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CrossMark

This study provides a historical-sociological analysis of the collapse of constitutional
institutions and the emergence of sultanistic authority during the early Pahlavi era in
Iran. The Constitutional Revolution represented the first systematic attempt to
transform absolutist monarchy into a rule-based political order through the
establishment of parliament, constitutional law, and representative institutions. Despite
these institutional innovations, constitutionalism developed within a socio-political
environment lacking the structural foundations necessary for durable
institutionalization. Weak state capacity, political instability, absence of organized
political parties, security crises, and foreign intervention undermined the effectiveness
of constitutional governance and gradually eroded public confidence in parliamentary
rule. As the gap widened between constitutional ideals and governing realities, political
discourse increasingly shifted from demands for liberty toward calls for order and
centralized authority. The rise of Reza Shah must therefore be understood within this
broader historical context. Through military consolidation, bureaucratic centralization,
and state-led modernization, the new regime restored stability and strengthened state
capacity. However, modernization was accompanied by the personalization of political
power, transforming formal institutions into instruments of executive authority and
producing a political structure consistent with sultanistic rule. The findings suggest that
Pahlavi sultanism emerged not merely from individual ambition but from the gradual
institutional erosion of constitutionalism and the incomplete process of political
institutionalization during Iran’s transition to modernity. The study demonstrates that
state modernization without autonomous political institutions can reinforce centralized
authority while reproducing personalized governance within modern administrative
forms.

Keywords: Constitutional Revolution, Modern State Formation, Sultanistic Authority,
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The collapse of constitutional institutions and the emergence of sultanistic authority in early
Pahlavi Iran represent one of the most significant turning points in modern Iranian political history. The
Constitutional Revolution sought to transform the traditional structure of political authority by limiting
monarchical power through law, representative institutions, and parliamentary governance.
Constitutionalism introduced modern political concepts such as the rule of law, national sovereignty, and
political accountability into Iranian political discourse, redefining the relationship between state and
society. Intellectuals and reformist elites envisioned a transition from patrimonial kingship to a modern
constitutional state grounded in institutional legitimacy rather than personal authority (Adamiyat, 1991).
However, the institutional framework created after 1906 emerged within a society lacking prior experience
with sustained bureaucratic governance, organized political parties, or autonomous civil institutions.
Scholars of Iranian political development have emphasized that constitutionalism unfolded within a
historical pattern characterized by a strong centralized state and a relatively weak social base capable of
sustaining participatory politics (Katouzian, 1999). Consequently, constitutional institutions existed
formally but struggled to acquire functional autonomy. Political modernization therefore proceeded
unevenly, combining modern legal forms with persistent patterns of personalized authority (Bashiriyeh,
2000). This article analyzes the erosion of constitutional institutions not as a sudden political failure but
as a structural process rooted in historical state—society relations, institutional fragility, and competing
interpretations of modernity.

The theoretical framework of this study draws primarily on historical sociology and the theory of
sultanistic regimes developed by Juan Linz and further elaborated in comparative authoritarian studies.
Sultanism refers to a form of nondemocratic rule in which political power becomes concentrated in the
personal authority of a ruler while formal institutions survive only as instruments of that authority (Linz,
1975). Unlike traditional despotism, sultanistic regimes frequently employ modern administrative
structures, national ideology, and bureaucratic organization while maintaining personalized decision-
making at the core of political power (Chehabi & Linz, 1998). This framework is particularly relevant to
the Iranian case because modernization under Reza Shah combined extensive institutional reforms with
the weakening of autonomous political participation. The study also adopts insights from state formation
theory, which argues that successful institutionalization depends on the balance between social
mobilization and organizational capacity (Skocpol, 2010). When social demands expand faster than
institutional consolidation, political instability often produces authoritarian solutions. Iranian
constitutionalism developed under precisely such conditions, where political participation expanded
rapidly but administrative cohesion remained weak. The theoretical perspective therefore connects
institutional erosion with broader processes of modernization, state-building, and elite adaptation within
a transitional political order (Bashiriyeh, 2006).

Between 1906 and 1925, constitutional institutions underwent gradual but profound erosion.
Parliamentary instability, frequent cabinet turnover, regional fragmentation, foreign intervention, and
fiscal weakness undermined the effectiveness of constitutional governance. The central government
lacked military and financial capacity to enforce national authority, leaving large parts of the country
under tribal or local control (Keddie, 2002). Political competition increasingly took the form of factional
rivalry rather than institutionalized party politics, preventing the consolidation of representative
governance (Abrahamian, 2001). International pressures further complicated domestic stabilization, as



geopolitical competition between major powers constrained state autonomy and reinforced perceptions of
governmental weakness (Ghani, 1999). Many intellectuals and political elites who had initially supported
constitutional liberalism gradually shifted toward advocating a strong centralized state capable of restoring
order and implementing modernization. This ideological transformation reflected a broader redefinition
of modernity itself: progress became associated less with political participation and more with
administrative efficiency and national unity (Ajoudani, 2003). The failure of constitutional institutions was
therefore not merely institutional but cognitive, reshaping elite expectations regarding governance and
legitimizing authoritarian alternatives.

The rise of Reza Shah must be understood within this context of institutional exhaustion rather
than as an isolated military takeover. The new regime responded directly to demands for security,
centralization, and national reconstruction following decades of instability. Through military
consolidation, administrative reform, and territorial integration, the Pahlavi state succeeded in restoring
effective governmental authority (Cronin, 2004). The creation of a national army, expansion of
bureaucracy, modernization of the judiciary, and development of infrastructure strengthened the state’s
coercive and administrative capacities. Nationalism became a central ideological resource, promoting
loyalty to the centralized state and redefining political legitimacy around modernization and national
revival (Atabaki, 2017). Yet these reforms simultaneously reduced institutional autonomy. Parliament
remained formally active, but political competition was restricted, opposition curtailed, and policymaking
increasingly concentrated in the monarch’s hands. Studies of Iranian political development describe this
transformation as the emergence of a modernizing authoritarian state in which institutional forms masked
personal rule (Anbarani, 2020). The regime embodied a paradox: it constructed the foundations of a modern
state while undermining the institutional pluralism envisioned by constitutionalism.

The consolidation of sultanistic authority under Reza Shah resulted from the interaction between
modernization and personalization of power. Bureaucratic expansion did not generate institutional
independence; instead, administrative elites became dependent on royal patronage. Political loyalty shifted
from constitutional norms to personal allegiance, a defining characteristic of sultanistic regimes identified
in comparative political analysis (Shamsini Ghiasvand, 2004). The state achieved unprecedented capacity
in taxation, law enforcement, and social regulation, yet civil society remained politically marginalized.
Modernization policies—including educational reform, infrastructure development, and economic
centralization—enhanced governmental effectiveness while narrowing the space for autonomous political
organization (Fallahzadeh, 2020). Historical sociological interpretations suggest that this pattern reflects a
broader trajectory observed in late-modernizing societies where state-building precedes democratic
institutionalization (Foran, 1998). In Iran, modernization strengthened the state without producing a
corresponding institutional balance capable of constraining executive authority. Consequently, the
political system evolved toward a sultanistic configuration in which modern structures served the
consolidation of personal power rather than the institutionalization of constitutional governance.

The study concludes that the emergence of sultanistic authority in early Pahlavi Iran was not a
simple reversal of constitutionalism but the outcome of a complex historical transition. Constitutional
institutions failed to institutionalize authority before encountering severe political and social crises, and
their erosion created the conditions under which centralized authoritarian modernization appeared both
necessary and legitimate. Reza Shah’s rule resolved the crisis of state capacity but did so by redefining
modernization as a state-driven project centered on executive power. The Iranian experience demonstrates



that modernization without institutional consolidation can produce strong states yet fragile political
systems, where stability depends on personal authority rather than durable institutions. The collapse of
constitutional structures and the rise of sultanistic governance therefore represent interconnected phases
of a single transformation: the passage from aspirational constitutionalism to centralized authoritarian
modernity. Understanding this trajectory highlights the broader historical lesson that sustainable political
development requires not only administrative modernization but also the preservation and
institutionalization of autonomous political structures capable of balancing authority and participation.
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