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Abstract \

A

Lions Clubs International was established in Iran between )3°Y and Y4YA within a socio-
political context characterized by state-led developfnental policies, the expansion of dependent
capitalism, and the emergence of modern civil institutions. Employing a descriptive-analytical
approach and drawing upon‘chiv I documents, official reports, and published sources, this
study examines the intersection of'three key elements—political power, economic capital, and
organized activities—within the Lions Club ‘and explores its role in promoting social welfare and
reproducing the mechanisms of civil society in Iran.The central question of this research is how
Lions Clubs International, operating within the framework of state—society relations and under
the influence of prevailing power' structures, was able to utilize economic and philanthropic
networks to estaNa civicmodel of organization and social participation. The findings indicate
that the Club's welfare.and humanitarian activities were shaped by broader geopolitical rivalries
and by objectives associated with the concealed networks of modern Freemasonry. Supported by
the state, the participatio\of economic elites, and the voluntary engagement of its members, the
organization contributed to strengthening certain dimensions of civil society, including civic
organization, social responsibility, and participatory networking.Nevertheless, these activities
were not entirely independent of the dominant political and ideological structures of the period,
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rather, they functioned within a complex interplay of state authority, international influence, and
elite interests

Keywords: Civil Society; Development; Lions Clubs International; International Organizations;
Great Powers.

Introduction

From the mid-Y%¢+s onward, concurrent with the expansion of modernization programs and the
increasing presence of international institutions in social and cultural spheres; new organizations
emerged in Iran that presented themselves as promoters of humanitarian values and public
service. One such institution was the International Lions Foundation, which operated from April
Y40V to February Y3V? through local clubs under the slogans of “service to society” and
“thinking globally,” functioning as a component of Iran’s emergi g\civil iety. During the
Y4e.5-14V s, social participation in Iran was expanded within a co led framework through
welfare, educational, and humanitarian organizations that reflected a modernizing approach. In
this context, the Lions Foundation may be regarabd as an example of a dependent civil society,
simultaneously performing welfare and cultural functions while operating within a hegemonic
Western discourse. This article seeks to re-examine archival documents and contemporary
sources in order to investigate the social and humanitarian achievements of this foundation and
assess their contribution to L@ deq:lopment of civil society or to other potentially conflicting
objectives.

@

Materials.and Methods

L

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical approach and draws upon archival documents, official
reports, and pul:N

political power, economic€apital, and organized activities—within the Lions Clubs. It aims to
explore the role of this.foundation in the development of social welfare and the reproduction of
civil society mechanisms\in Iran, while providing a balanced account of its objectives, functions,
and its contribution to social development, social welfare, and the formation of elite networks.

ed sources to examine the interaction among three key components—

Discussion and Results

The International Lions Clubs, founded on the principles of friendship, solidarity among
members, international cooperation, and service to humanity, maintained a broad presence in
Iran’s social sphere from September Y3¢) to February Y2V4. Owing to their complexity and
multifaceted nature, as well as the objectives pursued by their principal actors and administrators
and the governmental perspectives that shaped their activities, the services and functions of these
organizations have frequently been met with skepticism, criticism, and, in some cases, scholarly



neglect. According to the sources examined, the International Lions Clubs were distinguished
from other service organizations in three respects: first, the number of clubs and members, which
made them one of the largest service organizations in the world; second, the rapid expansion and
promotion of Lionism worldwide; and third, the number of annual humanitarian programs
implemented, which exceeded those of many comparable organizations. One notable feature of
the Lions Clubs was the distinct profile of their administrators compared with those of other
international institutions. In Iran, from the outset, certain elements of this model overlapped with
long-standing traditions of charitable activity, attracting both traditionalist groups and modernist
currents to philanthropic activities aligned with the Lions Charter, particularly because practices
such as shir-mardi (chivalry and altruistic service) had deep roots in Iranian culture. Expanding
social welfare capacities required complementary organizations alongside <governmental
institutions. During the period under study, an independent and inclusive civil'seciety remained
weak; nevertheless, various associations, clubs, and service orgmns Wrished, often in
close connection with the state, economic elites, and modernization.projects. Through their
service activities, these organizations simultaneously generated social capital and reinforced
social prestige. Consequently, Lions functioned both as a charitable association and as an
intermediary institution operating at the intersection of the state, the market, and society .
Although the government's security-oriented outlook.initially fostered suspicion toward many
social organizations, this approach gradually evolved, and such institutions came to be regarded
as potential instruments fo ire&Q'ng and regulating civic activities, as well as means of
enhancing international legitimacy.

Conclusion ‘ \

The participation of some government officials and state-affiliated actors in these clubs created
opportunities to reduce the gap.between the state and society; however, this potential was never
fully realized, awuublic access and equal participation remained limited. Ultimately, the
activities of this.institution.and similar organizations cannot be analyzed independently of the
plans, strategies, and.intellectual currents associated with dominant power structures. At the
same time, under both international pressure and in an effort to justify its own performance, the
government periodicallynéacilitated and supported such institutions.
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