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Objective: The aim of this study is to examine and evaluate Ahmad Ashraf’s perspective
regarding the explanation and description of the historical factors behind Iran's
underdevelopment. Three approaches have significantly influenced Ashraf’s outlook: the
theory of the Asiatic mode of production, Wittfogel’s hydraulic society, and Weber’s
concept of patrimonialism. Based on the theories of the Asiatic mode of production and
hydraulic society, geographical and climatic conditions play the most significant role in
shaping social and political systems.

Method: The research methodology employed in this article is descriptive and involves
a historical content analysis of Ahmad Ashraf’s approach to the obstacles to development,
based on data extracted from historical evidence and sources.

Results: The results of this study indicate that, despite methodological and substantive
shortcomings in Ashraf’s research, his approach to Iran’s historical underdevelopment
highlights the influence of various factors such as geographical elements, the lack of
autonomy among Eastern institutions and guilds, the failure of an independent and
powerful merchant class to emerge, invasions by tribes and ethnic groups, insecurity,
domestic despotism, and foreign colonialism on the social configuration of Iranian
society. Nevertheless, the dominant aspect of his explanations is grounded in patrimonial
theory.

Conclusion: Ahmad Ashraf’s perspective is grounded in Weber’s theory of the patrimonial
system; however, in addition to drawing upon Max Weber’s theories, he also utilizes Marx’s
theory of the Asiatic mode of production to explain Iran’s socio economic structure. In effect,
he employs a combined approach integrating Marx’s Asiatic mode of production and Weber’s
model of hereditary rule to analyze the underdevelopment of Iran’s history.
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Introduction
In recent decades, the convergence of theory and history or, put differently, the growing focus

on interdisciplinary studies such as the intersection of sociology and history has prompted Iranian
researchers to explore this field; Ahmad Ashraf is a notable figure in this regard. Consequently,
the present study aims to elucidate and evaluate Ahmad Ashraf’s perspective on the causes and
factors underlying Iran’s historical underdevelopment.

In traditional historiography, subjects such as the economy, relations of production, guilds,
and social classes within Iranian society were either absent or received scant attention. The
application of theoretical approaches to history liberated historiography from the confines of mere
chronicle-writing. A key Western sociological theory adopted by Iranian researchers to explain
Iran’s historical underdevelopment was the Asiatic mode of production a concept that emerged
as a rival to the feudal mode of production model previously employed by Soviet Iranologists.
Unlike the linear model favored by Soviet historians, the Asiatic mode of production framework
seeks to analyze and explain Iran’s history through the lens of geographical and climatic factors.
Ultimately, Ahmad Ashraf proposes novel theories regarding the historical characteristics of
Iran’s social system and the impediments to the historical development of capitalism in the
country; by drawing upon the works of Max Weber and Karl Marx, as well as historical texts and
sources, he has developed innovative conceptual insights into the causes of Iranian society's
underdevelopment. Regarding the background of this research, Nasser Sedghi (2018), in his
article Ahmad Ashraf’s Sociological Approach to Iranian History through the Lens of
Underdevelopment, addresses the methodology of Ashraf’s works; however, the discussion
concerning the historical obstacles to Iran’s development within Ashraf’s historical sociology
appears only briefly and in relation to his methodology at the end of the article. Abbas Vali, in
his book Pre Capitalist Iran, while noting Ashraf’s synthetic approach derived from Marx and
Weber (Vali, 2001), considers Ashraf’s analyses regarding the obstacles to the emergence of
capitalism in Iran to be incomplete. Vali also attributes Ashraf’s Asiatic conceptualizations of
Iranian history to the influence of Weber and Wittfogel (\Vali, 2001).

The present study was conducted using data and information gathered from library-based
sources and existing literature. Following the note-taking phase, and drawing upon Max Weber’s
theories of patrimonialism and Karl Marx’s Asiatic mode of production, the study analyzes and
interprets the obstacles to development in Iranian history from Ahmad Ashraf’s sociological
perspective.

Method

The research methodology employed in this article is descriptive and involves a historical
content analysis of Ahmad Ashraf’s approach to the obstacles to development, based on data
extracted from historical evidence and sources.
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Results

The results of this study indicate that, despite methodological and substantive shortcomings in
Ashraf’s research, his approach to Iran’s historical underdevelopment highlights the influence of
various factors such as geographical elements, the lack of autonomy among Eastern institutions
and guilds, the failure of an independent and powerful merchant class to emerge, invasions by
tribes and ethnic groups, insecurity, domestic despotism, and foreign colonialism on the social
configuration of Iranian society. Nevertheless, the dominant aspect of his explanations is
grounded in patrimonial theory.

Conclusion

Ahmad Ashraf’s perspective is grounded in Weber’s theory of the patrimonial system,;
however, beyond drawing upon Max Weber’s theories, he also utilizes Marx’s theory of the
Asiatic mode of production to explain Iran’s socio economic structure. In effect, he employs a
hybrid approach combining Marx’s Asiatic mode of production with Weber’s model of hereditary
rule to analyze the historical underdevelopment of Iran. Ashraf’s explanation of this historical
underdevelopment encompasses factors such as the distinct nature of cities and institutions in the
East (including Iran), geographical and climatic conditions, the lack of guild autonomy, the failure
of an independent bourgeoisie to emerge, invasions by nomadic tribes and ethnic groups
alongside resulting insecurity, and the interplay of domestic despotism and foreign colonialism.
Regarding the application of the Asiatic mode of production theory and the analysis of factors
behind Iranian society’s underdevelopment, a key point of convergence for Ashraf'is the rejection
of the linear model proposed by Soviet Iranologists. This rejection entails dismissing
interpretations that characterize Iran’s history in terms of slavery based systems or feudal society.
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