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During the Pahlavi dynasty, some of the government's pseudo-
modernization policies were based on laws that contradicted Islamic law.
In this secular atmosphere, the Qom Seminary, in accordance with the
existing conditions and capacities, adopted various methods to nullify
these laws or prevent the implementation of government policies. From
the time of the re-establishment of the seminary by Ayatollah Haeri until
the death of Ayatollah Boroujerdi in 1961, although there was clear and
open resistance from the seminary's clergy and religious authorities to
these policies, there were also some seemingly conservative approaches.
Approaches that may be interpreted as a form of tolerance, compromise,
or cautious coexistence with the state. The historical narrative of this
confrontation and the analysis of the diverse strategies of resistance of the
Qom region against the political domination of the state are the main
issues of this research. Approaches that may be interpreted as a form of
tolerance, compromise, or cautious coexistence with the government. The
historical narrative of this confrontation and the analysis of the diverse
strategies of resistance in the Qom region against the political domination
of the government are the main issues of this research. (Problem) The
main question is how to explain the resistance strategies of the Qom
region against the anti-religious decisions and actions of the Pahlavi
monarchy. (Question) This article was conducted using a historical-
documentary method and within the framework of James Scott's "hidden
narrative" theory. (Method) The findings show that the Qom seminary,
as an institution of cultural awakening and resistance, was able to
maintain its institutional independence and religious legitimacy during a
period when the government limited the capacity for open opposition by
adopting diverse resistance strategies. These everyday resistances,
although seemingly small and limited, gradually contributed to the
erosion of the government's legitimacy and paved the way for broader
social changes in the future. (Findings)
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The Seminary of Qom is one of the most
significant religious institutions in the Shi’a
world, with historical roots traced by some
scholars to the era of the infallible Imams.
From the 2nd century AH, the migration of
Ash‘ari  scholars to Qom and their
dissemination of Hadiths transformed the city
into a major center of Shi’a learning, which
flourished until the 5th century AH. Its
prominence later declined but was revived in
the modern era with the migration of Ayatollah
Sheikh Abdul-Karim Haeri Yazdi to Qom in
1921. His scholarly efforts and leadership re-
established the Seminary as a central
institution of Shi’a thought and education. This
revival, however, was not merely a religious
endeavor but a deliberate response to the
political and cultural crises of the time. The
aftermath of the Iranian Constitutional
Revolution, internal divisions among the
clergy, and the decline of religious authority in
both Iran and Iraq had weakened Shi’a
institutions. Recognizing the moral and social
decay that threatened Iran, Haeri sought to
create a strong seminary to counteract
corruption and foreign influence .Over the
following  decades, particularly  under
Ayatollahs  Haeri, the “Three Grand
Ayatollahs” (Sadr, Hojjat, and Khonsari), and
Ayatollah Boroujerdi, the Qom Seminary
became a central force in defending religious
values amid the Pahlavi regime’s
modernization and secularization policies.
These included the enforcement of Western-
style legal, educational, and cultural reforms
that undermined traditional religious authority.
The Seminary’s reaction to these policies
reflected both open resistance and cautious
pragmatism,  balancing  survival  with
opposition. This study examines the complex
and evolving relationship between the Qom
Seminary and the Pahlavi state from its re-
establishment in 1921 to the death of Ayatollah
Boroujerdi in 1961. It seeks to analyze the
Seminary’s strategies-ranging from overt
defiance to subtle resistance-in preserving
religious autonomy and confronting state-
driven secularization. The research thus aims
to understand how the Seminary maintained its

institutional independence and moral influence
under the pressures of political modernization.

Methodology

The research method employed in this study is
the historical-documentary method. In this
approach, data were collected through the
examination of written sources and documents
related to the Qom Seminary, including
treatises, memoirs, historical works, and
secondary studies. The gathered materials
were then analyzed using a descriptive-
analytical approach. Accordingly, the study
first describes historical evidence concerning
the Pahlavi regime’s policies and strategies, as
well as the actions and responses of the Qom
clergy. In the next stage, these findings are
analyzed through the lens of James C. Scott’s
theory of “hidden transcripts.”

Results and Discussion

The findings of this study reveal that the
modernization and secularization policies of
the Pahlavi regime had profound effects on the
religious landscape of Iran, provoking various
forms of resistance from the Qom Seminary.
During the leadership of Ayatollah Abdul-
Karim Haeri Yazdi (founder of the Seminary)
and later Ayatollah Hossein Boroujerdi, the
Seminary adopted a dual strategy of overt and
covert resistance, which can be analyzed
through James C. Scott’s theory of “hidden
transcripts ”.In the early Pahlavi era, Reza
Shah implemented policies aimed at
weakening the influence of religion, including
the Conscription Law, the Uniform Dress Law,
the unveiling decree, and the secularization of
judicial and educational institutions. These
measures marginalized the clergy and sought
to diminish public religious expression. At that
time, the Qom Seminary was still in its
formative years, lacking political power and
institutional stability. Ayatollah Haeri chose
not to engage in open confrontation with the
state, adopting a strategy of patience,
prudence, and internal  consolidation.
Although he expressed regret over anti-
religious measures, he refrained from public
opposition. His focus on strengthening
educational structures, training future jurists,
and maintaining the continuity of religious
scholarship represented a form of hidden
resistance - safeguarding the seminary’s
survival — under  repressive  conditions .
Nevertheless, open forms of resistance also
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emerged in society, led by other clerics
associated with the Qom network. Movements
such as the uprising of Ayatollah Ruhollah
Esfahani and the Mashhad protests during the
unveiling decree illustrated the clergy’s
capacity to mobilize popular dissent. These
overt resistances, while suppressed, revealed
the persistence of religious authority and social
trust in the clergy, laying a foundation for
future mobilizations. During the leadership of
Ayatollah Boroujerdi, the Seminary entered a
new phase characterized by greater
institutional stability and wider influence. The
political environment under Mohammad Reza
Shah was relatively less repressive than that of
his father, allowing the clergy to assert their
influence more openly. Ayatollah Boroujerdi
combined political prudence with selective
confrontation. His public opposition to
women’s participation in elections, the
expansion of the Bahd’i community’s
influence, and moral corruption in society
represented clear cases of overt resistance,
which often forced the government to retreat.
At the same time, his avoidance of unnecessary
political engagement and his focus on
maintaining the Seminary’s independence
were examples of covert resistance that
preserved its autonomy while avoiding direct
suppression. Analyzed through the framework
of Scott’s hidden transcript theory, these
patterns indicate that the Qom Seminary
resisted state domination not only through
open defiance but also through subtle,
everyday acts of autonomy, adaptation, and
narrative control. Such hidden forms of
resistance - maintaining traditional dress
codes, continuing religious education, and
preserving communal networks - gradually
eroded the legitimacy of the Pahlavi regime’s
secularization project. Overall, the Seminary’s
resilience during both leaderships
demonstrates that its success in confronting
anti-religious policies depended on the
interplay between institutional strength, the
charisma and strategy of its leaders, and the
shifting capacity of the state to enforce its
modernization agenda. The study concludes
that the Qom Seminary’s dual strategy of
hidden and overt resistance not only ensured
its survival but also laid the intellectual and
social groundwork for later religious
movements, culminating in the reassertion of
clerical authority in Iran’s modern history.

Conclusion

During the Pahlavi era, the modernization and
Westernization policies of the state had serious
negative consequences for religion and the
clergy in Iran. This study examines key anti-
religious actions and policies of the Pahlavi
regime and analyzes the responses of the Qom
Seminary as a central Shi’a institution. The
Seminary employed both overt and covert
forms of resistance, which can be interpreted
through James C. Scott’s theory of “hidden
transcripts”.In the early Pahlavi period, when
the Qom Seminary was newly revived and
lacked political power, the government
implemented several secularizing measures,
such as the Conscription Law, the Uniform
Dress Law, the unveiling decree, and the
secularization of judicial and educational
institutions, as well as restrictions on religious
rituals. In response, some clerics led open
resistances, including Ayatollah Ruhollah
Esfahani’s movement and the Mashhad
uprising against unveiling. However, covert
forms of resistance also emerged. Ayatollah
Haeri, the Seminary’s founder, avoided direct
confrontation, adopting patience and silence to
safeguard the seminary’s survival. From
Scott’s perspective, this “hidden resistance”
was a strategic effort to preserve religious
education and autonomy under state pressure.
Under Ayatollah Boroujerdi, despite a
relatively calmer political climate, the
Seminary maintained this dual strategy. His
explicit opposition to women’s participation in
elections, the spread of immorality, and the
growing influence of the Baha’is reflected
open resistance, which often forced
government retreat. At the same time,
Boroujerdi’s prudence and avoidance of
unnecessary political involvement exemplified
covert resistance, balancing autonomy and
engagement. The analysis shows that the Qom
Seminary challenged the Pahlavi regime’s
anti-religious agenda not only through visible
acts but also through every day, subtle forms
of defiance that gradually eroded the state’s
legitimacy. These layered  resistances
preserved the Seminary’s institutional
independence and religious authority, laying
the groundwork for later socio-political
transformations in Iran. Ultimately, the study
concludes that the Seminary’s success
depended on the leadership’s strategic use of
power, adaptability to political contexts, and
commitment to religious duty over
expediency-offering a model for clerical
conduct in the Islamic Republic era.
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