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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The principal objective of this article is to examine the forms
of interaction between the state and ethnic groups under
different structure of power during the traditional,
constitutional and Pahlavi eras. The question of ethnic
participation in government affairs has been an important topic
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in different historical periods of Iran. Attention to the historical
background and the prevailing socio-political context
demonstrates that ethnic groups, as rational actors, have
historically defined their patterns of political interaction with
the state by assessing the existing conditions and the available
structures of political opportunity. The type of relationship
between ethnicities and the state should not be understood as
an inherent or fixed condition; rather it is shaped by the
perceptions and strategic calculations of ethnic actors in
response to the prevailing power structure and to the state’s
policies and practices regarding ethnic demands. In the present
study, by considering issues of this kind, the forms of
interaction between the state and ethnicities during the
traditional, constitutional, and Pahlavi periods are examined.
These patterns of interaction range along a spectrum that
extends from cooperation and competition to open conflict.

Methodology

This research adopts a qualitative approach of the historical
explanatory type. The historical explanatory method is based
on the premise that the study of social phenomena requires the
systematic use of historical data. Accordingly, historical
evidence concerning the relations between the state and ethnic
groups in Iran is collected and analyzed. By organizing and
connecting these data within a continuous analytical process,
the study extracts and derives propositions and concepts that
enable the explanation and interpretation of the patterns of
interaction between the state and ethnic groups during the
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historical periods under examination.
Findings and Discussion

In traditional Iran, there was no centralized power, but in those
diverse powers in the field of governance balanced each other
in a specific logic and order. As a result of the coexistence of
these diverse powers, adjustments were continually made
within a balanced relationship, preventing any single power
from fully dominating the others. Through the continuity of this
process, relations between the state and the ethnicities were
organized around the exchange of land and resources for the
mobilization of power in the forms of military recruitment and
taxation. This arrangement stabilized and reproduced a
dispersed configuration of power in Iran.

The logical foundations of the mulik al-tawa’ifi power
structure, namely the exchange of power resources between the
central state and the centers of authority, were, in a sense,
formalized after the Constitutional Revolution through the
approval of the Law of State and Provincial Associations. This
legal mechanism created the possibility of recognizing ethnic
groups’ demands for participation in the structure of power.
Accordingly, under the political opportunity structure, the
pattern of "cooperation” became more prominent in state-
ethnicity relations than the patterns of “competition” and,
especially, “conflict”.

During the Pahlavi era, the absolutist and centralizing structure
of state power gave priority to security-oriented and ethnically
homogenizing policies over the political, cultural, and
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economic demands of ethnic groups. As a result, there was
limited capacity within the state structure to recognize or
accommodate ethnic demands for participation in power.
Consequently, within the political opportunity structure of the
Pahlavi period, the pattern of conflict became more prominent
in state-ethnicity relations than the patterns of competition and,
especially, cooperation.

Conclusion

A comparative review of the indicators of ethnic mobilization
in the Constitutional and Pahlavi periods shows that, during the
Constitutional era, ethnic mobilizations were primarily
characterized by forms of local-traditional autonomy within the
mulik al-tawa’ifi structure of power. In other words, ethnic
mobilizations in the Mamalek-e Mahriise were not grounded in
modern forms of ethnic identity, value-based claims, or
territorial legitimation. By contrast, during the Pahlavi era,
ethnic mobilizations increasingly took violent forms and
appeared as divergent autonomist movements. In explaining
this transformation, two factors must be emphasized. On the
one hand, attention should be paid to the growing role of
identity-based values in shaping the political behavior of
individuals and social groups. On the other hand, the
authoritarian and centralized structure of the Pahlavi state must
be considered, since it restricted institutional opportunities for
articulating and pursuing ethnic demands within the political
system.
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Due to the discourse of modern archaism that underpinned the
ethnic policy of the ideological Pahlavi state, the political
opportunity structure of the Pahlavi era was, on the whole,
characterized by a closed nature.

The closed and ideological intersubjective space created by the
non-democratic political opportunity structure of the Pahlavi
state generated, in the perceptions and imaginaries of ethnic
elites, a form of constructed pessimism. This condition
contributed to the emergence of ethnic movements seeking
autonomy or even separatism, movements that were
increasingly framed in terms of value-based and identity-
oriented claims.

On the one hand, the ideological ethnic policy of the modern
Pahlavi State, which was rooted in archaic nationalism,
targeted the identity and cultural foundations of the ethnic
groups. On the other hand, ethnic groups experienced
dissatisfaction arising from unequal treatment and from the
state’s failure to fulfill their desires, related to the preservation
of their valued identity. Together, these dynamics played a
fundamental role in shaping ethnic strategies, which
increasingly took the form of nationalism and ethnic
movements, seeking to pursue their demands from the state.
These strategies, in turn, shaped the type of interaction between
the state and the ethnic groups. The greater the recognition of
such values within the national framework, the more likely
group loyalties are to shift from local affiliations toward
broader national identification and conversely when such
recognition is absent. From these premises, it can be concluded
that from the modern Pahlavi State onwards, the nature of the
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state's ethnic policy, across its political, cultural and economic
dimension, played a decisive role in shaping the specific
strategies adopted by the ethnic movements in pursuing their
demands. Consequently, it also determined the type of
relationship between the state and the ethnic groups.

Keywords: Ethnic groups, State, traditional,
Constitutionalism, Cooperation, Pahlavi, Conflict.
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