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Defining political culture or politics is not a scientific task. Nevertheless, in the
interest of clarity, two classical definitions given by Sidney Verba and Lucian Pye
will be used here. In their view, a system of beliefs, values and symbols, which are
the basis and sources of, and breath life into, political action can be seen to
constitute political culture. In particular Verba states political culture to be “the
system of empirical beliefs, expressive symbols, and values which define the
situation in which political action takes place. It provides the subjective orientation
to politics.”1 Pye believes political culture to consist of “only those critical but widely
shared beliefs and sentiments that form the ‘particular pattern of orientation’ that
give order and form the political process. In sum the political culture provides
structure and meaning to the political sphere in the same manner as culture in
general gives coherence and integration to social life.”2 Politics, on the other hand,
in a general sense of the word, refers to the governing of the affairs of community.
It would therefore seem inevitable that politics, if managed locally by the natives, is
impressed by the political culture that pervades the society. Iran is no exception.
If politics is after all a community affair, then political actors are engaged in a
human enterprise. Actors, such as states or governments, multi-nationals or
NGOs, have no independent meaningful entity of their own. It is us, people (either
collectively or as individuals), who breathe life into these otherwise abstract entities.
Treaties are not signed by states but by statesmen, wars are not declared by
countries but by their leaders, nor is peace negotiated between belligerent parties,
but rather negotiated between representatives of warring communities. The relative
nature of man, as regards his psychology, sociology, philosophical outlook and
worldview can have a resounding impact on the political decisions he/she makes.
Those traits are nurtured in an atmosphere which is produced by the historical
coordinates and the socio-political settings of the community he/she lives in. It is
thus impossible to divorce the politics of any community from its political culture.
The political culture of Iran, rather than being a definitive set of norms and ways,
seems to lend itself to divergent strands of behaviour. The long history of Iran - two
thousand five hundred years of recorded history - has been impressed by the
institution of monarchy and also, since the arrival of Islam, by Shi’ism (however, for
the purpose of this paper only, we take 1501, the beginning of the Safavid Dynasty
in Iran, as the beginning of the influence of Shi’a in the country). These two
important factors, the institution of monarchy and Shi’ism, have shaped much of
what has happened in Iran in the last millennia, and the modern history of Iran
very much reflects that. What will follow is an attempt to outline the main
characteristics of monarchy and Shi’ism as practised in Iran. Thereafter three
particular but very important events in Iran’s modern history, the Constitutional
Revolution of 1905-9, the Oil Nationalization of 1953 and the Iranian Revolution of
1979, will be assessed as regards the impact and effect of Iranian political culture
on them. Why and how traits in Iranian political thinking and behaviour led, or at
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the very least contributed, to those developments will form the latter part of this
work. The inevitable consequences of certain national/historical disasters such as
the Mongolian invasion of Iran and their impact on the Iranian psyche will also be
mentioned.
Amongst channels through which political culture connects, or impresses policy are
religion, values and institutions. There are of course more channels but, for our
purposes, we only consider these three. Persians, as Iranians used to be called,
were Zoroastrians before Islam arrived there during the reign of the second Islamic
Khalif, Omar. Zoroaster, the Prophet of Zoroastrianism,3 preached ‘good thought,
good speech and good deed’. Ahura, the old Persian name for God, was in battle
with Ahriman, the old Persian name for Satan. Ahura would eventually triumph
over Ahriman and when Zoroaster returned to earth, the Day of Judgement would
take place.4 Avesta, the holy Book of Zoroastrians, appears to place less emphasis
on the other-worldly reward for man than the Quran or the Bible does. There is
clear indication that Zoroastrianism was concerned with, and spoke on, temporal
issues. It addressed the basic political structure of the Persian empire and dealt
with worldly matters. In fact the concern of the old Persian religion – still practised
by a minority of Iranians in Iran and some Persians in India – went as far as
offering legitimacy to the system. It spoke of the King of Kings [King of Persia] as
the highest authority on earth and the governor of the whole world.5 This
legitimisation was, however, qualified. The King of Kings, though the executor of
God’s will on earth, did not have any divine qualities himself. The old Persian King
could not be compared to the Egyptian Pharaoh or Mesopotamian kings. While the
latter were immune to any wrong-doing, the former was not infallible and could
astray from the truth. The triumph of Zahhak (an evil Persian mythological ruler)
and the decline of Jamshid (the famous Persian mythological king) happened
because Jamshid had deviated from righteousness. Therefore it can be observed
that religion in Iran has always had a big impact on politics.
Shi’ism also advocates the close proximity of religion and politics. Iran, the only
country in the world whose state religion has been Shi’ism since 1501, has been
impressed by the direct influence of Shi’a beliefs and Shi’a clerics.
Like
Zoroastrianism, Shi’ism also believes in the relation between the religious and the
temporal. The only difference is that while in Avesta, a caste system is propounded
whereby priests remain priests and kings remain kings, Shi’ism, at least in one
interpretation, allows and in fact encourages the involvement of the clergy in
political affairs through the theory of Niabat.
This theory postulates the
successorship of the jurist on behalf of the Twelfth Imam (who is hidden from
public view) to run and manage the affairs of the people. How and why religion in
Iran claimed and eventually attained the mantle of government has to do with the
failure of secular movements due to what was publicly perceived as foreign
intervention in the affairs of the country. Essentially, however, the Iranian polity
has never rejected the infusion of politics with religion.
Values also are an integral part of any political culture. Political thinking or
behaviour is based on many do’s and don’ts, rendering politics essentially a moral
affair. Values are the fundamental pillars of a moral system. Both monarchy and
Shi’ism embody a very general as well as a specific set of values. First of all, they
both appear to subscribe to a patriarchical socio/political system. There has never
been a queen in Iran as the head of state, nor has there ever been a leading female
jurist in Shi’ism. This trait may also be shared with many other societies but in
Iran it may seem paradoxical due to the social influence and status of women.
However, despite the relatively higher position of Iranian women compared to other
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developing nations, today’s Iran has not quite yet moved out of certain patriarchal
traditions, eg there is still value attached to obeying one’s father or elder brother.
Secondly, Iranians have always viewed their government as the cause of most social
developments. In fact in both pre-Islamic as well as Islamic periods life in general
was perceived as a dependent variable determined by the government of the day. If
life was good, so was the government and if life was bad, then the government had
to be bad. Much of this has to do with the numerous wars and invasions into Iran
by foreigners. In particular, the Mongolians and their descendents, who virtually
devastated Iran and literally killed people en masse in the most barbaric fashions,
left a deep scar in the Iranian psyche and affected their political attitudes. For
three hundred years Iranians had to flee for their lives or live in fear of their lives
and their beloved ones. Rumi, the great Persian mystic and poet of the thirteenth
century was one of those forced to flee his home with his entire family in the wake
of Mongolian attack. Obviously such a tragic national experience leaves its marks
on the memory and the character of the people: pessimism, distrust and viewing the
entire world and life through their rulers (there was no alternative) gradually
embedded themselves in the attitude of the people towards one another and their
government.
Looking up to the ruling party and respect for authority is another important trait
in the political culture of Iran. Authority is to be obeyed – at least historically that
has been the case. Looking back at the turbulent history of the country it is little
surprise that Iranians may have an attitude of ambivalence and obedience towards
their rulers. The number of changes in the ruling elite, the bloody wars and the
continuous invasions of foreigners all have caused security to be in very short
supply indeed. It is the urge to make up for this insecurity that drives and
motivates respect for authority in Iran. In particular the invasion of outsiders
during various phases of history has understandably produced a sense of
indifference towards their rulers. This emanates from a belief in Iran that people
themselves have little influence in their history, if any at all. Iran abounds in
conspiracy theories, precisely because so often foreigners have either invaded Iran
or caused major developments in Iran without Iranians having much say. As might
be expected, monarchy and Shi’ism are both staunchly against foreign influence,6
but at the same time promote respect for authority. Khaje Nezam ol-Mulk, the
famous Persian Minister to Holakoo, the Mongolian ruler, tried to revive the old
Persian custom of kingship wherein the king’s power and actions were perceived to
be blessed by God and thus had to be obeyed without question.7 Even though he
failed, the point remains that Persian tradition looks up to authority. During the
rule of the Safavids, Iranian clerics also stated that the king had to be obeyed.
Connected to this is a sense of seclusion in the Iranian psyche that has, in part,
been responsible for the advancement of gnosticism and mysticism there. There is
a clear tendency amongst Iranians to seek spiritual elevation marked by the
emergence of great gnostics in Iranian history, Rumi, Hafez and many other mystics
of the past are household names in the country. There is a sense of reverence
attached to this spiritual school. Even today you can find many khanghahs (a place
where Sufis – mainly men - and mystics gather) filled with all ages from various
strands of society. One factor responsible for the appeal of mysticism in Iran
throughout ages relates exactly to the political situation. Iranians’ belief in their
inability to effect change in their country in the wake of foreign invasion of their
land and outside intervention in their affairs, has over time led people to seek
comfort and peace outside the realm of politics. Sufism, with its emphasis on
neglecting the world without and concentrating instead on the world within,
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provides that perfect shelter where socio-political misfortunes can be dismissed as
inferior matters and people would feel justified in their inaction (many times they
had
no
choice).
(It
ought
to
be
mentioned,
however,
that
mysticism/gnosticism/Sufism all appear to be noted as attributes of the postIslamic period in Iran.)
As institutions, as stated before, monarchy and Shi’ism have both played a pivotal
role in the development of Iranian culture. It may seem unconventional to speak of
Shi’ism as an institution; what I mean by it are the set of rules and norms together
with the hierarchical system that Shi’ism embodies. There are special seminaries in
Najaf (Iraq) and various cities in Iran (notably Qom) that teach a standard course to
religious students. The contents of these courses have remained more or less the
same for centuries. However, it would be reasonable to assume that only since the
beginning of the Safavid rule in Iran in 1905, has Shi’ism begun to establish itself
as an institution. Prior to that much of the Iranian population were Sunnis and
although there were a great many Shi’as in the country, the sect had not yet
developed along institutional lines. The establishment of the institution of Marja’a
Taqlid (Source of Emulation) – whereby every Shi’a is obliged jurisprudically to
emulate a Grand Ayatollah, is a development that started with the Safavids. Later,
Molla Khorasani stated in the early twentieth century that no prayers of a Shi’a
Muslim will be accepted by God if the individual refuses to choose a Source of
Emulation to guide him/her in religious matters.8 It can therefore be observed
what is meant by the institution of Shi’ism here.
Monarchy, the oldest political institution in Iran, viewed the king as someone with
superior qualities, who stood above the social system. Under him there were
classes who each fulfilled their function and duty without interfering in the function
or duty of others. There was a hierarchy, which placed kings and the royals at the
top of the social pyramid; below them were military officers, clerics, scholars and
secretaries, and subjects respectively.9 Avesta observes this hierarchy and, in a
way, the caste system has always been maintained in the Iranian polity.
The institutions of Shi’ism and monarchy had to live with each other, side by side,
for nearly five centuries. Inevitably they influenced one another in some ways as
they cooperated and, at times, competed for ascendancy in Iran. Shi’ism, after
1501, found a new confidence and felt able to push ahead with its advancement
programme. That included establishing itself in Iran institutionally and amongst
the Iranian people. This of course happened with the full blessing and cooperation
of the monarchy. The cooperation between monarchy and religion could be dated
back to the Islamic period. Ardeshir, the old Pre-Islamic Persian king, once stated
that religion was the basis of kingship, which in turn was the protector of religion.10
Therefore, essentially, the Safavids just continued an old Persian tradition. Religion
and monarchy started a long official relationship which lasted well into the
twentieth century.
There are striking similarities between the two institutions. Firstly, the heads of
both institutions are considered superior to the people and somehow stand above
the law. Secondly, it has been assumed, there is a mystic quality and a special
relationship between God and the heads of both institutions. In Ethna Ashari
Shi’ism (the official religion of Iran) it is believed that the Messiah will be the
Twelfth Imam, who has been in hiding for over twelve centuries and will one day fill
the world with justice. This belief is part of a Shi’a doctrine that states there have
only been (and there will only be) fourteen infallible human beings in history. They
include the Prophet himself, his son-in-law Ali (the First Imam), his daughter
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Fatima, and eleven succeeding descendants of theirs, the last of whom is the
Twelfth Imam. Ismat or infallibility is a quality unique to them and government is
their right as they are the best and the purest. Under the Safavids the concept of
Niabat emerged amongst Shi’a clerics, whereby certain others were allowed to rule
the country on behalf of the Twelfth Imam. This theory offered legitimacy to the
authority of the king, and the king in return protected the clerics and offered
institutional power to them. It was also said that the ‘king is the shadow of God on
earth’. The similarity here is that the heads of both institutions are thought to have
a special relationship with God. Note, however, should be taken that as for the
Twelfth Imam, the question of infallibility clearly places him well above the
monarch.
As the king was free to decree as he pleased, the Shi’a jurist has also been free,
through the instituion of Ijtehad,11 to consider the circumstances and issue edicts
as he sees fit. This is another common characteristic between them, which relates
to the degree of authority and power they can exercise. Iranian political culture was
certainly at work here, accepting the institution of religion to allow itself so much
room for maneouvre just as it had allowed the same for monarchy.

Impact Upon The Twentieth Century
We shall now turn to the three most important political development in Iran in the
last century and examine them in the light of what has been said above.
The Constitutional Revolution of 1906-1909 was obviously impressed by the import
of modernity into the country. During the nineteenth century, the increase in the
amount of foreign trade had opened the way to Western ideas. A group of
intellectuals together with many merchants, or bazaris as they are called in Iran,
formed a formidable front forcing the adoption of parliament on the monarchy at
the time. It is noteworthy that unlike the West, where religion was always perceived
to be the enemy of nationalism, religion did in fact come to the aid of nationalists.
Ayatollah Nai’ni, one of the pro-constitutionalism clerics, openly supported the
constitutional movement and as a senior religious leader his support had an
impact. Already the impact of religious leaders had been felt in the late nineteenth
century when an edict issued by Mirza ye Shirazi banning the use of tobacco, whose
licence had been granted to the British by the state, had weakened the state.
People’s compliant response to the edict and the consequent withdrawal of the
concession by the government promoted, for the first time, the clergy (institution of
Shi’ism) as a serious competitor to the state internally.12 Religious leaders opposing
the Constitutional Revolution, such as Sheykh Fazlollah Noori, were not opposed to
it out of loyalty to the state but because they believed parliamentarism was a
deviation from the Shari’a (religious law).
Religion obviously played its part in the Constitutional Revolution and the Shi’a
institution aided the movement. Even though parliamentarism was introduced,
monarchy itself was not questioned. The old tradition of infusing religion and
politics was upheld.
However, people challenged authority openly hitherto
uncommon in Iranian political culture. People realized that authorities in their
country could no longer dictate everything to them. It was a relative success,
though in terms of political development it was a huge leap forward.
The oil nationalisation and the coup of 1953 also have had a remarkable impact on
the modern history of Iran. After WWII, during which the British and the Soviets
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had occupied Iran and Reza Shah had been forced by the allies to abdicate in
favour of his young son, Mohammad Reza Shah, Iran witnessed many governments
in a rather short period of time. Mossadeq, a nationalist leader in Parliament, was
appointed Prime Minister by the Shah, in spite of serious reservations by the latter.
When differences came to a head, the Shah left the country and Mossadeq
effectively became the leader of the country. His nationalisation of AIOC (AngloIranian Oil Company) incurred the wrath of the British and eventually he was
overthrown by a coup engineered by Washington and London. The Shah returned
to the country feeling more confident and began to increase his powers and showed
intolerance to any serious opposition in the country.
The significant aspect of the oil nationalisation was its hostility to foreign control,
which as already noted has been a dominant feature in the political culture of
Iran.13 This time, however, the support of the religious institution was not as
forthcoming as it had been during the Constitutional Movement.
Secular
nationalists had clearly established themselves as the leaders of a new Iran and this
separation from religion, though not antipathy, was significant. There was popular
support for Mossadeq but novice democratic practices in the country failed to
muster sufficient public participation in time to support the loose pillars of
Mossadeq’s power. Institutionally, monarchy had not been questioned and Shi’ism
was still held sacred. But, unlike the Tobacco Movement some seventy years back,
nationalism, and not religion, had entered into competition with the state.
Last but not least, the Islamic Revolution of 1979 has perhaps been the most
breath-taking development in recent Iranian political history.
Following the
publication of an article against Ayatollah Khomeini in a national newspaper in
1978, a series of demonstrations took place in Iran. After a number of killings
during demonstrations, strikes began to cripple the economy. However, the strike
by the workers in the oil industry and the neutrality of the army declared in the last
days of the monarchical rule were perhaps the two most important factors that led
to the collapse of the old regime. Thereafter the Islamic Republic of Iran was
established.
There are many features of the Islamic Revolution which are noteworthy. In the
1960s, after Ayatollah Khomeini had gone to exile because of his open opposition to
the Shah’s policies, he had developed the theory of velayat e faghih, whereby he
called for the absolute rule by the jurist, a jurisprudical governnment. What this
translated to in practice was the abolishing of the monarchy, the oldest political
tradition in Iran. This was done in the name of, and with the leadership of the
institution of religion, which since 1953 had been competing with nationalists for
the leadership of the public. It had also been competing with the state, albeit
incipiently, since the 1890s (the Tobacco Movement) for the running of the country.
This was the first time ever in Iranian history that religion officially and openly took
the mantle of government. Abolishing the monarchy was a prerequisite, since
monarchy in Iran had a socio/political function and was the ultimate arbiter in
internal affairs, a role which now Shi’ism claimed for itself.

Some Concluding Remarks
The phrase, ‘king of kings’ which was reserved only for Persian kings during the
reign of the Achaemenids, and the special and unique quality that Shi’ism reserves
for its leaders both convey a message about Iranians and their political culture. An
extremely proud people who have inherited one of the oldest civilisations known to
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mankind, they believe in their own uniqueness and in spite of constant mixing and
mingling with other peoples and nations that their history has occasioned, they
maintain, intellectually and politically, a very separate independent identity for
themselves. An instance to illustrate the point is the preservation of Farsi, the
official and spoken language of Iranians. Countries conquered by Islam adopted
Arabic as their language; even Egypt with its old civilisation did not (or could not)
preserve its traditional language. Iran is unique in this case, having maintained
Farsi, its traditional language. Shi’ism is also unique to Iran, in the sense that Iran
is the only state, which has adopted it as its official religion.
The infusion of politics and religion has always existed in Iran to varying degrees as
religion has usually been the source of legitimacy for political power in the country.
Perhaps that is another reason why authority is well respected there. However,
starting with the Constitutional Revolution of 1905 Iranians began to challenge the
authorities with some success. Religion aided them in that instance, but did not
openly support nationalists during the oil nationalisation of the 1950s. In the last
decades of the last century, nationalism, which had become a serious competitor to
religion in Iran and was adopting a legitimizing role in politics – a task traditionally
reserved for religion and clerics – was pushed aside through the Islamic Revolution
of 1979. This time religion in Iran, having cooperated with monarchy over
thousands of years, forced it out, and for the first time in Persian history monarchy
left the political scene, while religion became the sole political arbiter.
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can issue edicts according to the requirements of time and place. Different Mojtaheds may
disagree on any given issue as to their edicts.
12
It is always assumed that sovereign states have no superiors externally and no
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13
Note should be taken that by anti-foreign I do not mean xenophobia. Iranians are,
by common consent, one of the most hospitable people in the world. However, when it
comes to outsiders inferring in their internal affairs, or giving the impression that they are,
automatically Iranians take a very strong stand against it. Foreign elements in politics are
always viewed with a great degree of suspicion.
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