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Max Weber argues that the state is a human community that successfully seeks to
monopolize the legitimate use of material forces and the means and instruments
required to exercise its authority within a defined territorial domain. The friction
between Iran and the West introduced secularism into the discourse of Iranian politics.
The secular identity of the state took on a radical form during the reign of the first
Pahlavi monarch and accelerated the secularization of culture in Iran. This study aims
to examine the process of forming the secular identity of the state during the Pahlavi
era based on Max Weber’s theory of identity, using a descriptive—analytical approach.
The findings indicate that the Iranian secular identity was constructed by lIranian
intellectuals, yet its political emergence did not stem from elections or the ideals of
constitutionalism. Religious traditions were so deeply entrenched in Iranian society
that even Reza Shah, recognized as the most prominent builder of the secular identity
of the state in Iran’s modern history, was compelled to display religious pretenses.
Nevertheless, the construction of a secular state identity was the result of Reza Shah’s
specific policies to attract the support and approval of the clergy. Once Reza Shah had
consolidated his power, the approval of the clergy no longer mattered to him, and the
secular identity of the state ultimately emerged as a consequence of his authoritarian
policies.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The process of forming a secular identity of the state in Iran during the Pahlavi era is rooted in the
historical and intellectual transformations that emerged from Iran’s sustained and complex encounters
with the West. Early exposure to Western political, social, and technological advancements revealed to
Iranian elites and intellectuals the deep deficiencies in the country’s governance structures and socio-
economic development, leading to a drive for modernization and rationalization in the Weberian sense,
where rational-legal authority becomes the basis for state legitimacy (Behnam, 2004). Max Weber’s theory
of identity, which integrates historical consciousness, political agency, and the construction of collective
belonging, provides an analytical lens for understanding how national identity—whether secular or
religious—emerges as a political-social project shaped by elites, state actors, and societal forces (Breuilly,
2011; Norkus, 2004; Palonen, 2001; Ray & Reed, 2002; Raza, 2023; Ringer, 2010; Waters, 2016). Weber’s
definition of the modern state, emphasizing territorial sovereignty, monopoly on the legitimate use of
force, and bureaucratic capacity, is particularly relevant (Weber, 2008). In Iran, these principles intersected
with a patrimonial political culture where authority was personalized, hierarchical, and embedded in
traditional structures, making the transition toward a secular, rational—legal state identity both contested
and incomplete. This study adopts a descriptive—analytical methodology to explore how Reza Shah’s
policies transformed the state’s ideological and institutional foundations, advancing secularization
through authoritarian consolidation while navigating entrenched religious traditions.

The Weberian state model emphasizes not only its coercive apparatus but also its autonomy from
societal pressures, its ability to rationalize governance, and its reliance on a professional bureaucracy
(Weber, 2008). Within this framework, the Pahlavi state’s evolution can be conceptualized through the lens
of sultanism, a subtype of patrimonial rule in which personal authority overrides institutional norms and
where political loyalty is secured through direct dependence on the ruler rather than through stable
political coalitions (Bashirieh, 2000; Hajarian, 1995; Linz & Chehabi, 2001; Manouchehri, 1997; Shamsini,
2004). In sultanistic regimes, formal democratic institutions such as parliaments, elections, and political
parties exist largely as facades, with real decision-making centralized in the ruler’s person. This
personalization of power was evident in both Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza Shah’s reigns, where elite
circulation was dictated by royal favor, and ministers served as intermediaries executing the ruler’s
directives rather than as autonomous policymakers. The consolidation of such a system was facilitated by
structural factors, including the absence of strong independent social classes, weak private property rights,
and dependence on foreign powers, which collectively undermined the development of autonomous
political institutions (Azad Armaki et al., 2020). The shift from autocracy to full sultanism during Reza
Shah’s later years and Mohammad Reza Shah’s post-1963 rule was catalyzed by land reforms that
dismantled the landed aristocracy and by soaring oil revenues, which freed the monarchy from reliance
on domestic economic elites.

The ideological dimension of secular state identity formation under the Pahlavis was closely tied
to nationalism and cultural engineering. Lacking deep-rooted popular legitimacy, the regime pursued an
assertive nationalist ideology to cultivate loyalty and unity. This included romantic nationalism, pan-
Iranism, glorification of the pre-Islamic Persian past, anti-Arab linguistic policies, and large-scale royal
ceremonies, such as the 2,500-year celebration of the Persian monarchy (Mirahmadi & Jabbari Nasir, 2010).
The construction of a secular—authoritarian identity was reinforced by a leader cult centered on the Shah’s
personal image and symbolic titles, appropriation of historical narratives, and manipulation of
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geographical nomenclature (Abrahamian, 2000). Dynasticism also played a key role, with members of the
royal family holding influential political and economic positions, reflecting the regime’s reliance on
kinship networks for political trust (Ajodani, 2004). Such personalization of power was sustained by a
governance culture where officials were accountable to the monarch rather than the public, job security
was contingent upon royal favor, and loyalty was maintained through a system of rewards and intimidation
(Asaf, 2005). These features align with Weber’s observation that sultanistic regimes maintain legitimacy
through selective economic patronage and elite co-optation while remaining politically exclusionary
(Partovi, 2020).

Economically, the Pahlavi state pursued modernization selectively, ensuring that development
initiatives did not empower autonomous social forces that could challenge royal authority. While
infrastructure, military, and educational expansions were significant, political calculations constrained the
scope and direction of economic growth (Partovi, 2020). As Weber’s theory of patrimonialism predicts,
such regimes are prone to clientelism and corruption, with economic privileges distributed to loyalists,
often at the expense of broader development. Under Mohammad Reza Shah, oil revenues in the 1970s
facilitated unprecedented state spending but also entrenched rent-seeking behavior and elite enrichment,
including direct participation of the royal family in industrial and commercial enterprises (Ghafouri, 2021).
This economic centralization reinforced state autonomy from society but also deepened societal
dependence on the regime, exacerbating inequalities and undermining the emergence of an independent
bourgeoisie. The combination of modernization in service of authoritarian stability and economic control
through patronage networks reflects the hybrid nature of the Pahlavi state as both a modernizing and a
deeply patrimonial entity.

Patrimonialism, as analyzed by Weber, extends beyond economic control to the structuring of
political and social relationships around personal loyalty to the ruler (Guerra & Turner, 2021). In the Pahlavi
context, patrimonial elements included the monarch’s dominance over the bureaucracy, reliance on
military patronage, and strategic use of religion for legitimacy—despite secularizing tendencies
(Katouzian, 2000). Religious symbolism and selective alliances with clerical figures were instrumental in
managing potential opposition, especially in Reza Shah’s early years, when public religious gestures
helped mitigate resistance to secular reforms. However, patrimonial governance also fueled internal court
rivalries, encouraged manipulation among elites vying for royal favor, and stifled the formation of
independent political organizations. As Azad Armaki (Azad Armaki et al., 2020) notes, the reliance on
personal networks over institutional mechanisms created vulnerabilities, making the regime dependent on
external support from great powers while failing to cultivate resilient domestic legitimacy. This dynamic
illustrates the tension between secular identity formation and the persistence of traditional power
structures, a tension that ultimately constrained the Pahlavis’ ability to embed secularism deeply within
Iran’s political culture.

The interplay of Weberian state theory, sultanism, patrimonialism, and Iranian historical
specificities reveals that the secular identity of the Pahlavi state was less a product of democratic
modernization and more the outcome of authoritarian statecraft shaped by structural constraints and elite
strategies. While secularizing reforms in law, education, and culture were significant, their imposition
through top-down, exclusionary governance limited their societal penetration and durability. The
authoritarian modernization path chosen by the Pahlavis, though rationalizing in form, was substantively




bound to the logic of personal rule. This fusion of modern bureaucratic techniques with patrimonial control
mirrors Weber’s insight that state forms in non-Western contexts often hybridize imported institutional
models with preexisting power logics, producing unique trajectories of political development. The Pahlavi
case underscores how state identity is not merely declared but is constructed through the interaction of
ideology, institutional design, economic policy, and the management of societal forces—an interaction
that, in this instance, yielded a secular state identity that was both ambitious and inherently fragile.

In conclusion, the secular identity of the Pahlavi state emerged from a convergence of historical
encounters with the West, intellectual advocacy for modernization, and authoritarian strategies rooted in
Weberian principles of state-building but adapted to Iran’s patrimonial political culture. While Reza Shah
and Mohammad Reza Shah advanced secularization through symbolic nationalism, cultural reforms, and
institutional centralization, these efforts were mediated and constrained by the imperatives of sultanistic
rule. The reliance on personal authority, kinship networks, and foreign patronage, combined with selective
modernization and economic clientelism, produced a state identity that was at once modern in its
aspirations and traditional in its power dynamics. This hybrid character explains both the achievements
and the limitations of secular identity formation under the Pahlavis, offering a case study in how state
identity projects in non-Western settings must navigate the interplay between imported institutional
models and enduring domestic political logics.
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