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Abstract

The Pahlavi era is a pivotal period in Iran's contemporary history, during which foreign policy
resulted from the interplay of domestic dynamics, elite agency, and international constraints.
The book "lIran's Foreign Policy during the Pahlavi Era() Y )-14Y4)" by Houshang Mahdavi
provides a coherent narrative of diplomatic developments across this period. This study
critically evaluates the book from theoretical, methodological, and content perspectives. The
main _question is whether this work offers a comprehensive analysis of Pahlavi's foreign
policy. The hypothesis suggests that overemphasis on the Shah and elites, neglect of domestic
institutions, . social forces, and economic-cultural contexts, along with the absence of an
explicit theoretical framework, has left the analysis largely descriptive and limited its capacity
for causal and multilevel explanation. The theoretical framework draws on multilevel analysis
and the "multiple-streams model, incorporating individual, institutional, social, and
international structural levels. The research employs a descriptive-analytical method with a
critical approach, drawing on Mahdavi's book, archival documents, political memoirs, press,
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and scholarly sources. The findings indicate that critically reassessing this work enables a
more precise and comprehensive analysis of Iran's foreign policy during the Pahlavi era.
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Introduction

The Pahlavi period (Y4Y)-)4Y4) represents one of the most complex and decisive phases in
modern Iranian history, reflecting the dynamic interplay among the state, society, and the
international system within a sensitive and often turbulent context. This era, spanning from
the rise of Reza Shah and the establishment of a centralized authoritarian state to the Islamic
Revolution of Y4v4, was marked by profound geopolitical, economic, social, and
cultural transformations that significantly shaped Iran's foreign policy orientations.
Understanding this period is crucial for scholars of history, political science, and international
relations, as foreign policy during this time functioned not only as a mechanism for protecting
national sovereignty but also as a tool for legitimizing state-led modernization and the
consolidation of power. Despite the significance of this era, much of the existing scholarship
has been predominantly descriptive and chronologically structured, often neglecting causal
analysis and the complex interactions between domestic and international factors.
Consequently, a comprehensive understanding of decision-making processes, institutional
roles, societal influences, and structural constraints remains insufficiently addressed,

necessitating a multi-level analytical approach.

Houshang Mahdavi's Iran's Foreign Policy during the Pahlavi Era(?4Y)-14Y4) stands as a
seminal work that has substantially shaped both public and scholarly perspectives on Iranian
foreign policy. Covering a fifty-seven-year period from the Y4Y) coup to the Islamic
Revolution, Mahdavi provides a coherent and continuous narrative of Iran's diplomatic
history, emphasizing the tension between nationalist and independence-oriented forces and
imperial powers. Key strengths of Mahdavi's work include its comprehensive scope, narrative
continuity, and extensive use of diverse sources—including domestic and international
archives, newspapers, political memoirs, and diplomatic documents—which enhance its
reliability and value as a research reference. Nevertheless, critical review reveals significant
analytical and theoretical limitations. The absence of an explicit and systematic theoretical
framework, coupled with a primary focus on the Shah and political elites while neglecting
domestic institutions, societal actors, and economic and cultural dimensions, confines the
book to a largely descriptive level and limits its capacity for causal and multi-dimensional
analysis. The narrative is predominantly linear and event-driven, overlooking the complex
interplay of practical objectives, decision-making processes, and societal influences.



Materials & Methods

this study adopts a descriptive-analytical methodology combined with a critical perspective.
Data were collected through a detailed review of Mahdavi's book, complemented by internal
and external archival sources, newspapers, political memoirs, and related academic studies.
Analysis is conducted across three dimensions: intratextual critique to identify inconsistencies
and limitations within Mahdavi's narrative; extratextual critique through comparison with
archival sources and established scholarship; and critique of the production context to situate
the book as a product of its time and the prevailing official discourse. The theoretical
framework guiding this study is based on a multi-level analytical approach and Morin and
Paquin's multi-branch foreign policy model, integrating the micro-level (leaders' agency),
bureaucratic level (institutions), societal level (public opinion and interest groups), and
structural/international level (international system and great powers). This framework enables
the analysis of Pahlavi-era foreign policy as the outcome of complex interactions among
individual, institutional, societal, and structural factors, allowing for nuanced, multi-
dimensional interpretation and evaluation.

Discussion & Results

The central research question of this study is: Does Mahdavi's book offer a comprehensive
and multidimensional analysis of Iran's foreign policy during the Pahlavi period? The research
hypothesizes that Mahdavi's concentration on the Shah and elites, along with limited attention
to domestic institutions and societal actors, results in a constrained, predominantly descriptive
analysis of Iran's foreign policy. It further posits that adopting a multi-level framework
encompassing individual leadership, bureaucratic institutions, societal actors, and the
international system could address these analytical and theoretical limitations, providing a
more precise and comprehensive understanding of decision-making processes and the
interplay of domestic and external factors. The findings of this study reveal that while
Mahdavi's book remains a foundational work in the historiography of Iranian political and
diplomatic history, its methodological and theoretical constraints significantly limit its
explanatory power. The absence of an explicit and systematic theoretical framework, coupled
with a primary focus on the Shah and political elites while neglecting domestic institutions,
societal actors, and economic and cultural dimensions, confines the book to a largely
descriptive level and limits its capacity for causal and multi-dimensional analysis. The
narrative is predominantly linear and event-driven, overlooking the complex interplay of
practical objectives, decision-making processes, and societal influences. At the micro-level,
the personal characteristics, perceptions, and cognitive biases of the Shahs significantly
influenced foreign policy decisions—an aspect largely absent from Mahdavi's analysis. At the
bureaucratic level, the roles of institutions such as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the
military, and security organizations in shaping and implementing foreign policy remain
underexplored in the book. At the societal level, the influence of public opinion, interest
groups, intellectuals, and the press on foreign policy orientations is virtually ignored. At the



structural/international level, while Mahdavi provides a relatively strong analysis of the
international environment, the mechanisms through which structural constraints translated
into specific policy choices are not adequately explained.

Conclusion

while Mahdavi's book remains a foundational work in the historiography of Iranian political
and diplomatic history, its methodological and theoretical constraints limit its explanatory
power. Critical assessment using a multi-level analytical model allows for a more balanced,
precise, and multi-perspective understanding of foreign policy during the Pahlavi era. This
approach not only addresses the descriptive limitations of Mahdavi's narrative but also
provides a rigorous framework for examining the interplay between domestic institutions,
societal actors, and structural constraints, contributing to the production of a more
comprehensive and analytically robust historical knowledge of Iran's foreign policy in the
twentieth century. The study demonstrates that adopting a multi-level framework
encompassing individual leadership, bureaucratic institutions, societal actors, and the
international system can address the analytical and theoretical limitations of Mahdavi's work,
providing a more precise and comprehensive understanding of decision-making processes and
the interplay of domestic and external factors in shaping Iran's foreign policy during the
Pahlavi period.
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