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Electoral Participation and Political Culture in Pahlavi-Era Iran

Synopsis of the Monograph:

Ambiguous Roads to Democracy: Electoral Participation and Political Culture in Pahlavi-Era
Iran delves into the complex and often contradictory processes of democratization in Iran
during the reign of the Pahlavi dynasty. By examining the electoral system in the Isfahan
district from 1923 to 1978, this study provides a nuanced analysis of how political participation
was shaped by the broader political culture, highlighting the tensions between formal
democratic structures and authoritarian realities.

The monograph is structured into three chronological periods, each reflecting significant shifts
in Iran’s political landscape:

1- The Early Pahlavi Period (5th to 13th Parliamentary Rounds):

This period covers the transition from the Qajar dynasty to the establishment of Reza Shah
Pahlavi’'s monarchy. During these years, elections were heavily manipulated by the state,
ensuring that only candidates aligned with the government’s agenda were elected to the
National Consultative Assembly. Despite the preservation of democratic forms, the actual
practice was characterized by state control and restricted political freedom. This section
examines how the early Pahlavi regime used electoral practices to consolidate power,
effectively stifling genuine democratic participation.

2- The Dominance of Landowners (14th to 19th Parliamentary Rounds):

The second period explores the mid-Pahlavi era, where the influence of large landowners
became a defining feature of the electoral process, particularly in rural districts around
Isfahan. With the agricultural economy as a backdrop, these landowners leveraged their
control over the rural population to secure parliamentary seats, turning the electoral process
into an extension of their social and economic dominance. This analysis reveals how electoral
participation during this period was deeply entwined with traditional power structures,
limiting broader democratic engagement.

3- Post-Land Reform and the White Revolution (20th to 24th Parliamentary Rounds):



The final section addresses the transformative effects of the Land Reform and the White
Revolution initiated by Mohammad Reza Shah. These reforms aimed to modernize Iran’s
economy and society, significantly altering traditional power parameters. In Isfahan, these
changes disrupted the political influence of landowners, leading to the emergence of new
political actors from the urban middle and working classes. This period saw increased
participation from these groups as electoral boundaries were redrawn and new candidates
gained access to political power. The monograph analyzes how these reforms created both
opportunities and challenges for democratic practices in Iran, highlighting their ambiguous
and often contradictory nature.

Throughout the monograph, a mixed-methods approach is employed, combining qualitative
historical analysis with quantitative data to provide a comprehensive understanding of
electoral participation during the Pahlavi era. Detailed statistical analyses of voter turnout,
social class affiliations, and the impact of state policies on electoral outcomes are included. By
integrating these methodologies, the study offers a nuanced view of the relationship between
political culture and electoral practices, shedding light on the broader implications for Iran’s
democratic development.

Research Interests:

My research interests lie at the intersection of political culture, electoral systems, and socio-
political history, with a particular focus on modern Iran. My work seeks to explore the
complexities of how state power, societal structures, and cultural factors interact to shape
political participation and governance.

The research presented in my monograph focused on the political participation in Isfahan
during the Pahlavi era. This study not only provided insights into the specific electoral practices
of the time but also raised broader questions about the nature of democratization in
authoritarian contexts. The findings underscored how formal democratic structures can be co-
opted by authoritarian regimes, turning elections into instruments of control rather than
genuine avenues for political representation.

Currently, as | pursue my second Ph.D. in Iranian Studies at the University of Tehran, my
research has expanded to explore how various socio-economic and cultural factors influence
political participation across different regions of Iran. | am particularly interested in how these
factors intersect with state policies and reforms, such as the White Revolution, to produce
varied political outcomes. My ongoing research seeks to understand the long-term impacts of
these historical developments on contemporary political culture and behavior in Iran.



Another key area of my research involves comparative studies of electoral systems and
political culture in the broader Middle East. By comparing Iran’s experiences with those of
other countries in the region, | aim to identify common patterns and unique divergences in
state-building, democratization, and political participation. This comparative approach allows
me to place Iran’s political development within a broader regional and global context, offering
insights into the specific challenges and opportunities faced by countries in the Middle East.

Overall, my research is driven by a commitment to understanding the complexities of political
development in Iran and the broader Middle East. By combining historical analysis with
contemporary perspectives, | aim to contribute to the scholarly discourse on democratization,
state power, and political culture, offering new perspectives on the factors that shape political
participation and governance in this region.



