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Abstract

The suppression of Iran's tribes and nomads, together with the implementation of disarmament and
forced sedentarization (takhteh-gapu) policies during.the First Pahlavi period, gained considerable
public support as necessary measures for restoring order, ensuring security, and advancing the central
state's modernization agenda, despite causing substantial human losses and disregarding the tribes'
military and defensive functions. This support played a significant role insundermining tribal life and
the traditional tribal order. The central objective of this study is to examine the “policies and
mechanisms through which the state created the cognitive and social conditions that endowed its
coercive policies with meaning, legitimacy, and practical viability. Adopting a qualitative-interpretive
approach and employing Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), the study draws on archival documents
from the Ministry of Defense, the Institute.of Contemporary Iranian History, and the press of the First
Pahlavi period. The collected data are analyzed through the concepts of discursive construction,
narrative construction, and threat construction. The findings demonstrate that by constructing a
particular;narrative of the "tribal threat," the First Pahlavi state not only created the cognitive and
social conditions necessary for public acceptance of anti-tribal policies but also established an anti-
tribal episteme that represented the dismantling of ‘the tribal order as a rational, national, and
inevitable necessity.

Keywords: state narrative construction; tribes and nomads; threat construction; securitization; state-building;
takhteh-gapu.

Introduction

The suppression of tribes and nomads, disarmament, and the implementation of the takhteh-gapu
(forced sedentarization) policy were among the major measures undertaken by the First Pahlavi state
to centralize power, consolidate state authority, and advance modern state-building. Despite their
extensive social, economic, and human consequences, as well as their disregard for some military and
defensive functions of tribal groups, these policies were accepted by a significant segment of society
as necessary for establishing order, security, and national development. Explaining how such social
acceptance was produced is therefore a central issue in studying the First Pahlavi state's tribal policies.

! PhD, Political Science, Allameh Tabataba'i University, Researcher of the Institute of
Contemporary History, Tehran, Iran.

Email: hmolaeial@gmail.com

2 Associate Professor of International Relations, Department of Revolution and Political
Thought, University of Tehran, Tehran, Iran (Corresponding Author)

Email: jhaghgoo@ut.ac.ir

Received:2026/05/16,,Accepted: 2026/08/08



mailto:hmolaeia1@gmail.com
mailto:jhaghgoo@ut.ac.ir

Previous studies have largely explained the state's success through factors such as military superiority,
concentration of power, expansion of administrative institutions, structural weaknesses of tribal
groups, or international transformations after World War |. However, the role of state narrative
construction in securitizing the tribal question and generating legitimacy for coercive policies has
received limited independent attention.

Accordingly, this study examines the narrative construction mechanisms employed by the First
Pahlavi state in representing tribal and nomadic life as a security threat. It asks how the state, by
portraying tribes as threats to order, security, and the national state, created conditions for accepting
anti-tribal policies. The study argues that the success of these policies was linked not only to military
and administrative instruments but also to an organized process of narrative and threat construction,
through which tribal life was associated with insecurity, disorder, backwardness, patrimonial
fragmentation (muluk al-tawa’ifi), and opposition to the modern national state.

Materials & Methods

This study adopts a qualitative-interpretive approachvand employs Critical Discourse Analysis
(CDA). Data were collected from archival documents of the Ministry of Defense, records from the
Institute of Contemporary Iranian History, First Pahlavi period, newspapers, and other historical
sources. The analysis focuses on narrative construction, threat construction, securitization, and
legitimation to reconstruct the state's official discourse on the “tribal threat” and explain its role in
generating acceptance of policies. such as suppression, disarmament, takhteh-gapu (forced
sedentarization), and restrictions on tribalauthority.

Discussion & Results

The findings demonstrate that the First Pahlavi state's tribal policies relied not only on military and
administrative instruments but also on mechanisms of narrative construction and discursive meaning-
making. The first mechanism was the securitization of tribal life. In official discourse, tribes were
represented.not as a form of ‘social organization within Iranian society, but as sources of insecurity,
instability, and threats to central state authority. This representation transformed the tribal question
from a social and political issue into a security concern and legitimized state intervention.

The second mechanism involyed associating tribal structures with concepts such as muluk al-tawa’ifi
(fragmented political “authority), backwardness, and opposition to national state formation. By
positioning tribal order against centralization, national unity, development, and modernity, the state
portrayed: takhteh-gapu and restrictions on tribal leaders as part of Iran’s transition toward a new
order.

The third mechanism was the use of communicative and cultural instruments to reproduce the official
narrative. Newspapers, administrative reports, official writings, and state-aligned elites reinforced
acceptance of policies such as disarmament, military suppression, and forced sedentarization through
repeated emphasis on insecurity, lawlessness, and modernization.

Overall, the First Pahlavi state pursued a dual strategy: it used military power and administrative
mechanisms to restrict tribal capacities while redefining the meaning of tribal life to generate social
legitimacy for these measures. Thus, the weakening of the tribal order cannot be explained solely by
military superiority but resulted from the interaction of material and discursive power in producing
and consolidating a narrative of threat.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that explanations of the First Pahlavi state's tribal policies based solely on
hard power provide an incomplete account of their success. Although the army and state institutions
were primary instruments of implementation, these policies also depended on narrative construction,
threat construction, and social legitimation. By securitizing tribal life and representing it as an
obstacle to order, security, development, and the national state, the First Pahlavi government created



the discursive conditions necessary for accepting disarmament, takhteh-gapu, and restrictions on tribal
authority.

State narrative construction should therefore be understood as a component of the First Pahlavi state's
power mechanism for redefining the relationship between society, security, and the state. The success
of anti-tribal policies resulted from the interaction between military power and discursive power in
producing a legitimizing narrative of threat. This interpretation highlights the importance of meaning-
making processes alongside coercive instruments in understanding First Pahlavi state-building.
Further research on narrative construction toward other social groups and the role of media,
education, and cultural institutions in reproducing security discourses may provide new directions for
future studies.
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