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Introduction
The collapse of political systems remains one of the most intricate phenomena in political

science and sociology, consistently drawing the attention of scholars. The regime of the second
Pahlavi, which fell in February 1979, serves as a prominent example of the disintegration of a
seemingly powerful and consolidated political system. Despite possessing substantial oil-based
economic resources, a well-equipped military, and the support of international powers all of
which suggested a capacity to gradually lead Iran toward modernization the regime abruptly
succumbed to the surging waves of the Islamic Revolution (Azghandi, 2015; Abrahamian, 2019;
Katouzian, 2003; Milani, 2012).

An analysis of Iran's contemporary history reveals that the second Pahlavi government faced
multifaceted challenges throughout its existence. On one hand, economic modernization and
development programs were being implemented at a rapid pace; on the other hand, the hiatus
between the state and the nation was widening daily. Factors such as the implementation of
economic development plans without regard for the society's cultural and religious context, the
creation of an expansive yet inefficient bureaucracy, dependence on oil revenues, and radical
Westernization gradually eroded the foundations of the government (Jahangiri & Taheri, 2018).

The study of state collapse has been conducted within various theoretical frameworks. Ibn
Khaldun, in his theory of Asabiyyah, attributes the decline of governments to the weakening of
social cohesion and the bonds of solidarity among rulers (Dehghani et al., 2022). From a
Machiavellian perspective, regimes fall when they fail to secure the satisfaction of the populace.
In the contemporary era, Theda Skocpol utilizes the "Rentier State" theory to analyze the collapse
of governments whose economies are heavily reliant on oil revenues (Skocpol, 1982).

In a dynamic world, every living system must "learn" and "adapt™ to ensure its survival;
however, the Pahlavi regime had lost this capacity. Until its final moments, the regime resided in
an "illusory world" a realm where the Shah believed the Iranian people loved him and that only
foreign and domestic enemies sought to destroy his "Great Civilization" (Zonis, 1976; Katouzian,
2003; Milani, 2012). When the walls of this perceived reality crumbled in February 1979, no
compensatory mechanisms or adaptive capacities remained, leading to a swift and total collapse
(Abrahamian, 2019).

Numerous studies have explored the Pahlavi government. Tehranian and Asadi (1974), in a
prospective study, highlighted the growth of religious movements beneath the surface of society.
Jahangiri and Taheri (2018) emphasized the conflict between modernization and religious values,
while Radmehr et al. (2021) analyzed the role of clientelism in the regime’s political decay.
Nevertheless, there remains a distinct lacuna for a comprehensive study that employs a systematic
methodology and a Grounded Theory approach to explain the interplay of all contributing factors.

Utilizing the Grounded Theory method, this research seeks to address this gap by providing a
comprehensive model of the causes underlying the collapse of the second Pahlavi regime, with a
primary focus on the pivotal role of governance style. The central research question is: "What
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were the causes of the collapse of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi’s government in relation to its
governance style, and how can these factors be explained within a theoretical model?".

Method

This study was carried out with a qualitative approach using the Grounded Theory method. Data
were collected through an in-depth study of valid documents, historical books, and published
interviews with individuals close to the Pahlavi regime. The data were analyzed in three stages—
open coding (extracting 124 codes), axial coding, and selective coding—using a three-stage coding
procedure based on the paradigmatic approach. The validity and reliability of the research were
confirmed through inter-coder agreement (87%) and re-testing.

Results

The findings led to the presentation of a five-dimensional model, including managerial
factors (excessive Westernization, de-Islamization, inefficient bureaucracy), economic
factors (class disparity, dependence on oil, systemic corruption), political-social factors
(political deprivation, the role of the clergy, non-learning governance), cultural factors
(value conflict, identity crisis), and environmental factors (dependence on foreign powers,
regional changes). The innovation of the research lies in presenting a paradigmatic model
and identifying the causal relationships between the different dimensions.

Conclusions

The present study was undertaken to address the fundamental question of whether a
comprehensive and coherent model can be developed to explain the causes of the collapse of
Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi’s regime and its direct relationship with the mode of governance.
The research was based on the Grounded Theory approach, and its data were primarily drawn
from library sources, historical written documents, and published interviews with individuals
close to the Shah. Through the three stages of open, axial, and selective coding, a paradigmatic
model ultimately emerged consisting of five principal theoretical categories. This model not only
identifies the causes of the regime’s downfall, but also clarifies the dynamic interaction and
mutual reinforcement among these factors.

The findings of this study demonstrate unequivocally that the core of the collapse must be
sought in the personalized, non-participatory, and autocratic style of governance. This mode of
governance functioned as a catalyst that transformed other potentially manageable problems into
intractable crises. Extreme Westernization, de-Islamization, the systematic suppression of
opposition, bureaucratic inefficiency, exclusionary elitism, and the Shah’s complete
disconnection from the social body were all direct consequences of this style of rule. In other
words, even if economic or cultural problems existed, a responsive and adaptive political system
could have contained them; however, structural autocracy deprived the regime of precisely such
a capacity.

One of the most significant emergent findings of this research is the identification of
governance unlearning as a key mechanism of collapse. The second Pahlavi regime suffered from
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fundamental deficiencies in all four principal dimensions of organizational learning. First, its
sensors were defective, as SAVAK reports presented an idealized and distorted image of social
reality. Second, its feedback loops were effectively closed, since advisers and courtiers, out of
fear or sycophancy, lacked the courage to speak the truth. Third, the Shah’s structural narcissism
meant that any criticism was interpreted as betrayal. Finally, the regime was almost completely
disconnected from “real Iran,” as the Shah and his Westernized elite circle interacted only with a
small, urban, and secular segment of society while remaining deaf to the voices of the traditional
and religious majority. This inability to detect weak early warning signals such as clerical
dissatisfaction in the 1960s or labor unrest in the 1970s left the regime unaware of the depth and
scale of the crisis until its final moments.

The collapse of the second Pahlavi regime was therefore not a sudden event, but a process.
Economic corruption, declining political legitimacy, growing social discontent, the strengthening
of religious discourse, the erosion of public trust, and the regime’s inability to mobilize the
population did not form a simple linear chain; rather, they constituted a complex system of
positive feedback loops. Cultural Westernization and de-Islamization followed the same
trajectory, generating identity conflict, activating a discourse of authenticity, facilitating the
organizational consolidation of the clergy, and ultimately transforming scattered protests into a
broad revolutionary movement. The belated reforms of 1977—-1978 not only failed to break these
cycles, but, owing to the regime’s near-total loss of legitimacy, functioned instead as fuel poured
onto the fire.
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