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Abstract

This study examines the discourse of militarization during the reign of Reza Shah (1925-1941) and argues that it
constituted not merely a political instrument but a structural response to Iran’s post-Constitutional crisis of authority,
territorial fragmentation, and state-building failure. The research seeks to answer the central question of how
militarization transformed into an epistemic and governmental logic that shaped the formation of the modern Iranian
state. The study hypothesizes that militarization functioned as an “authoritarian developmental” paradigm that enabled
the consolidation of state power and infrastructural modernization while suppressing political participation and
inhibiting long-term institutional development. Methodologically, the research employs critical discourse analysis
informed by Foucauldian concepts of discipline, bodily regulation, and the production of political subjects. Through the
analysis of legal documents, archival materials, and historical narratives, the study demonstrates that militarization
redefined legitimacy by equating order with modernity and portraying alternative sociopolitical actors—clergy, tribes,
and local elites—as obstacles to progress. Techniques such as conscription, uniform legislation, educational reforms,
and urban policing transformed social and private spaces into sites of disciplinary state power, producing obedient,
utilitarian national subjects necessary for centralized development. The findings confirm the hypothesis: the militarized
state created a model of “authoritarian modernization” that achieved administrative order and infrastructural progress
but at the cost of political development, civic autonomy, and democratic capacity. The study further argues that the logic
of militarization persisted beyond the Pahlavi era, shaping subsequent political orders in Iran where security continued
to take precedence over participation, and discipline over deliberation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The emergence of the early Pahlavi state represents a seminal rupture in Iran’s political trajectory, marking
the transition from a fragmented, quasi-feudal order to a centralized modern autocracy. This study posits that
the "militarization" of the Iranian polity under Reza Shah was not merely a pragmatic response to security
exigencies, but a sophisticated "discursive formation™ that recalibrated the socio-political fabric of the nation.
The central problematic of this research lies in deciphering the mechanisms through which the discourse of
militarism facilitated the shift from traditional "sovereign power" to a modern "disciplinary regime". By
doing so, it aimed to consolidate the legitimacy of the fledgling Pahlavi state through the production of
standardized, docile, and "nationalized" subjects.

Following the socio-political disintegration post-Constitutional Revolution, the Pahlavi project sought to fill
the vacuum of authority through an "iron-fist" modernization. However, this research argues that the essence
of this era was the elevation of military logic into a "civilian protocol." Militarism functioned as a meta-
narrative that redefined "civilization" (tamaddun) not as a liberal democratic aspiration, but as an artifact of
order, surveillance, and bureaucratic hierarchy. The research questions how this discourse permeated non-
military spheres—such as education, urbanism, and the private lives of citizens—and how it established a
symbiotic link between the centralization of power and the atomization of social resistance

Methodology

Methodologically, this inquiry is situated within the tradition of Historical Critical Discourse Analysis
(HCDA), specifically drawing upon the Foucauldian genealogical approach and Laclau and Mouffe’s theory
of hegemony. This framework allows for a multi-layered interrogation of power: The Micro-Physics of
Power: Utilizing Foucault’s concept of "disciplinary technologies," the study analyzes the regulation of the
"body-politic" through spatial and temporal constraints in institutions like the barracks and schools.
Discursive Articulation: Applying the logic of "nodal points,” the research examines how the state
successfully articulated "Security,” "National Unity," and "Modernity" around the central axis of militarism,
thereby delegitimizing alternative discourses (e.g., nomadic, clerical, and liberal-constitutionalist) as
"vestiges of backwardness." The Civilizing Process: Incorporating Norbert Elias’s theory, the study explores
the "internalization of coercion,” where the state’s monopoly on violence forced a psychological shift toward
self-restraint and social predictability.

The empirical corpus includes a rigorous selection of primary archival sources: the 1925 Compulsory
Conscription Act, internal circulars of the Ministry of War, state-sanctioned pedagogical manuals, and the
rhetoric found in semi-official periodicals like Ettela'at. The analysis transcends mere textual reading,
focusing on the "extra-discursive" effects of these policies on social behavior and institutional norms.

Results and discussion

The analytical findings reveal that the discourse of militarism functioned as the "epistemic foundation" of the
Iranian modern state, characterized by several transformative dynamics:

A. The Aestheticization of Power and Body Politics: The research identifies the Pahlavi state’s obsession
with "visibility." The sovereign’s body, perpetually clad in uniform, became the ultimate signifier of the new
order. The 1928 Uniformity of Dress Law was not a mere cultural whim but a "biopolitical” intervention. By
stripping individuals of their local, tribal, and religious markers and replacing them with the "Pahlavi hat"
and standardized suits, the state sought to create a legible, homogenous populace. This "semiotic erasure"
was essential for the state to perceive and manage its subjects as a singular national entity.

B. The Barracks as an Epistemic Laboratory: The implementation of the 1925 Conscription Law served as
the most potent instrument of "social engineering." The study argues that the barracks functioned as a "total
institution™ where the diverse ethnic and linguistic identities of Iran were dismantled and reconstructed into a
"modern Iranian male identity." This was the site where the "unruly” tribesman was converted into a
"predictable™ citizen-soldier. The discipline of the parade ground—marked by rhythmic movements and
absolute hierarchy—was mirrored in the civilian bureaucracy, creating a society governed by the logic of
"command and obedience."
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C. Hegemonic Closure and the Marginalization of the 'Other: The Pahlavi state achieved discursive
hegemony by creating a binary opposition between "Militarized Order" and "Tribal/Clerical Chaos." By
framing the state as the sole guarantor of "survival" in a hostile world, the discourse made political pluralism
appear as a luxury that would lead to national dissolution. Consequently, the "citizen" was redefined;
citizenship was no longer a bundle of rights (as envisioned in the 1906 Constitution) but a set of duties
centered on loyalty and national efficiency. This led to the "de-politicization" of the public sphere, where
technical progress was prioritized over political development.

D. The Structural Paradox: Strong State, Fragile Foundations: The research highlights a critical
contradiction: while the discourse of militarism successfully built the "hard-shell" of the state (bureaucracy,
infrastructure, and an unified army), it failed to cultivate "organic legitimacy." The modernization was
"instrumental™ rather than "normative." By suppressing intermediary social institutions and autonomous civil
groups, the state became a "suspended" entity above society. The sudden collapse of this seemingly
monolithic authority in August 1941 serves as the historical validation of this thesis: a state built solely on
disciplinary obedience lacks the "social glue" of active participation.

Conclusion

This study concludes that militarism in the early Pahlavi era was the primary "logic of state-building" that
bridged the gap between traditional autocracy and modern totalitarianism. Through a meticulous calibration
of body politics, institutional discipline, and discursive hegemony, the state succeeded in crafting a "formal
modernity." However, this success was pyrrhic. The prioritization of "military discipline” over "civic
engagement" stifled the growth of a resilient political culture. The findings suggest that the "Pahlavi model"
established a path-dependency in Iranian politics, where the state’s reflexive response to crisis remains
rooted in centralization and surveillance. This research contributes to the broader debate on "authoritarian
modernization" by demonstrating that when militarism becomes the dominant social discourse, it produces a
"fragile stability" that is susceptible to exogenous shocks. The enduring legacy of this era is the persistent
tension in modern Iran between a state that demands "disciplined subjects" and a society that intermittently
aspires to be "active citizens."
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