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The centralized modernization of the Pahlavi regime was an aggressive project aimed
at transitioning from a traditional federal structure to a modern nation-state, within
which tribes were perceived as missing links and potential threats to the process of
centralization. Focusing on the Rostam tribe in Fars Province, the present study
examines the four-dimensional transformations of this tribe during the reigns of Reza
Shah and Mohammad Reza Shah. The main question is how the structural pressures
exerted by the central state on autonomous tribal institutions led to fundamental
changes in the fabric of power and everyday life. This study was conducted using a
descriptive-analytical approach and a historical-documentary method. The data were
collected and validated through content analysis of archival documents, including
military reports and bureaucratic correspondence, contemporary newspapers such as
Habl al-Matin, and field research based on oral history. The findings indicate that the
strategy of the Pahlavi state consisted of a combination of “military repression,”
“confiscation of property rights,” and “compulsory land reforms.” In the political
dimension, wars such as the Gajestan conflict and the execution of khans such as
Imam-Qoli Khan and Hossein-Qoli Khan symbolized the complete disarmament of
hereditary tribal authority. In the economic dimension, the transfer of lands to non-
local merchants, such as Moein al-Tojjar Bushehri, and the implementation of land
reforms in the 1960s dismantled the landlord-peasant system. Although this process
disrupted traditional class stability, it also resulted in the rupture of social solidarity
bonds and the continuation of property disputes among tribal clans. In the cultural
dimension, the emergence of modern secular education through figures such as
Bahman Beigi stood in direct opposition to the religious educational system and paved
the way for the formation of a new elite. The study argues that although the Pahlavi
state succeeded in securing the unconditional submission of the Rostam tribe in the
short term, this “top-down” modernization led to the institutional collapse of traditional
structures without providing an effective substitute. The long-term consequence of
these transformations was the emergence of a deep social divide and an identity crisis
rooted in the unjust management of the transition from tradition to modernity.
Keywords: Rostam tribe, centralized modernization, land reform, tribal resistance,
nation-state, social history of Iran.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This study examines the transformation of the political-economic structures and socio-cultural life
of the Rostam tribe of Mamasani during the centralized modernization of the Pahlavi era from 1925 to
1979. The study is situated within the broader historical process through which Iran moved from a
traditional order structured around tribal, regional, and patrimonial forms of authority toward a centralized
modern nation-state. This transformation was not merely administrative; rather, it involved the
reorganization of power, property, identity, education, and everyday life. In the Pahlavi period,
modernization was pursued largely from above and through coercive state-building mechanisms,
including the expansion of the army, bureaucratic centralization, forced sedentarization, disarmament of
tribes, land regulation, secular education, and the weakening of local intermediaries. The Rostam tribe,
located in the strategic mountainous zone of Fars Province, represents a significant case for understanding
the social consequences of this process because it possessed a relatively coherent tribal structure, strong
hereditary leadership, internal mechanisms of conflict resolution, and an economy based on land, pasture,
kinship, and patron-client relations. The central question of the study is how the structural pressures
exerted by the Pahlavi state on autonomous tribal institutions produced fundamental transformations in
the distribution of authority, patterns of ownership, social solidarity, and cultural identity among the
Rostam people. The study argues that the Pahlavi state’s project of modernization was simultaneously
political, economic, social, and cultural; therefore, its impact on the Rostam tribe cannot be reduced to a
military conflict or a simple administrative reform. Rather, it must be understood as a multidimensional
process of state penetration into a historically autonomous tribal society (Abrahamian, 2008; Foran, 1999;
Nasiri Tayebi, 2014; Safinejad, 1989).

The theoretical framework of the study is based on the concept of centralized modernization and
the formation of the modern nation-state. In this framework, the modern state seeks to monopolize
legitimate violence, standardize administration, integrate peripheral regions, and replace local identities
with a unified national identity. During the Pahlavi era, this project required the dismantling of
autonomous tribal structures because tribes were perceived as rival centers of authority capable of
mobilizing armed resistance, controlling local resources, and maintaining loyalties outside the direct
control of the central government. The Rostam tribe had historically functioned as a native institution of
governance, not merely as a kinship group. Its khans, elders, and kadkhodas regulated land use, collected
taxes, resolved disputes, organized defense, and maintained order in a mountainous environment where
direct state authority had often been weak. Historical accounts of Fars and Mamasani indicate that such
tribal structures were rooted in long-standing forms of relative autonomy and regional cohesion (Fasai,
2009; Ibn Balkhi, 1989; Ilami, 2013). However, under the Pahlavi state, these mediating institutions were
redefined as obstacles to centralization, administrative rationalization, and national integration. The study
therefore interprets the conflict between the Pahlavi state and the Rostam tribe as a confrontation between
two distinct logics of governance: the bureaucratic logic of the modern state, which sought direct rule over
territory and population, and the tribal logic of localized authority, which rested on kinship, customary
rights, personal loyalty, and control over land and pasture. This tension was intensified by broader
geopolitical and imperial interests in southern Iran, especially British concerns with stability, access, and
influence in strategically important regions (Hemmati, 2009; Lambton, 2007).

Methodologically, the study employs a descriptive-analytical design and a historical-documentary
approach. The research population consists of archival documents, military reports, bureaucratic



correspondence, contemporary newspapers, memoirs, oral histories, local histories, and historical-
geographical works related to Fars Province, Mamasani, and Rostam during the period from 1925 to 1979.
The sources were selected purposively because the subject required evidence capable of reconstructing
both official state policy and local tribal experience. Official and military sources, such as reports on
military operations in southern Iran, were used to examine the logic, language, and mechanisms of state
intervention, particularly in relation to disarmament, suppression, and security management (Ariana, 1964;
Cronin, 1998). Local and oral-historical sources were used to recover tribal perspectives, memories of
resistance, accounts of land dispossession, and descriptions of cultural change, while works on Mamasani
and Rostam provided regional context and social detail (Hosseinikhah, 1999; Moslemi, 1990; H. Rezaei, 2009;
Zarei Nourabadi, 1995). To enhance the credibility of the findings, the study uses triangulation by
comparing official documents with oral narratives, local histories, and secondary historical analyses. This
strategy is necessary because state sources often frame tribal resistance as rebellion or disorder, while
local sources may emphasize heroism, victimhood, or collective memory. By reading these sources against
one another, the study seeks to produce a more balanced interpretation of the transformation of the Rostam
tribe. The data were analyzed through historical explanation and qualitative content analysis, with
particular attention to recurring themes such as coercive centralization, confiscation of land, weakening
of khanship, forced sedentarization, secular schooling, erosion of kinship networks, and identity crisis
(Ansari, 2015; Razmjouei, 1999; Siahpour, 2009).

The findings show that the political transformation of the Rostam tribe occurred through direct
confrontation between the central state and hereditary tribal authority. In the Reza Shah period, the state
relied on military force, disarmament, and the strategy of unconditional submission to eliminate the
independent political role of tribal khans. Conflicts such as the Gajestan war and Doreg-e Madu
represented decisive moments in the decline of hereditary authority among the Rostam khans. Figures
such as Imam-Qoli Khan and Hossein-Qoli Khan embodied a form of local sovereignty that the Pahlavi
state could not tolerate within its project of centralized rule. Military campaigns in Fars and southern Iran
were therefore not isolated security operations but part of a broader state-building strategy aimed at
removing parallel authorities and integrating tribal territories into the administrative and military system
of the state (Ariana, 1964; Bayat, 1986; Razmjouei, 1999). The political pressure continued under Mohammad
Reza Shah, though it increasingly took the form of surveillance, legal restriction, security management,
and the neutralization of tribal networks. Attempts by tribal leaders to maintain influence through political
alliances, kinship ties, or engagement with national political currents were gradually contained by the
state’s security apparatus (Azarpayvand, 2005; Rostami, 2001; Tolouei, 1995). Economically, the weakening
of the Rostam tribe began even before the full implementation of Pahlavi reforms, especially through the
transfer of lands and public properties to non-local actors such as the Moein al-Tojjar Bushehri family.
This process undermined customary tribal ownership and weakened the economic foundations of khanship
(Ansari & Diyanatjou, 2012; Bayat, 2009). Later, land reform in the 1960s completed this process by
dismantling the landlord-peasant order without creating a stable alternative capable of preserving local
livelihoods, social security, or productive autonomy (Madani, 2012; Shahshahani, 1987).

The social and cultural findings indicate that the collapse of the traditional political economy of
the Rostam tribe generated deep changes in kinship, solidarity, gender roles, education, and identity. In
the traditional tribal order, the relationship between khan and ra‘iyyat was hierarchical and unequal, yet it
also contained elements of protection, mediation, and reciprocal obligation. With the confiscation of land,



forced sedentarization, and weakening of tribal leadership, this informal social contract collapsed. The
removal of traditional authorities did not automatically produce modern citizenship or social equality;
instead, it often created a vacuum in local conflict resolution, increased property disputes, weakened inter-
clan solidarity, and encouraged migration to urban margins. Studies of settled tribal communities show
that such transformations disrupted economic security, kinship organization, and the daily life of women,
who had previously played central roles in household production, cultural transmission, and the
management of nomadic life (Habibi Fahliani, 1992; Safinejad, 1989; Shahshahani, 1987). Culturally, the
Pahlavi state used modern schooling, secular curricula, Persian-language standardization, and the
promotion of national identity to reshape the minds of younger generations. Education in tribal regions
was not simply a literacy project; it was also an instrument of cultural engineering intended to shift loyalty
from tribe to state. The educational efforts associated with Mohammad Bahmanbeigi contributed to the
emergence of new tribal elites, yet they also stood in tension with older religious, customary, and tribal
forms of knowledge (Bahmanbeigi, 2010). As schooling, sedentarization, and urban contact expanded,
younger generations became increasingly distanced from older patterns of tribal authority, oral memory,
dress, mobility, and local cultural practices. Thus, modernization produced both opportunity and
dislocation: it opened pathways to education and social mobility, but it also weakened collective memory,
customary institutions, and the symbolic foundations of Rostam tribal identity (Garmroudi, 1991; llami,
2013; Majidi, 1992).

In conclusion, the centralized modernization of the Pahlavi era transformed the Rostam tribe
through a coercive and top-down process that simultaneously targeted political autonomy, economic
foundations, social cohesion, and cultural identity. The Pahlavi state succeeded in the short term in
disarming tribal authority, weakening hereditary leadership, incorporating peripheral territory into the
centralized state, and replacing many traditional institutions with bureaucratic and security mechanisms.
However, this success came at a high social cost. Because modernization was imposed without meaningful
local participation and without effective institutional substitutes for the functions previously performed
by tribal structures, it produced social rupture rather than sustainable integration. The dismantling of
khanship, the disruption of land relations, the weakening of kinship networks, and the cultural alienation
of younger generations created a long-term identity crisis whose consequences remained visible beyond
the Pahlavi period. The case of the Rostam tribe therefore demonstrates that modernization cannot be
evaluated only by the expansion of state capacity or administrative centralization. It must also be assessed
in terms of justice, participation, cultural continuity, and the capacity of new institutions to replace the
social functions of older ones. The experience of Rostam suggests that when development is imposed as
domination rather than negotiated as transformation, it may produce formal integration while generating
deep social dislocation, unresolved grievances, and a lasting crisis of collective belonging.
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