islam is a monotheistic religion with Allah as its suprerne deity.237 

Allah in Islam is regarded as the "Absolute Truth," "the Creator," "the 

@ver of Life," and "the Giver of Death." "He created man out of a dot  of 

blood and granted man knowledge through the reed-pen . . . ., he is 

Mighty, Strong, he Knows, Sees, Hears, and so forth."23S In Islam, politics 

i s  indivisible from religion. This is a consequence of the fact that 

Mohammad, the Prophet, and his successors were in charge of both the 

state and religious administrations. 

"Islam", in its utopian sense, "is founded upon the idea of an 

umma[tIw, a community of believers who are "equal before Allah and each 

other."239 The believers are supposed to live in accordance with the 

Shariat, or the Divine Law. The primary source of the Shariat is Our'an 

"considered by Muslims to be God's word revealed through his 

Prophet."240 The other important source of the S ha r ia  t is H a d  i f  h ,  

statements attributed to the prophet Muhammad and the Shi'ah 

Imams.241 

The main function of the political authority in an Islamic society is 

more to observe the execution of the Divine Law, rather than legislating 

- 

237~ehnam. p. M. 
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239~ehnam, p. 51. 
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is held responsible "to reform men and human society to conform to the 

[Divine] law."21? It is only through unconditional submission to the will 

and word of God that one can be entitled a Muslim. In fact, the term Islam 

means submissiveness and obedience. The Verse 4 5 9  of the Qur'czzz 

sharply makes the sources of submission and obedience known:" O 

believers, obey God and obey the ApostLe and those charged with authorïti~ 

among you. If you disagree arnong yourselves about anything, refer i t  to 

God and the Ap~stZe . ' '~~~ 

The phrase translated as "those charged with authority" is u l ~ i ' l -  

amr. As Said Amir Arjomand points out, "[tlhe referent of the term, 

[ d u  '2-amr], is nowhere defined in the Our'an itself."2(4 Because of this 

unclarity, and because of the fact that Mohammad failed to choose a 

successor before his death (A.D. 632), it was destined to become the source 

of a major split among Mohammad's followers. There were those who 

believed that Mohammad's successor should be selected by the elders of 

the community--as was cornmon among Arab tribes, and those who 

argued that Ali, Mohammad's cousin and son-in-law, who was, in fact, 

the first person to join his ausade, was the only eligible person to succeed 

the Prophet. The first group, a majority, was called Sunni, or the followers 

of tradition. And the second group was referred to as Shi'ah, the partisans 

of Ali. 

- 

2*~bid., p. 51. 
243~ited in Charls E. Butterworth. "Political Islam: The Ongins". Annals of the Arnerican 
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Shi'ahs were at the margin of the Islamic world until A.D. 1501 

when, for some yet-to-be-determined reasons, Shah Ismail (reign 1501- 

1524), the founder of the Safavid dynasty (1501-17U), established Shi'ism 

as the state religion of Iran.245 

Shi'ism and Rulership 

The Shi'ah doctrine is based on the heredity of the leadership 

(Imamate). The Imam is believed to be "infallible". His authority, as stated 

by Behnam, "sprang not frorn the people, but rather from his role as  the 

representative of God.''246 Abdul-Hadi Hairi describes the Shi'ah notion of 

Imamate as follows: 

Since Islam is described as a community ruled and govemed by 
God, there must be an executive authority to represent Him on 
earth, Muhammad was the best and the last of God's 
representatives. He was possessed of two substantial attributes: he 
was appointed by God to rule His community, and he was infallible. 
In order to continue the govemment of God on earth in proper 
fashion the successor to Muhammad should also be characterized by 
these two attributes, except that it is enough that he be appointed by 
God's direct or indirect appointee. In other words, it is incumbent 
upon God to appoint an infallible person as  an Imam.247 

2 4 5 ~ h e  real motives of the Safavids in establishing Shi'isrn as the state religion in Iran is 
a topic which is still being hotly debated b y some scholars. Though some, like 
Aqomand, see the crisis of legitimacy as the real motive, others, like Behnarn, 
believe that Shi'ism was a distinctive adaptation of Arab Islam to the Iranian 
culture. 

246~ehnam, p. 58. . 
2 4 7 ~ .  H. Hain. '*' e. d Leiden, Netherhnds: E. J. Brill, 

1977: 55. 



select group was regarded as the ultimate authority, the source of tnith, 

and the only being worthy of obedience."~~s This also led to the 

expectation that people ought to "follow and accept [Imam's] decisions and 

the totality of the Shi'ah religious system.""g 

According to the Imamiyynh creed of Shi'ism, there are twelve 

infallible Imams, the first of which is Ali and the last Mahdi.250 The last 

Imam, while still an infant, disappeared in the year A.D. 873. From this, 

Shi'ah developed the occultation doctrine, according to which the last 

Imam "is believed to be present in every age, but hidden until the day of 

his second coming as Mahdi [Messiah] to restore justice and righteousness 

in the world."2sl The idea of a savior is not strange to Iranians. In fact, both 

Zoroastrianism and Manichaeanism, the two major religions of pre- 

Islamic Iran, had argued for the return of a person who would restore 

justice on earth The logic behind such an idea is a matter of dispute 

among Islamic scholars. For example, while W. Watt views the idea of 

such a savior in Shi'ism as an attempt by a few cunning politicians in 

order to solve the leadership crisis which had occurred after the death of 

the eleventh Imam, Behnam goes beyond Islam and Shi'ism and argue 

that it is "natural to a people who historically experienced social and 

political suppression" to develop such an idea as a hope for change.252 At 

2481bid., p. 59. 
249Ibid., p. 58. 
W)One should note that Shi'ahs differ in their interpretation of the number of 

irtfallible Imams. Twelvers are the dominant group, however. 
251 Behnam, p. 59. 
252~or more on the idea of a savior see: M. Dorraj. From Zarathustra to Khomeini, p. 34; 

and on the logic behind it see: W. Watt. "Early Stages of Irnami Shïism". -ion 
and Politics in Iran. Ed. Nikki Keddie. London: Yale University Press, 1983: 21-32, 
and Behnam, p. 59. 



any rate, although in occultation, Mahdi, by virtue of being an infallible 

Imam, is still believed to be in charge of the Islamic community's political 

and religious leadership. From the Shi'ah stand point, no temporal 

govemment is legitimate during the Imam Mahdi's occultation, unless it 

considers itself as a subservient to his rule. 

Shi'ah Ulama and the Iranian political culture 

Mahdi's occultation is divided in two periods. The first period is 

known as the lesser occultation, and the second period as the greater 

occultation. During the first period, which lasted until A.D. 940, Mahdi 

was supposedly connected to his followers through four successive agents. 

The death of the fourth agent in 940 is considered to be the beginning of 

the second period or the greater occultation which will last untii the end 

of time. It was during this period that the Shi'ah clergy began to take shape 

and the most leamed of them, the Ulamn, "because of their legal leaning 

and their knowledge of the Qur'an and the Traditions of the Prophet," 

claimed to be "His heirs and therefore [demanded that] their legal 

injunctions were to be obeyed."253 

Throughout the years, the Shi'ah d a m a  evolved their own 

corporate standing and became one of the most important players on the 

Iranian political scene. As the absolutist monarches sought religious 

legitimacy, the dama got engaged in a kind of trade-off with them 

253~. A. Arjomand. "Introduction". Shi'ism. Authority and Political Culture in Shi'ism. 
Ed. S. A. Aqomand. Albany: State University of New York, 1988: 2. 



through which they tried "to guarantee the perpetuation of their own 

positions." As a result of this, the orthodox ulama were given total control 

over aimost al1 education as well as the justice system. In education, they 

"worked out and implemented curricula [in such a fashion that they 

could] realize their own intellectual and spiritual ideals."2ja 

As far as the ulama's notion of government was concemed, some 

high ranking ulama such as al-Kulayni (d. 939) and Ibn Babawayh (d. 991)) 

by bridging the "earlier Islamic conceptions of the caliphate and Greek 

conceptions of the philosopher king," developed a theory which gave 

religious sanction and legitimacy to the Iranian notion of monarchical 

absolutism.255 This, of course, is not to imply that the ulama's 

relationships with the monarches and the state apparatus have always 

been easy. In fact, Iranian hiçtory, from 19th century onward, is the history 

of constant tension and power struggle beiween the ulama and the 

various monarches. But what is certain is that dama have generally used 

their power and influence agaiwt any opening of the Iranian society, and, 

as a result, they have directly contributed to the development and 

persistence of an authoritarian political culture and political system in 

Iran. A good example of this is the role played by a great number of the 

ulama during the Constitutional Revolution, when they opposed the 

replacement of the Qajar autocracy with a constitutional monarchy. The 

anti-constitutionalist ulama under the leadership of Shaikh Nuri argued 

against freedom of the press, on the grounds that 

*S. Akhavi. w o n  and Polibcs 1 . .  . 
n Contemuorarv km. Albany: State University of 

New York, 1980: 7. 
255~bid., p. 9. 
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rise to numerous religions.' They asserted that a constitution 
separate from the Shari'a, insofar as it challenged the validity of the 
Shari'a as a complete guide for life, is a weapon in the hands of 
inf idels 256 

As far as freedom and equity was concemed, Shaikh Nuri arPed that: 

The Islamic faith owes its persistence to obedience rather than 
freedorn. Islarnic principles are based on discrimination against 
non-believers, rather than equality for all. The spirit of Islarnic 
precepts is based on the assumption that human beings are unequal. 
Therefore, I and al1 other Muslims demand a parliament that is not 
contrary to Muhammad's Shari'a and Jafar's religion. This is the 
basic difference between us and the infidelç, be they Babi, Mazdaki, 
or the Westemized naturalist [materialist] .*57 

The same theme repeats itself over and over in Iranian modern 

history. For exarnple, in 1924, when Reza Shah expressed his intention to 

declare Iran a republic, "the most vociferous opposition came from 

religious leaders."25* Mudarres, one of the most politically active dama, 

for instance, "declared that an attack on the monarchy was an attack on the 

holy shari1a."259 Consequently, the religious elements were able to exert 

sufficient pressure to preserve the traditional monarchical system. In 1953, 

Ayatollah Kashani withdrew his support from Mosaddeq's govemment, 

after Mosaddeq refused to give in to his dernand of declaring the Shari'a as 

the state law. Kashani's act was, in fact, an invitation letter to the 

Americans to go ahead with their plan of ovesthrowing Mosaddeq's 

legitimate government. In 1979, Ayatollah Khomeini took over the 

leadership of a revolution whose main slogan was "Freedom and 
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undermine the traditional position of the ~ lama,  argued for the abolition 

of the existing monarchical system and the establishment of Velnynt-e 

Faqih or the rule of Jurisprudence. According to this, a jurist, like 

Khomeini himself, has the mandate to rule arbitrarily on behalf of the 

Hidden Imam. 

In the above pages, we have discussed some of the most important 

factors which have conhibuted to the development of an authoritarian 

political culture in Iran. We have particularly ernphasized the role of the 

hierarchical system of monarchical rule as well as the profound impact of 

Islam and the Shi'ah doctrine on shaping the nature of Iranian political 

culture. As far as the role of the religion is concemed, we have tried to 

show how the Shi'ahs' beliefs, such as the leadership of the Islamic 

community had been vested in Ali and his male descendant, and that the 

Imam, "as a source of instruction and guidance, was unequivocal, 

infallible, and absolute, since he was thought to rule by God's will and in 

His namem,z60 deepened the already existing hierarchical, patrimonial, 

elitist and authoritarian elements within the Iranian political culture. 



Conclusion 

During this century, Iranians have made at least three unsuccessful 

attempts to establish some form of democracy in their country. This thesis 

has explored why the ground for democracy has been so barren in Iran, in 

spite of the existence of widespread movements which demanded real 

political and social change. 

There is a strong tendency amongst Iranians, especially on the left, 

to relate the failure of democracy in Iran to extemal factors such as foreign 

power intrigues and interventions. Outside interference has often been 

perceived as the main obstacle to dismantling the authoritarian system 

which continues to wreak havoc on Iranian society. Although external 

forces have frequently acted as contributing factors to Iran's undemocratic 

political situation, 1 am convinced they have by no means been the 

primary source of Iran's troubles. 

In order to identify the sources of Iran's troubles, the preceding 

chapters examined five interrelated intemal elements which 1 believe 

have had the greatest impact on the inability to form a democracy in Iran: 

an authoritarian and patrimonial state, an underdeveloped capitalism, a 

weak civil society, a subject political culture and an absolutist religious 

dogma. These elements have prevented the creation of any deep-rooted 

democratic culture or movernent in Iran. 



By focusing on the internal elements and flaws within Iraman 

society, it is certainly not my intention to ignore or undermine the 

importance of the impact that extemal factors have had on Iran's complex 

history. 1 have instead attempted to demonstrate the depth of the 

problems facing countries such as Iran, and to caution against blaming 

outside influences when it is perhaps the internal imbalances which need 

to be more carefully scmtinized. 

In the case of Iran, this thesis has proposed that the patrimonial 

state has obstructed the process of an even capitalist development as well 

as the growth of a vibrant civil society through its constant interference in 

the economic activities and the arbitrary use of its power against its people. 

This situation, cornbined with the attitudes and values which are 

reinforced by a subject political culture and absolutist religious doctrine, 

has been the source of ever-increasing imbalances between the 

organizational strength and persuasive power of the proponents of 

democracy and their opponents. 

One of the rnost important factors in establishing or re-establishing 

democracy in any given society is the degree of cognitive change from 

authoritarian to democratic values. As Nancy Bermeo has pointed out, 

people, especially the elites, "must change their evaluations of the 

alternatives to democratic rule; they must change their evaluations of 

democracy itself; they must change the ordering or nature of group goals; 

or they must change their perceptions of one another."261 

26 IN. Bermeo. "Democracy and the Lessons of Dictatorship." 
Vol. 24 (3). A p d  1992: 274,275. 



As for Iran, the failed democratization experiences of the p s t  have 

created an environment of distrust and have polarized the society to such 

an extent that the emergence of a deep normative cornmitment to 

democracy in the near future is not foreseeable. However, one can still 

hope that the most recent triumph of dictatorship in Iran has taught some 

valuable lessons to the society about the merits of democracy. The fact that 

concepts such as "democracy", "pluralism", "tolerance" and "de- 

ideologization" have started finding their way into Iranian political 

discourse may signify the be-ing of some form of "cognitive change." 

Perhaps, as a result, one can be hopeful that the transformation of the 

existing dass structure and political culture as well as the patterns of 

political socialization, patrimonialism, authoritarianism, and religious 

fanaticism will, in the end, facilitate the establishment and maintenance 

of a democratic regime in Iran. 
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