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The petition (‘ariza) is considered one of the important historical documents
encompassing multiple social, economic, political, and cultural dimensions, but it
holds particular significance in the field of social history. This type of document not
only reflects the everyday concerns of the people but also conveys their social
perspectives and attitudes toward governments and political-social transformations. In
other words, petitions represent the interactions of people with one another and with
governing authorities. In the history of Iran, villages have always been among the main
centers of petition writing, used as a means to seek justice, remedy grievances, and
regulate relations with authorities and other communities. This article aims to identify
and compare the concerns and issues of the rural society of Kermanshahan during the
Constitutional Revolution and the reign of Reza Shah, based on data obtained from
petitions of those periods. Employing a qualitative and comparative content analysis
approach, the study examines, interprets, and analyzes the available petitions from both
eras and seeks to answer the following question: What were the demands of social
actors in the rural society of Kermanshahan during these two periods, and how did
these demands evolve? The findings reveal that these demands can be analyzed within
four main categories—social, political, economic, and cultural—and have fluctuated
under the influence of historical transformations and events within the sphere of rural
life. During the Constitutional period, political and social demands primarily revolved
around security issues and the elimination of oppression, whereas in the Reza Shah era,
the rural population’s concerns were more focused on everyday social and economic
matters and on how to interact with representatives and officials of the central
government.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Petitions constitute a vital historical source reflecting the social, economic, and political lifeworld
of rural Iran and have long been a tool for voicing demands and grievances. They are not merely records
of daily hardships but also windows into how ordinary people perceived authority and participated in
socio-political transformations (Soudagar, 1980). In the case of Kermanshah, a frontier region historically
influenced by tribal, rural, and urban dynamics, petitions became a key instrument for negotiating with
power holders. Prior to the Constitutional Revolution, rural society was dominated by landlords who
controlled land, resources, and the administration of justice (Majlis, 1907). These landlords exercised
profound influence over the peasants’ social and economic conditions and acted as the principal local elite
shaping governance and dispute resolution. With the advent of the Constitutional Revolution in 1906 and
the diffusion of democratic ideals, significant shifts occurred. The transformation of landowning elites
into political representatives, coupled with the emergence of new, socially aware actors from the lower
and middle rural strata, began to challenge the entrenched feudal structures (Komam). This period also
saw petitions move from an informal plea mechanism to a more organized means of seeking justice and
influencing reforms.

The present study investigates the evolution of petitions in the rural communities of Kermanshah
from the Constitutional period to the reign of Reza Shah (1906-1941) through a comparative content
analysis of 151 archival petitions. These petitions—collected from the National Archives, the Library of
the Parliament, and other local collections—offer an empirical lens to examine how rural actors responded
to major political realignments. During the Qajar period, especially under Naser al-Din Shah, the practice
of petitioning became institutionalized with mechanisms such as the “Majlis-e Mazalim” and early postal
and telegraph channels (Majlis, 1907). The Constitutional Revolution strengthened these practices by
establishing a parliamentary “Commission of Petitions,” while newspapers such as Sour Esrafil gave rural
grievances national visibility (Sour Esrafil, 1908). In Kermanshah, the rural population was simultaneously
influenced by proximity to Ottoman territories, strategic geography, and exposure to trade and
administrative modernization (Clark, 2015; Rabino, 2012). By the early Pahlavi era, the state’s
modernization agenda—road building, irrigation networks, agricultural commercialization, and new
administrative systems—radically altered the balance of power between landlords, peasants, and central
authority (Komam).

Methodologically, this study employed qualitative content analysis to identify and categorize rural
demands embedded in the petitions, followed by a comparative analysis across the two political periods.
Petitions were grouped into four overarching domains: social, economic, political, and cultural. Social
petitions addressed everyday life issues such as family disputes, violence, property encroachment, and
local administrative injustices. Economic petitions involved taxation, debt relief, and complaints about
unfair financial burdens. Political petitions reflected interactions with local and central power, seeking
justice against oppressive governors or calling for security and legal reform. Cultural petitions, while less
frequent, dealt with identity, education, and local cultural resources. During the Constitutional era, social
and political demands dominated; in contrast, under Reza Shah, social and economic concerns became
increasingly prominent as rural life intersected with state-led modernization and fiscal control (Komam).

Analysis of the Constitutional era petitions reveals a landscape of contestation and adaptation.
Rural actors, despite limited mobility and pervasive landlord domination, strategically used petitions to
assert rights and demand justice (Majlis, 1907). Social grievances comprised disputes over land boundaries,
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water rights, and communal safety, with peasants protesting insecurity caused by tribal raids and banditry.
Political petitions often targeted local rulers and agents accused of oppression and collaboration with
exploitative landlords, as documented in the newspapers of the time (Sour Esrafil, 1908). Although cultural
issues were absent, the act of petitioning itself reflected an emerging political consciousness. Notably, the
Constitutional period provided a relatively open discursive space: the new legal framework and
revolutionary momentum reduced censorship, enabling rural complainants to express dissatisfaction with
taxation, forced conscription, and judicial corruption. This signals that the revolution’s ideological reach
extended beyond cities to the countryside, even if unevenly (Soudagar, 1980). The petitions thus acted as
an early mechanism of rural social accountability and a channel for integrating peripheral populations into
national political change.

In the Reza Shah period, the modernization and centralization policies of the Pahlavi state reshaped
both grievances and petition strategies. With the decline of feudal autonomy, landlords lost some political
leverage (Komam), and state bureaucracies became the new power brokers. Rural petitions reflected this
shift: while political complaints diminished due to repression and strict state control, social petitions
surged and diversified, addressing issues such as property usurpation, disputes over irrigation and land
allocation, mistreatment by government employees, and legal appeals regarding crimes like theft or
homicide. Economic petitions increasingly criticized taxation and sought relief from new fiscal policies
and burdensome land reforms (Komam). Although cultural petitions remained rare, their slight presence
indicated an awakening interest in education and local identity under the Pahlavi modernization program.
Yet, the overarching tone of the Reza Shah petitions was pragmatic rather than revolutionary. Rural actors
sought redress and assistance from the very centralized apparatus that marginalized them, indicating both
adaptation and constrained resistance. The state’s infrastructural investments—roads, railways, sugar
factories such as Shahabad’s, and irrigation projects—had ambivalent effects: they opened
communication channels but also entrenched state extraction and control (Clark, 2015; Rabino, 2012).

This comparative reading underscores a historical trajectory in which rural Kermanshahis
transitioned from politically oriented justice-seeking during the Constitutional Revolution to socially and
economically focused claims under an authoritarian but modernizing Pahlavi state. While early petitions
reflected a quest for rights and fairness against local power, later ones reveal negotiation with a centralized
bureaucracy to improve daily living conditions and mitigate economic pressures. Petitioning remained a
culturally resilient strategy, adapting to new political realities and communication infrastructures. The
shift from local landlords to state institutions as addressees reveals how modernization and centralization
transformed not only power structures but also the agency and expectations of rural society. This suggests
that the petitions are not passive records but active instruments of rural adaptation, showing how peripheral
actors navigated and redefined their relationship with an evolving Iranian state (Komam; Soudagar, 1980).
The study highlights petitions as key evidence for understanding grassroots social history and the nuanced
interplay between rural communities and political modernization in Iran.
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