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Abstract

 Riza Khan led the Cossacks in the coup d'etat of 1921 when it looked as if the country was doomed to brigandage, civil war and probable disintegration. The period between 1921 and 1926 may be described as a transitional period, a period of interregnum and power struggles, which he won by a series of successful operations, both political and military. That is also the period when he had the highest political legitimacy and widest support of his career. The next five-year period, from 1926 to 1931 was a period of growing dictatorship and autocracy, when the shah became absolute ruler, though there was still some consultation and participation, and he still had some support among the modern middle classes. Finally, over the next ten year period, from 1931 until the allied occupation in 1941, the shah 's power became not just absolute but arbitrary as well, and he lost the support of all the social classes, both high and low, both modern and traditional.

Constitutionalism and chaos
Constitutionalism had led to chaos rather than democratic government. It had been characteristic of successful Iranian revolts that they had always led to chaos - i.e. unruly and arbitrary behaviour by several contestants for power - until one of them managed to eliminate all the rest, or the country was divided between two or three rulers and states. Until the nineteenth century arbitrary rule was seen as a natural, therefore immutable, system of government. But the window to Europe showed that the power of the state might be limited by an independent legal framework. Previously, Iranian revolts had been led against an 'unjust' arbitrary ruler in the hope of putting a 'just' one in his place. The constitutional movement had aimed, and apparently succeeded, to abolish arbitrary rule itself, and replace it by a constitutional or - as they described it - 'conditioned' government. In the process they discovered democracy as well, i.e. not just lawful but representative government.
 

  Nevertheless when the old regime collapsed and an all-powerful national assembly was established, the society rapidly tended towards the tradition of chaos which it had known over many centuries.

  Tocqueville once observed that the basic structures of a society tend to remain intact even when a revolution changes many of its forms. That may be an exaggeration, but it is true that old habits die hard. Even some leading intellectuals of the Constitutional Revolution confused liberty with licence, and thought that Law meant complete freedom from the state. The legislature was claiming all power to rule, reducing the executive to the status of a docile civil service. The press behaved as if there was no bound to the freedom of expression, not only in their lack of display of social responsibility, but in their liberal recourse sometimes to the vilest language against anyone, including ministers, Majlis deputies, even the Shah himself.
 

  Chaos of course did not just manifest itself in the form of politics, journalism and public opinion. There was growing unrest, rebellion and brigandage at the borders, among the nomads and in the provinces. Indeed that is almost the only form of chaos that has been hitherto recognised by the historians and analysts of the period. 

  The intrusion of World War One exacerbated the situation, especially as Russian, Turkish, British and German forces and /or agents were active in Iran. But the chaos was native and endemic, and, if anything, the end of the war made it worse. There were revolts in Gilan and Azebaijan, chaos elsewhere in the country and terrorism in Tehran itself, while the so-called central government lacked almost all powers and means for running the state. The 1919 Agreement was a direct product of this situation. Outside of the British foreign office, it had very few committed supporters in the British government itself, while it was universally condemned by Russia, France, America and the Iranian public.  Then came the revolt of Khiyabani in Azerbaijan, the Bolshevik invasion of Gilan, the collapse of Vusuq al-Dawla's government, the death agony of the 1919 Agreement, and the threat to Tehran by the Bolshevik government and fighters in the north. Meanwhile most of the middle classes, both traditional and modern, had become thoroughly disenchanted with the Constitutional Revolution, had begun to call Nasir al-Din (the last ruler capable of maintaining stability) Shah-i Shahid, and to attribute their own revolution to a British conspiracy.

  The 1921 coup was a result of all this. A few British officers and diplomats on the ground helped organise it - without the British government's knowledge - as a desperate measure before their forces were withdrawn from Qazvin in April 1921, thus exposing Tehran to a probably successful attack by the forces of Gilan Bolsheviks. But they would not, indeed could not, have done so, had the country not slipped in the deepest chaos and disorder at the end of 1920.

A note on the ruler's legitimacy in Iranian history

This is a convenient point at which to spare a few words for the meaning and implications of the ruler's legitimacy in Iranian history. Since, as was briefly noted, Iran was an arbitrary state and society, the state itself was not rooted in any entrenched law or tradition. Looking at the same thing through the angle of social structures and relations, since the arbitrary state was not just at the apex, but above the social classes, it did not have a social base and legitimacy of the kind which was enjoyed by the states in European countries.

   This needs a little more explanation. There will, of course, be a kind of legitimacy attached to the rule even of a tribal chief. The 'legitimacy' of the arbitrary ruler depended on his relative ability to keep the peace, put down rebellion and perform his other social and economic functions. But this was not rooted in law, tradition and socio-economic rights. Therefore, rebellion was - in principle - as 'legitimate' as arbitrary rule, and the ultimate test of 'legitimacy' was in the ability to seize and maintain power. It would be difficult to find counterparts in European history to Sabuktigin, Nadir, Karim Khan or Aqa Muhammad, let alone to Mahmud and Ashraf of the Ghalzih tribe who were crowned after the fall of Safavid Isfahan.

     The possession of God's Grace (Farrah-yi Izadi, sometimes translated literally as the Divine Effulgence) legitimised the position of ancient rulers in the heroic, legendary as well as historical ages. A close study of the subject in Firdawsi's Shahnama has shown that the Grace was bestowed to the person of the ruler, and it was not necessary for him to be in the first line of succession, or even to belong to the royal family. And, royal or not, in most cases it was not clear how the ruler had acquired the Grace except by virtue of succeeding to win power: he who ruled must have had the Grace because he held the reins of power, post hoc ergo propter hoc. The term Farrah was also used to claim divine legitimacy for post-Islamic rulers (for example, by Firdawsi in the case of Mahmud of Ghazna), but its content and implications were later expressed more often in such titles as 'Shadow of the Almighty', and 'Pivot of the Universe'. 

   Succession almost invariably presented a problem. It was never clear who would succeed after the ruler's death. The Shah himself might have had his own candidate , usually one of his sons. But this did not guarantee his succession because there was no legal sanction behind it. For example Mahmud of Ghazna nominated his younger son Muhammad and did everything he could before his death to ensure his succession. Shortly after Muhammad succeeded, his elder bother Mas'ud rebelled, fought and defeated him, and thereby became the legitimate successor.  It follows, therefore, that rebellion was as legitimate as the state when it succeeded. In Firdawsi's Shahnama when an 'unjust' ruler is about to fall, we are informed that he has lost the Grace, whereas there are other 'unjust' rulers who do not fall at all. In other words the ruler is deemed to have lost the Grace by virtue of being overthrown, and the successor or rebel to have gained it, by virtue of his victory.; once again, post hoc ergo propter hoc. 

   The ideal concept of the 'Just Ruler' (in the Islamic period: 'Malik-i 'Adil' ) became the test of the ruler's legitimacy. The evidence shows that the just ruler corresponding to the ideal concept was one who ran the country well, maintained peace and security within as well as without his realm, employed able officials and governors (and punished them for injustice - i.e. actions not permitted by the ruler himself) and thus promoted peace and prosperity. Khusraw I (Anushiravan) in the sixth, and 'Abbas I in the sixteenth, century are the prototypes of the 'Just Ruler' in that (though hardly in any other) sense. However, the unjust ruler was contrary to that, and therefore rebellion against him was legitimate. But many unjust rulers were not overthrown, and so - in theory - they still had the Grace and remained Shadow of the Almighty.

    For the same reasons, even rulers who succeeded their predecessors without much conflict - and there were very few of these - had to build their own personal power and their own personal legitimacy. It was their own conduct and their own relationship with the society which determined the attitude of the civil and military officials towards them. 
 This brief account of the meaning and implications of the ruler's legitimacy will be useful later in the paper, when we shall examine Riza Shah's legitimacy at various stages of his rule. 

End of chaos

The period 1921-25 was a period of dual sovereignty and power struggle between the three main political trends in the country: (a) the forces of chaos; (b) their antithesis, those of dictatorship, and later arbitrary government; (c) the constitutionalists, both conservative and democratic, who wished to have order without arbitrary rule but did not know how to achieve it, and quarrelled too much among themselves. But given the fact that they, and the classes they represented, were also wholly in favour of ending the chaos, it was relatively easy, once there was the will - of which Riza Khan had plenty - and the military instrument, which he quickly created. In 1926, there was dictatorship within a broadly constitutional framework. By 1931 there was arbitrary rule.

   What is remarkable, and true to the pattern of Iranian history, is the speed with which chaos was turned into subjection. It had been a feature of Iran’s arbitrary society that an arbitrary regime which one day seemed to be eternal could be overthrown the next day, if for some reason the public felt that it had lost its grip. By the same logic, a state of chaos that might have persisted even for decades could be ended almost abruptly, once the will was there to end it. Shah Isma'il I, Shah Abbas I, Nadir Shah, and Aqa Muhammad Khan were welcomed when they stamped out chaos, at least for some time. 

   Chaos in most regions and provinces came to an end even before Riza Khan became Shah. The further, relatively minor, rebellions which surged up over the first couple of years following his coronation were more often products of backlash against the arbitrariness with which Riza Khan’s army divisions behaved towards nomads, ethnic communities and provincial magnates. Yet, in the first couple of years not only the ruthless suppression of rebellion and brigandry, but also subjugation of regional magnates and notables was very popular, at least, with the urban public.   

   The matter was very urgent, hence it was the only achievement of Riza Khan that was acknowledged and admired by friend and foe alike. In the constituent assembly of December 1925 that made him shah, Sulayman Mirza, the Socialist leader, mentioned Riza Khan's 'services in stamping out the Muluk al-Tavayifi system, his centralisation of power, destruction of rebels and those who did not recognise the central power …'

  Earlier, Taqizada had said - in his speech in the Majlis against the motion for making Riza Khan temporary head of state - that his most important reason for supporting Riza Khan as prime minister was ‘the security which he has created' 
.  But, Musaddiq who delivered the longest and most impassioned speech against Riza Khan becoming shah (arguing that it would result in dictatorship) went much further:

I doubt if there is anyone who is unaware of the services that  [Riza Khan] has rendered to the country. The situation in this country was such that, as we all know, if someone wished to travel he did not have security, and if someone was a landlord he had no security, and if he had an estate, he had to employ a few riflemen to protect his produce...And, for the sake of protecting my own home, my own family and my own people, I naturally wish to see the man called Riza Khan Pahlavi to be prime minister in this country. Because I wish to see security and stability; and it is true that - in the past couple of years - because of that man we have had such a thing, and so we have been able to get on with public works, and serving the interest of the society…And thank God that, due to the blessing of his being, we would now like to get on with some fundamental work…

  There were indeed some criticisms of attempts by provincial army divisions to dominate provincial life altogether, but these were few and usually muted. The credit was given to Riza Khan for stamping out the chaos, which might have cost the country’s integrity in the absence of an alternative way of dealing with it. Indeed, as Musaddiq implied in the above-quoted speech, it was the rapid and successful ending of chaos which provided the basis for a steady increase in trade, and higher public and private investment and growth, just as it had happened when the Qajars had stamped out several decades of chaos at the end of the eighteenth century.

Riza Khan’s premiership 

It took only two years and a few months, from June 1921 to November 1923, for Riza Khan to become prime minister as well as minister of war and chief of the army. What happened in between was typical of the politics of chaos. There were no less than five ministries even though many of the constitutionalist politicians - both conservative and popular - were becoming increasingly alarmed at the rising autonomy of Sardar Sipah and his army.

  The traditional politicians were still busy wearing each other out, and accusing one another of being some foreign power’s agent, reactionary, Bolshevik, atheist, etc., almost all of which appellations were either untrue or highly exaggerated.  This increased the conviction of the younger nationalists and modernists that they were utterly incapable of improving the country's situation. On the other hand, Riza Khan was deeply engaged in creating his army, and using ever-increasing funds - both legally and illegally - to extend and improve its numbers, weaponry, organisation and training. At the same time, he cultivated friendship with all types of politicians, posed as an honest broker in politics, and made himself look indispensable as the keeper of order and stability.  

  He also established excellent relations with foreign envoys, but especially with the British minister, Loraine, who thought he was indispensable for ending the chaos; and the Soviet ministers, Rotstein and Shumiyatsky, who saw Riza Khan as a 'bourgeois nationalist' leader trying to put down 'feudal reactionaries' most of whom were also agents of imperialism. Riza Khan was able to manipulate many on the road to power. And the fact that he managed to obtain Soviet and British sympathy or acquiescence is one of the most notable examples of his extremely rich talent for under-handed diplomacy.

  In November 1923 Riza Kahn replaced Muhsir al-Dawla as prime minister. He brought down Mushir's government, and negotiated his own premiership, at a stroke by bringing criminal charges against Qavam al-Saltana who was his most serious rival. 

  I have discussed the charge against Qavam elsewhere and it is now virtually impossible to know the truth. What is clear however is that it was used, if not designed, to bring down Mushir's government, to drive Qavam out of the country, and to make Riza Khan prime minister.
 Yet, he had considerable support among the modern middle class elite, including the Young Iran Club, which had been set up by foreign educated young men such as Dr Ali Akbar Siyasi and Dr Mahmud Afshar. Ali Akbar Davar, the able and honest future minister of justice and finance who in the 1937 took his own life under pressure from Riza Shah, was openly advocating the need for a dictatorship in his newspaper. Leading younger journalists such as Zailul'abedin Rahnama joined Riza Khan's campaign. And together with a newly set up group, Independent Democrats of Iran (known in the Majlis as the Tajaddud faction), led by Sayyid Muhammad Tadayyun, they began to advocate the change of regime to a republic, and obtained the support of Sulayman Mirza's Socialists as well.
   

  The campaign collapsed largely because the campaigners were in too much of a hurry, and partly because Mudarris played his hands astutely.  The Shah had become increasingly unpopular, especially after his recent journey to Europe, commonly being described as ‘Ahmad the Wondering Trader’ (Ahmad-i 'Allaf ). There was an upsurge of his popularity as a result of these events.  Seizing the moment, he sent a telegram to the Majlis that he no longer had confidence in Riza Khan, and sought their advice for a new government. Riza Khan resigned and went to one of his estates near Damavand.
 The Independent Democrat group  (the Tjaddud faction of the Majlis) issued dire statements that the country would be lost without Riza Khan
. Ali Dashti wrote a leading article in his newspaper entitled ‘the country's father has gone’
. 

  Riza Khan's generals in the provinces began to issue threatening statements, two of them - Ahmad Aqa and Husayn Aqa - openly threatening that they would march on Tehran. The Tajaddud, Socialist and other factions, who now made up the Majlis majority, voted for Riza Khan to return, and sent a top-heavy delegation, including Mustawfi, Mushir, Sulayman Mirza and Musaddiq, to bring him back with ceremony
. 

  Riza Khan returned. As it happened, the great 'ulama - e.g. Hajj Mirza Husayn Na'ini and Sayyid Abulhasan Isfahani - who had been recently exiled from the atabat had just been allowed to return to Iraq. He rushed to Qum to see them off, and they advised him to abandon the republican campaign, because they had been alarmed by developments in Turkey under Ataturk. That he did, and redoubled efforts to look like the defender of the faith by organising official religious congregations, and personally leading various processions in the annual mourning for the martyrs of Karbila. He was duly rewarded by the religious establishment who not only sent him gifts from the treasury of the sacred shrines to be publicly and ceremoniously delivered to him
, but also acquiesced in his elevation when he bid to become shah and establish his own dynasty.

  Mudarris was still leading the Majlis opposition. Popular and respected constitutionalists like Mustawfi al-Mamalik, Mushir al-Dawla, Musaddiq, etc. - known in the Majlis as the Independents - had so far avoided open opposition to Riza Khan, though there is contemporary evidence that they were far from happy with the danger of military dictatorship and disruption of lawful government. But the Majlis was now solidly in Riza Khan’s hands largely because of the efficient manipulations of Davar, Taymurtash and Firuz. As summer 1925 began it looked as if there were no more impediments left against Riza Khan's elevation to the supreme position in the land. Meanwhile all the main Majlis factions other than the Mudarris group and the Independents had been brought into line by the new triumvirate, which on 31 October 1925 made Riza Khan ‘temporary head of state’, pending the decision of a constituent assembly to be elected forthwith.  Both the Soviet and British envoys thought that it might still be the first step towards the declaration of a republic.
 

   The Majils decision had strong backing from nationalists, modernists and Socialists, and among the army and the higher civil service. The religious establishment neither campaigned for it nor opposed it, and a significant number of the 'ulama voted later in the constituent assembly. Only Mudarris and four of the Independents, including Taqizada and Musaddiq, opposed the original vote in the Majlis, others of their kind preferring to stay away or defect.
 

   It is difficult to know how widely the event had been supported among the general public at the time. But in the elections for the sixth Majlis only the Tehran elections (held in June 1926) were free, and not a single deputy who had voted for change of dynasty - not even Sulayman Mirza, a long-standing darling of the Tehran electorate - was elected. Instead, they elected those, like Mudarris, Musaddiq, and Taqizada, who had formally opposed it, and others, like Mustawfi al-Mamalik, Mushir al-Dawla and Mu'tamin al-Mulk, who were known to have been opposed to it
.     

  The response in the provinces was far from enthusiastic. The British legation had remained neutral throughout, and had instructed their provincial consulates to do the same. Nevertheless they had asked the consulates to send reports of the public response to the great change. There were thirteen reports altogether. In Isfahan, 'Population apparently entirely disinterested'. In Mashad there was little enthusiasm for the celebrations, and the public regarded the change of dynasty 'as a British triumph and Russian defeat'. In Tabriz there was indifference by mass of the population. In Shiraz there was 'chilly reception', the people saying that the telegrams sent earlier to demand the change of dynasty was the 'work of a small clique'. In Kirman 'no one dared express any unfavourable opinion', though they thought it was the Qajar's own fault, but were apprehensive at 'further strengthening of military power'. In Rasht, there was 'no excitement', in Bushire there was quiet dissent, while in Yazd, the change 'appears to be popular'. Only in Sistan the news were received 'with every expression of rejoicing on the part of military and civilian'
.

     The light-hearted folk in Tehran almost took it as a joke, singing 'that which they've put on your head, they've just been pulling your leg'
. On the whole, it appears that the ordinary people did not regret the fall of the Qajars, but neither did they view the rise of the new dynasty with enthusiasm. 

    This was the moment at which Riza Shah enjoyed the broadest social base ever of his career between 1921 and 1941. Yet the strength of his legitimacy must not be measured - wholly or even mainly - by such spontaneous popular responses. As in similar situations anywhere, it was the influential classes and groups of society that mattered most. 

   He had beaten all opposition on the way to becoming shah. He was in direct control of the army that had been largely his own creation, and enjoyed its complete loyalty. He had the Majlis majority and most of the journalists on his side, and the support of many of them was still genuine. Many, if not most, middle and upper class young people were looking forward to a period of peace, prosperity and modernisation. He was almost idolised by most of the young and foreign educated men like those who had set up the Young Iran Club, but who were quickly advised by himself to close it down, since he himself would implement their ideas
. 

  Of even more practical importance was the admiration, support, good will, or at least acquiescence or submission, of large sections of almost every establishment and elite of the society, including some leading Qajar noblemen. 

   Iranians, like many other peoples, are good at jumping on the bandwagon. Yet, in the case of Riza Khan there was no sudden conversion on the part of large numbers of people. It was a relatively slow process among, no so much 'the masses', or even the urban crowds, but the politically intelligent public. And it was largely due to his establishment of peace in the country, the prospect of modernisation, plus the glaring absence of a real alternative for a strong, stable and modernising government. 

  The most informative single document regarding Riza Shah's position among the commanding heights of the society at the time of his accession is the proceedings of the constituent assembly. Voting was secret, and no one voted against the motion for the change of dynasty. 

    Among members of the Assembly there were many of the important 'ulama, both from Tehran and the provinces. Imam Jum'a-yi Khu'i, Hajj Aqa Jamal Isfahani and Sayyid Muhammad Bihbahani did not attend the meetings regularly and did not partake in the voting. Others such as Ayatullh-zadeh-yi Khurasani, Ayatullah-zadeh-ye Shirazi, the Imam Jum'a of Shiraz, Sayyid Abulqasim Kashani, etc., attended more regularly, and most of them were present at the time of voting. Kashani was quite active in the discussions.

    Leading and influential merchants were present. They included Hajj Muhammad Husayn Amin al-Zarb and Hajj Muhammad Taqi Bunakdar who had played such important roles in the Constitutional Revolution. Apart from Sulaiman Mirza, there were other old radical Democrats in the Assembly. Sadiq Sadiq (Mustashar al-Dawla II) was elected chairman. Another member was Hajj Muhammad Taqi Badamchi, one of the two or three closest lieutenants of Khiyabani and a leading figure in his revolt
.  Another famous constitutionalist figure was Mirza Mahdi Malik-zadeh, son of the famous Malik al-Moutikallimin. 

  Two well known and active members of Sayyid Zia’s Committee of Iron – Sultan Muhammad Khan 'Amiri and 'Adl al-Mulk (Husayn Dadgar) - both of whom had later been included in Zia’s small cabinet - were among the constituents. So were some of those who had recently defected from the camp of Mudarris, including Shukrullah Khan Qavam al-Dawla, Mirza Hashim Ashtiyani and Sayyed Abulhasan Hayirizada. 

  Landlords and provincial magnates included Qavam al-Mulk-i Shirazi, Sadrdar Fakhir (Riza Hikmat), Mushar al-Dawla (Nizam al-Din Hikmat), Ali Asghar Hikmat, Murtizaquli Khan Bayat, Muhammad Khan Mu'azzami, Lutfullah Liqvani and Muhammad Vali Khan Asadi (Misbah al-Saltana) who was very close to Amir Shukat al-Mulk (Ibrahim 'Alam) and was to be executed in 1935 on charges of fomenting the revolt in Mashad against the enforcement of the European bowler hat (see further below). 

  The religious minorities were represented by well known figures such as Arbab Kaikhusraw (Zoroastrian), Alix Aqayan and Aliksandr Tomaniantz (Christian), and Haim, the Jewish deputy and community leader who was later to be executed on the Shah’s order for unknown reasons.

    There were more than two hundred and seventy representatives, and therefore many of the old pro-Riza Khan activists were there. Davar, Taymurtash, the Bahrami brothers, Rafi', Tadayyun, Sayyid Ya'qub (Anvar), Rahnama, his brother Riza Tajaddud and others
. Never before or since could Riza Shah claim such a broad support among the country’s various influential elites. It would not be misplaced to compare the event with the assembly in the Mughan Steppe a hundred and ninety years before, which legitimised Nadir Shah's accession to the throne.

   When, in November 1925, the Majlis was considering the removal of the Qajars and election of Riza Khan to become shah, pending the decision of the constituent assembly, Lancelot Oliphant, no doubt echoing the view of many a European observer, could not believe that it would be easy for such a 'usurper' to get away with it.  He wrote in minutes:

It is difficult for anyone who remembers the old regime to believe that the old princes and their supporters can tamely accept such a usurper. Even if it appears to work at first it will be surprising if a reaction does not follow…There are difficult times ahead
. 

These words do not reflect opposition by Oliphant to the change - although neither do they reflect support for it - since the British government was neutral in the matter. They reflect the experience of European society and history, where there was a continuous, long term aristocracy, which was not only independent from the state, but the state tended to depend on it and on other influential classes. And where legitimacy, based on a traditional line of descent, and acknowledged by those important classes, was necessary for a new monarch, or a new monarchy, to succeed. 

   This, as noted above, was absent from the arbitrary state and society in Iran, and the existing nobility and hierarchy at any time was quite aware of the rules of the game, and the transient nature of their positions, both as individuals and as a collective body.  Certainly, there could be no resistance on grounds of legitimacy, as we have known it from the experience of Europe. In any case, an Iranian ruler, even one who had succeeded as 'legitimately' as possible, would - as mentioned above - normally build up his own power and thereby his own legitimacy.  That is why, far from resisting the accession of Riza Shah, some of Oliphant's 'old princes' actively campaigned for it, and others submitted stoically, if not humbly.

   This therefore was never a serious cause of lack of legitimacy for Riza Shah. The later jibes at his being 'the son of a stable boy' - or in, Bahar's angry verse, having come from 'the depth of the stable' - which in any case was exaggerated, was a sign of his unpopularity, that is, a sign of his losing what legitimacy he had made for himself  - in the very traditional Iranian style - in the earlier years of his career.  

   Indeed, the later attack on Riza Shah's legitimacy was much more potent when the vast majority of all colours and creeds firmly - although incorrectly - believed that he was no more than a paid agent of British imperialism. But even that belief, the conviction with which it was held, and the vehemence by which it was used to condemn him was largely due to the extreme unpopularity which resulted from his arbitrary and harsh rule.

   From the moment of the 1921 coup, many if not most influential people thought that Britain had organised it (although, while the British government had not been involved in it at all, some British officers and diplomats in Iran had been). Indeed, the matter was apparently so well known, and regarded as being so harmless at the time, that Riza Khan himself once told a few important politicians - including Mustawfi al-Mamalik, Mushir al-Dawla, Taqizada, Musaddiq and Dawlat-Abadi - that 'the British brought me'. And he added, either that 'I nevertheless served the country', or that 'they did not know whom they were dealing with', the basic meanings of both of which phrases are quite similar
. Understandably, he too believed that the British government had been involved in the coup. But, if anything, this confirms the view that the British involvement in the coup - even, as he and the others believed, it had been due to a long term plan by the British government - was far from proof for Riza Khan's lack of legitimacy in 1923-4, when he was reaching the heights of his success with large numbers of the political elite and modern intelligentsia.

   It was his growingly autocratic, then arbitrary - as well as harsh - rule, which later made this the most important weapon for denying any legitimacy for him, and arguing that all of his positive achievements, too, had been carried out on orders from Britain, because somehow they were in British interest. The best example cited by those who believed Riza Shah was a British agent was his conclusion of the 1933 oil agreement.  But that too - as has been shown by this author - was fundamentally a product of arbitrary government
.

AUTOCRACY AND THE FAILURE OF COMPROMISE

We now come to the second phase, the phase of autocracy.  By the end of 1925, the life of the Majlis had come to an end, and Furughi had been holding the fort as acting prime minister while the constituent assembly put the ceremonial touches to the change of dynasty. Now Mudarris thought of establishing a dialogue with the new Shah. He still had considerable popular following, and carried a good deal of weight within the political establishment. There is no record of the negotiations, though Loraine was of the opinion that the Shah had abolished the office of Military Government of Tehran ‘under pressure from Mudarris’
.  The evidence strongly suggests that Mudarris was hoping for a settlement whereby the Shah would have the army and security forces as well as a considerable amount of say in civil administration, but would leave some real role for political pundits in the Majlis. 

  They decided on a cabinet headed by Mustawfi al-Mamalik. The two most important appointments were those of Vusuq as minister of finance and Taqizada as minister of foreign affairs, but the latter declined the offer. Mustawfi was reluctant to accept office, and he told Mukhbir al-Saltana that Mudarris had pressured him to co-operate
. According to Bahar,  Mudarris had told them that they had done what they could, and ‘now we should go along with the Shah and the [new] state, hoping that they would serve the country’. ‘And that is exactly what happened’, adds Bahar, ‘and we gave up our opposition’ to the new regime
.

  Musaddiq did not accept this argument. He declined Mustawfi’s offer of the post of the foreign ministry, saying that it was not possible to work with the Shah.
 In the following Majlis debate Mudarris showed that he had been party to a deal. He said, in reply to Musaddiq's attack on the new cabinet because of its inclusion of Vusuq and Furughi:

After all that has happened we would like to use these men in the service of the country. After all this chaos [inqilabat] we would like to use them to do important things. 

Then, in a brief diversion, he revealed the logic of his new policy towards the Shah:

If I could manage to serve a constitutional monarch I would do it; if not [i. e. if he was not constitutional] I would fight him. Today our agenda is the constitution. We should [all] act according to that… And the constitution is our [ultimate] ruler and must be applied without exception (emphasis added). 

The attempt by Mudarris to reach a compromise with the Shah, principled though it was, cost him much popularity. In twentieth century Iranian politics compromise (sazesh) at best was seen as ‘collaborationism’, and at worst, as a ‘sell out’.

      Mustawfi's new cabinet had been introduced to the Majlis in September when the above speeches were made. By November, Nicolson, then British chargé in Tehran, reporting the terrorist attempt on Mudarris' life to Chamberlain, said that, having lost much popularity because of his rapprochement with the Shah, he had lately become popular again since he had said that government must be constitutional: 

I have already, in my despatch of 10th September last, indicated how the 6th Majlis had reacted against the supremacy of Mudarris imagining that he was but an agent of the Shah. The former has of late succeeded in retaining a large portion of his influence by adopting an arrogantly domocratic [sic] attitude and in a recent speech he stated baldly that he for his part would only support the Shah so long as His Majesty acted constitutionally (emphasis added).

It was in October 1926, shortly after delivering that speech, that Mudarris survived the gun attack by three assassins one early morning when he was going to teach at the Sephsalar College. There was popular outcry, and friend as well as foe condemned the attempt in the Majlis, although few would have imagined that the attack had been made without the Shah's knowledge and approval. Nevertheless, the cooperation of Mudarris with the government continued until Mustawfi resigned - as he had already tried to, a couple of times earlier - in May 1927. He met with Musaddiq shortly after his resignation and told him that he had told Mukhbir al-Saltana, his successor, to be careful not be humiliated even more than he (Mustawfi) had been.
 

  The strategy of Mudarris failed because the Shah did not keep his end of the bargain. It is, clear at least by hindsight, that if the Shah could not reach a modus operandi with a self-respecting but flexible and disinterested Mustawfi as prime minister, there could be little hope for anyone else. The popular constitutionalists were thus quickly eliminated as a group. Then came the turn of the loyal politicians.

Arbitrary Rule

The alienation of loyal politicians

    By 1928, the Shah’s dictatorship was turning into autocracy, and soon afterwards it was turned into arbitrary rule. During the rise of dictatorship, which dated back to Riza Khan's premiership, there had of course been growing deviations from some basic tenets of the country's constitution. But government was still constitutional in so far as it was not purely personal, and there still was a considerable amount of ministerial discretion and parliamentary argument, check and balance. This after all is what distinguishes a dictatorship, even autocracy, from arbitrary rule. 

  There had been arbitrary behaviour, especially in the regions and provinces, in the earlier period. But it had not been systematic, and had not yet begun to spread to the centre before the seventh Majlis. Mukhbir al-Saltana (Hidayat) who was Riza Shah's prime minister for six years, and was by no means a hostile critic wrote in his memoirs about the years beginning with 1929:

In this period the [parliamentary]immunity of some Majlis deputies – Javad Imami, , Isma'il 'Araqi, I'tisam-zadeh and Riza Rafi' [all of them old pro-Reza campaigners] – was withdrawn [and so they went to jail]. The minute anyone so much as mentioned the Shah’s name they would grab him and ask him what he meant.  Sometimes they would make up a story for it, and this would help to line up the pockets of the police agents…We have reached the point that the Shah expects to be worshipped  (emphasis added).
 
 And, he added, about ministerial power and responsibility:

Under [Riza Shah] Pahlavi, no one had any independent power. Every business had to be reported to the Shah, and every order issued by him had to be carried out. Unless there is some degree of independence, responsibility would be meaningless…and no statesman would be left with a will of his own. 
 

   In 1929, Firuz, who was minister of finance, was suddenly and inexplicably arrested, while he was leaving a public gathering side by side with the Shah himself. The fall of Firuz was the first ominous sign that thenceforth no one was immune from arbitrary arrest. The fall and murder in jail of Taymurtash in 1933 made that fact clear and unexceptionable. Sardar As'ad III quickly followed him both in prison and in death. And it was no longer felt that a sham trial was necessary.  When, early in 1937, Davar committed suicide for fear of a similar fate (Firuz had been re-arrested shortly before it, and was to be killed shortly after) hardly any one of any past stature and independence was left in the government and at the court
.  Many other faithful defenders and leading pillars of the Pahlavi regime were killed, disgraced, jailed and/or banished, for example, 'Abdulhusyn Diba Muhammad Vali Kahn Asadi, Furughi, Taqizada, Farajullh Bahrami (Dabir-i A'zam), Husayn Dadgar ('Adl al-Mulk), Brigadier Muhammad Dargahi, General Habibullah Shaybani and General Amanullh Jahanbani, the brothers Rahnama and Tajaddud, and so on.

  The alienation of the loyal politicians and administrative elite was mirrored by the alienation of the social classes. 

The alienation of landlords and merchants
By the late 1920's hardly any trace had been left of nomadic rebellion and brigandry, and - moreover - the nomads had been largely disarmed. It was precisely after such pacification that extreme force was used to break the tribes up and 'settle' them in strange environments, which often led to large-scale deaths in the process. Those in charge of such operations looked upon the nomads almost in the same way as many American whites viewed the Red Indians in the nineteenth century. Sultan 'Ali Sultani who had been a Majlis deputy for Bihbahan, for many years under Riza Shah, said, in a long speech, a couple of months after the Shah's abdication:

The Qahsqa'i, Bakhtiyari, Kuhgiluya and other nomads…not only has their property been looted, but group after group of these tribes have been executed without trial. Only in one case they killed several groups of [Kuhgiliya nomads] whom they failed to find guilty in military courts, claiming that they were trying to escape…They killed 97 of the Bahrami tribe…in one day, including a thirteen year old boy, and they jailed four hundred of them in Ahvaz, of whom three hundred lost their lives. They brought khans of the Boyr Ahmad to Tehran with pledge of immunity, and then killed them saying they were rebels…The way they settled the tribes was the way of execution and annihilation, not education and reform. And it is precisely this approach that has sapped the strength of the Iranian society and weakened the hope of national unity.
 

    Sulat al-Dawla, paramount chief of the Qashqa'is, and his son, Nasir, were jailed in Tehran, the former of whom died or was killed in jail in the 30's, though - speaking of Sawlat al-Dawla - the Shah had told Taqizada that 'these people must be destroyed (ma'dum shavand)'.
   Several of Bakhtiyari leaders were killed or imprisoned along with other leaders from the Khamasa federation of the Fars nomads, and others from elsewhere.  When the Shah left the country, almost all of those nomads who had survived the ordeal went back to their former way of life, and many of them adopted an angry, vengeful and rebellious attitude towards the state.

      Private property, especially in land, was once again weakened in economic and, perforce, political terms similarly to the old arbitrary tradition. While it was now registered according to the new law of property registration, in practice, both the Shah and the army could confiscate, or, buy by force at nominal prices, agricultural and other property. When the Shah left the country, he owned about 10 percent of the agricultural estates, but since these were of the highest quality, their value, and their annual income was much greater than ten per cent of the total.  

  Landlords were also alienated because the state monopoly of trade in important commodities such as wheat was against their interest as well as the peasants', and because they had lost much political power even in their own provinces. 

  Merchants were angry generally because of the ever-increasing etatisme and economic interventionism, and especially because of the trade monopoly acts of 1931 and 1932, which made all foreign and some of the most important domestic trade a state monopoly.

   'Ali Dashti, who was a Malis deputy at the time of abdication, said in a long speech, while the Shah was still in the country:

The right of private property is one of the oldest and most noble rights in civilised societies. But it was violated in these last twenty years to the utmost limit…They have taken the people's property by force and it must be returned to them…What is surprising is that this violation of property was done by government departments as well…What then is the difference between a highwayman and a department of the state? 

And regarding the state monopolies, he went on to say:

[I]t is twenty years now that we have intervened in the economy in the most ignorant manner, and every child realises that, in our hands, the merchants' wealth was destroyed, the country's treasury and everything [else] was ruined.

    No doubt there was some exaggeration in all this, but it does reflect the losses borne by landlords and merchants and, moreover, the anger and alienation which arbitrary rule had created their midst.

The alienation of ordinary men and women, and the religious community

   The attack on the religious community, especially the enforced changing of men's hats to the European bowler hat, and the enforced prohibition of not only the chadur but also scarves, created very strong feelings among the public. 'Abdullah Mustawfi, a modern and secular high bureaucrat of the period, who defends Riza Shah on many grounds, nevertheless disowns what he describes as Riza Shah's attack on religion.
 

   Until the late 1930's it was strictly a matter of social propriety for all men - regardless of rank and class - to cover their heads in public, as well as indoors on formal occasions. At the beginning of Riza Shah's rule a hat fashioned after his own military cap (which had been adapted from the French military and police cap) became in vogue among politicians and state officials, and was compulsory among military officers. This was later made compulsory for all men, and the compulsion was, on the whole, taken with good humour. The officially registered and recognised 'ulama and preachers could still wear the turban. 

   Suddenly in the summer of 1935 the Shah ordered all men to wear the bowler hat, which was European par excellence, and which no one except for a few had even seen before. There was revulsion, and the non-violent resistance in Mashad. was put down by bloodshed, followed by the execution of Asadi, the trustee of Imam Riza's shrine, an office which was in  the Shah's gift. His sons were married to Furughi's and Amir Shukat al-Mulk Alam's daughters. Furughi's mediation to save his life led to his own dismissal and disgrace. 

  Here may be noted an example of the important distinction between dictatorship, even autocracy, and arbitrary rule. For it is very difficult to imagine that even Hitler's or Stalin's regime would have suddenly ordered all the men to wear top hats (let alone the Chinese hat) form the next day. 

   Mukhbir al-Saltana, the previous prime minister, still had occasional private audiences with the Shah. On an occasion following the change of hats, the Shah revealed his real motive for the compulsory order to Iranian men to wear the European bowler hat:

In an audience, the Shah took my [bowler] hat off and said, Now what do you think of this. I said it certainly protects one from the sun and rain, but that [Pahlavi] hat which we had before had a better name. Agitated, His Majesty paced up and down and said, All I am trying to do is for us to look like [the Europeans] so they would not laugh at us. I replied that no doubt he had thought this to be expedient, but said to myself, It is what is under the hat, and irrelevant emulations, which they laugh at (emphasis added).

   This explains the most important motive for the compulsory removal of women's chadurs as well as scarves a few months afterwards. Women were ordered to take off their chadurs, without being allowed to wear a scarf instead. The effect for most women - almost all of those above the age of forty - was as if in 1936 European women had been suddenly ordered to go topless in the streets.  The subject of removing the chadur was not new. All modern, and some not so modern, intellectuals had been campaigning for permission and protection of its voluntary removal for one or two decades, but they had not dreamed of forcing all women to remove it, even without the right to wear a scarf. 

  Only imported European hats were allowed which only upper class women had both the means and culture to wear. One major problem for most urban women was that they simply lacked the sartorial culture of appearing in public without a bodily cover, and in any case it was very expensive for them at the time. They also lacked the culture of a public hair-do and - apart from that - would have felt much less shy if they could cover their hair with a scarf.

     Compulsory district parties were ordered in which men had to bring their wives without the chadur. Scarves were being torn off women's heads by the police in the streets and alleys. There was much social and cultural violence and some suicides. Many women simply stopped going out of their homes, only once a week smuggling out to go to the public bath through connected flat roofs of the houses of most Tehran districts at the time. The result was that, outside the modern middle class women, almost all of them put their chadurs back on after the Shah's abdication.

The alienation of poets, writers and intellectuals

    Literary and cultural progress, which had begun before the Constitutional Revolution, and had continued since through the works of poets such as Bahar, Iraj, 'Arif and 'Ishqi, prose and fiction writers like Dehkhuda, Jamalzadeh, San'ati-zadeh and Mushfiq Kazimi, and scholars such as Qazvini, the bothers Furughi, Tunukabuni and Taqavi, was further stimulated - especially among the young modern elite - by the stability and optimism of the mid-1920's.  

    But while higher education expanded, the University of Tehran was founded in 1933, and traditional scholarship was to continue openly, creative and critical work, even though it was  not critical of the regime, began to dry up from the early thirties. Hidayat wrote his first work (in Paris, in 1929) and continued writing and publishing fiction and other literary works, although he did so at his won expense. But in 1935 he had to give a written pledge to the censors to stop publishing altogether. It was shortly after that that he went to Bombay, staying there for as long as he could, and returning with great reluctance. While he was there, he reproduced in fifty copies his hand-written new novel, The Blind Owl, sending most of them to Jamalzada in Switzerland to distribute among their Iranian friends abroad. Remarkably, this first 'edition' of the best Persian novel of the century carried the notice 'The publication and sale of this book in Iran is forbidden', so that if a copy of it somehow fell into the hands of the censors, the author would not be persecuted for having published again. He wrote other stories which were published in the collection of short stories, Sag-e Velgard (Stary Dog) after the Shah's abdication. It included the short story 'The Patriot', which is a scathing attack on the Shah and the new official literary chiefs, and containing a devastating mockery of official cultural propaganda, but especially the proceedings of Farahangistan, the official academy.
  

   This academy had been set up to replace foreign, particularly Arabic, loan words by largely invented words of Persian origins, which were then sent to the royal court for the Shah's approval, before it became mandatory to use them. This offended the sensibilities, not only of young critics such as Hidayat (he was to publish his ridiculing review of one of its volumes after the Abdication), but of established and loyal literati like Taqizada and Ali Asghar Hikamat, the minister of education himself! It was at the latter's suggestion that Taqizada sent an article from Berlin, mildly critical of the academy's proceedings, which threw the Shah into such a rage that made him never to return to Iran as long as the Shah was in power.

   Of the leading poets and writers of the 1920's, 'Ishqi was assassinated by agents of the police while Riza Khan was still prime minister.
 'Abulqasim Lahuti, had led a revolt of the Gendarme's in Tabriz - in 1923 - upon the failure of which he had fled across the border to the Soviet Union, and ended his days, eventually, in Tajikistan.
 Iraj died of natural causes also in the 1920's
, 'Arif, - who had conducted a very effective campaign for Riza Khan and against the Qajars - died in depression and destitution in a village near Hamadan in 1933
, and Farrukhi Yazadi - who decided to co-operate with the regime, and even became a Majlis deputy at one stage - spent many year in jail, where he died or was killed in 1939.
 

   Bahar was arrested and banished several times for no obvious reason and despite the fact that he had given up all political activity. An important result of that was his long mathnavi, Karnama-ye Zindan (Life in Prison), which was to remain unpublished until the 1950s. So were so many other poems which he wrote against the Shah and the regime, although - after he wrote and published a panegyric for the Shah and was finally released from banishment - he occasionally wrote and published panegyrics in praise of the Shah and his achievements to ensure his own freedom. 

   Jamalzadeh virtually ceased to publish any more fiction after his most successful Yiki Bud va Yiki Nabud until 1941. Nima Yushij also virtually ceased to publish poetry in the period, although he was naturally not much inclined to publish his works even in better times. Apart from Hidayat, of the younger writers who emerged in the early 30's Buzurg 'Alavi stopped publishing about 1935, and went to jail early in 1937, as a member of the well known young and modern educated 53 prisoners, who were arrested on the charge of belonging to a Marxist organisation. While in jail, 'Alavi wrote - secretly, on scrap wrapping papers - his next collection of short stories, Prison Scrap-notes (Varaq-para-ha-yi Zindan ), which was published after the Shah's abdication, when he was released from jail.

   In fact there had been no organisation at all, and most of the young prisoners had only but heard of Marxism, though many were converted to it after they were condemned as Marxists. Their leader, Taqi Arani, who had been a romantic nationalist in the 20's - he had even written a long poem about 'the motherland' - had now become an intellectual Marxist, though he had no political affiliation.
 

Reza Shah in 1941     

The Shah, as we saw, started in 1926 with considerable political legitimacy and a firm, even though not popular, social base, when he had the explicit or tacit approval of the commanding heights of the society. At that time, his opposition among the political establishment and the modern middle classes had dwindled to a relatively small number of politicians and intellectuals who were particularly concerned about the likelihood of the return of arbitrary government. 

  But, for all the reasons discussed above - which were indeed largely the result of the restoration of arbitrary state in modern form - by the time the Allies invaded Iran in 1941, the Shah was virtually all on his own. He did not have the approval of any of the social classes and communities as such; indeed almost all of them had turned against him long before, and wished his downfall.

    Furthermore, there were very few men of any real standing, either civilian or military, who were genuinely committed to him and his rule. 'Abbasquli Gulsha'iyan, who had been a very successful high official under Riza Shah and was an important minister during the allied invasion of 1941, wrote in his diaries at the time that men like himself had been worried that the shah would fall by assassination. It is clear that their worry was about their own fate, as Gulsha'iyan wrote almost joyfully that they could not have anticipated his fall by foreign invasion:

Thus was the fall of Riza Shah Pahlavi, and so ended the worry everyone had as to what would happen to the country after Riza Shah's death.  Since no one anticipated his abdication. And - given the way he ruled - they expected that, if he did not die of natural causes, he would certainly be killed. But he would have fallen one way or another, and the country would have faced terrible chaos and revolution, except in this way [i. e. abdication enforced by the Allies] which was outside everyone's imagination.

   It is also clear that the shah would not have had to abdicate had he enjoyed a reasonable social base. Indeed all the evidence shows that his abdication was the one event following the occupation of Iran that the vast majority of the people welcomed. The people's great fear of him suddenly gave way to relief, ridicule, abuse and wish for vengeance.  It would have been very difficult to keep him on the throne even if the Allies had wished to. The public outcry against him was very strong indeed. Neither the loyal Furughi nor the Majlis deputies believed that the shah would keep to a promise to observe constitutional government, many of them fearing that they would pay for their reformist demands handsomely the minute he was in a position to renege on his commitment.
 

   Apart from that, it would not have been possible for him to try and play the role of the constitutional monarch under the Allies' watchful eyes (even if he had wanted to) because of the irresistible pressure for the rectification of the injustices committed before, which directly implicated him. And if the Allies had tried to keep him by sheer force, they would have earned the dual hatred of the people for both invading the country and keeping Riza Shah as their ruler. 

  It is therefore clear that the Shah's abdication was not inevitable, that is, he would not have had to abdicate had he enjoyed a certain amount of political legitimacy, and a reasonable social base among his own people, especially as by then he had offered full cooperation to the Allies, and the latter were physically present to ensure that he would keep his word.

     It was noted at the outset that - according to the general pattern of major change in Iranian history - the fall of an arbitrary state was followed by chaos. Its latest occurrence had been during and after the Constitutional Revolution, which had led to great popular disappointment in constitutitonalism, and, so, to a generally welcome reception for the 1921 coup and its aftermath. The pattern was repeated again in the 1940's, with chaotic and disintegrative trends appearing, once again, both in the centre of politics and in the provinces. And if it was significantly less marked it was, inter alia, largely due to the physical presence, and, later, considerable influence of the Allies in the country. Therefore, again true to the pattern, many - especially among the political establishment and modern middle classes - began to feel and even express nostalgia for Riza Shah's rule after a few years. The pattern was familiar from the long history of Iran, and was to be repeated in comparable forms later in the twentieth century.
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