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This study aims to examine the causes of the fall of the Pahlavi regime, which is
characterized as a dependent quasi-modern neopatrimonial government that, despite
economic and industrial modernization efforts, failed to achieve sustainable authority.
The findings of this research indicate a clear incompatibility between the
modernization process and the traditional legitimacy of the Pahlavi regime. While the
Pahlavi government was based on a neopatrimonial structure, the Shah, by
emphasizing economic and industrial development, attempted to consolidate the power
of the central government through land reforms and the expansion of social services.
Evidently, the outcomes of the modernization process conflicted with the traditional
foundations of the Pahlavi regime, resulting in internal contradictions and challenges
at three levels: (1) social groups and classes, (2) political and social norms and values,
and (3) the political-institutional structure. Accordingly, one of the most significant
factors leading to the Islamic Revolution was the paradox between neopatrimonialism
and modernization. The research method employed in this article is analytical-
descriptive. For analysis, the study utilizes modernization theory as well as Max
Weber’s concept of traditional legitimacy. Data collection was conducted through a
library-based approach.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The Pahlavi era in Iran presents a unique case study of a political system entrenched in traditional
legitimacy, which paradoxically pursued an ambitious modernization agenda. Drawing upon the
theoretical framework of modernization and Max Weber’s conception of traditional authority, this study
analyzes how the neo-patrimonial structure of the Pahlavi regime conflicted with the transformative
demands of modernization. The first signs of modernization appeared during the reign of Reza Shah, with
Westernization and secularization efforts reshaping Iranian society. However, political participation
remained stifled, and modernization lacked integration with democratic reforms (Sace, 2004, 2009). The
reign of Mohammad Reza Shah accelerated industrial and educational reforms, introducing White
Revolution initiatives and expansive development plans such as the Third and Fourth Development
Programs (Katouzian, 2012). Nonetheless, these efforts, while reshaping the socio-economic landscape,
failed to legitimize the monarchical regime in the eyes of the public. The contradiction between top-down
modernization and the persistence of an autocratic, patrimonial state structure led to growing societal
discontent and political instability, ultimately culminating in the 1979 Islamic Revolution. The failure to
resolve the tension between traditional legitimacy and modern governance structures is central to
understanding the fall of the Pahlavi regime.

At the core of this contradiction was the inconsistency between the modernization agenda and the
neopatrimonial nature of the Pahlavi regime. Weber’s conceptualization of traditional legitimacy
emphasizes a form of rule grounded in sacred customs and unquestioned obedience, characteristic of
patrimonial and sultanistic systems (Bashiriyeh, 2015; Coser & Rosenberg, 2014). The Shah’s rule was
marked by personalist politics, centralization of authority, and a lack of institutional checks and
balances—features emblematic of a neopatrimonial order (Hajarian, 1993; Huntington, 1991). Despite
economic development and efforts to create bureaucratic institutions, the regime remained fundamentally
reliant on the charisma and unilateral control of the monarch. While the Shah implemented bureaucratic
structures, such as through development plans and administrative expansions, these institutions functioned
primarily to consolidate personal rule rather than enable participatory governance or sustainable policy-
making (Gasiorowski, 1992). This systemic imbalance stymied the regime’s ability to adapt to societal
demands created by modernization—demands that required decentralization, political pluralism, and
legal-rational legitimacy.

The contradiction between modernization and traditional legitimacy manifested across multiple
societal and institutional levels. On the socioeconomic front, the industrialization and urbanization
policies undermined the power bases of traditional elites, such as landlords and bazaari merchants, without
incorporating these groups into a new participatory system (Azghandi, 2004b; Foran, 1998). Land reforms
displaced millions without providing adequate economic alternatives, leading to migration and urban
poverty, further straining the regime's social contract (Lambton, 1969). Additionally, the development plans
prioritized capital-intensive projects that increased dependency on foreign technology and expertise,
widening the gap between the state and domestic economic actors (Razavi & Vakil, 1984). These policies
failed to empower the emerging middle class politically, instead alienating them from a system that neither
recognized their growing educational and economic status nor allowed them a stake in governance. Such
exclusion fostered widespread frustration among social strata who otherwise might have supported the
regime had it evolved toward inclusion and democratic reform.



Baniashraf et al. Journal of Social-Political Studies of Iran’s Culture and History: 4:2 (2025) 1-18

The regime’s attempt to simulate modernization through symbolic gestures and pseudo-democratic
practices further intensified this contradiction. Mohammad Reza Shah employed nationalistic rhetoric and
historical symbolism—such as invoking ancient Persian kingship and organizing lavish celebrations of
imperial legacy—to project legitimacy (Cottam, 1992; Katouzian, 2015). However, these efforts lacked
resonance with a populace increasingly educated and politically conscious. While the Shah spoke of
“imperial democracy,” his conception of governance remained inherently autocratic, presenting
democracy as contingent upon the maturity and discipline of the people—a logic that paradoxically denied
them the very opportunity to practice democratic citizenship (Pahlavi, 1992). The state’s growing reliance
on security forces, its suppression of civil liberties, and the establishment of a single-party system under
the Rastakhiz Party betrayed its modernizing claims and revealed the regime’s fundamental aversion to
political liberalization (Abrahamian, 2005). This duplicity created a dissonance between the regime’s
rhetoric and reality, further delegitimizing it in the eyes of an increasingly mobilized society.

The structural incompatibility extended to institutional domains, particularly the failure to
establish autonomous, enduring political institutions. Unlike successful modernizing states that
institutionalized authority through legal-rational mechanisms, the Pahlavi regime’s centralization and
personalist rule obstructed the emergence of institutional pluralism. Despite economic modernization,
political structures remained stagnant or were deliberately weakened to prevent power diffusion.
Parliament lacked independence, and judiciary reforms remained superficial. Political parties were state-
sponsored and served only as extensions of royal will. The state’s overreliance on the military and security
apparatus for regime stability mirrored its inability to derive legitimacy from popular consent (Gasiorowski,
1992; Zibakalam, 2008). Instead of building a resilient state through institutional capacity and political
integration, the regime invested in coercion and symbolic legitimacy, both of which proved fragile amid
escalating social demands and ideological contestation. This institutional brittleness, when faced with the
pressures of modernization, left the regime vulnerable to systemic breakdown.

Finally, the ultimate paradox of the Pahlavi modernization lies in the regime’s failure to translate
its developmental achievements into a stable and legitimate political order. The Shah’s ambition to align
Iran with the West economically and technologically did not extend to political values of representation
and accountability. His vision of a modern Iran was that of a strong, centralized monarchy with a passive,
grateful population—a vision fundamentally incompatible with the participatory demands unleashed by
modernization (Bashiriyeh, 2011). Instead of bridging the gap between tradition and modernity, the regime
exacerbated it by seeking to modernize without democratizing, to rationalize authority without
relinquishing autocratic control. This created a sociopolitical vacuum into which revolutionary
ideologies—particularly those emphasizing indigenous values, Islamic authenticity, and popular
sovereignty—readily entered. Thus, the dissonance between the neopatrimonial political structure and the
expansive scope of modernization not only undermined the legitimacy of the Pahlavi regime but also laid
the foundation for its eventual collapse.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that the Pahlavi regime's downfall cannot be fully
understood without recognizing the deep and systemic incompatibility between its neopatrimonial
authority and the transformative nature of its modernization projects. Modernization, when not
accompanied by meaningful institutional and political reform, amplified the contradictions of an
authoritarian regime seeking legitimacy from both ancient traditions and modern achievements. As Iran's




society evolved rapidly, the regime's unwillingness to adapt its political structure resulted in a legitimacy
crisis it could not withstand. The findings underscore the critical importance of political inclusivity and
institutional resilience in sustaining state modernization projects.
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