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Abstract

The Constitutional Movement in Iran was a significant attempt to transition from a
traditional political order to a modern, law-based state. Despite the adoption of a
constitution and the establishment of legal institutions, the constitutionalists failed to
achieve their goals, and violence became a defining feature of Iranian society.
Although many analyses have examined this period, historical institutionalist
approaches have been less explored. This article addresses the central question: what
factors led to the hegemonic use of violence and the collapse of the political order
after the Constitutional Movement’s victory? To answer this, the study employs
Douglass North’s theoretical framework of “social orders” and “limited access
orders.” The article hypothesizes that the inefficient distribution of rents caused the
fragmentation of the former dominant coalition. Since this coalition retained the
capacity to disrupt the emerging order, violence became the main tool of political
competition. Domestic and external crises further accelerated the disintegration of
the nascent political system. Ultimately, the article concludes that the
constitutionalists’ failure was largely due to neglecting the institutional requirements
for transitioning from a limited to an open access order - especially their inability to
organize rent distribution effectively and consolidate elite coalitions. This structural
oversight entrenched violence as a persistent mechanism, undermining prospects for
political stability and modernization.

Keywords: Iranian Constitutional Revolution, Limited Access Order, Unproductive
Rent, Political Violence, Douglass C. North.

Introduction

The Constitutional Movement was the most significant historical effort by Iranians
to transition from a traditional political system (Natural State) to a modern,
institutionally based government. However, despite the formal establishment of
institutions, including the National Consultative Assembly (Parliament) and the
Constitution, the movement failed to achieve its objectives. Instead, the emergence
and proliferation of violence became a defining characteristic of Iranian society.
While many analyses have addressed the failure of the Constitutional Movement,
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those employing frameworks derived from historical institutionalism have been less
explored. The research acknowledges the background of widespread institutional
decay in Qajar Iran, stemming from a crisis cycle that began during the late Safavid
era. The Qajar state lacked fundamental resources - sufficient financial power, a
unified army, or effective central administrative mechanisms - and operated
primarily as a dispenser of privileges among powerful, vested-interest groups such
as merchants, clerics, and local governors.

The Constitutionalists sought to establish a new order based on law, justice, and
public participation through institutions such as Parliament. Yet, the post-
establishment reality was marked by deep social crisis, factional armed conflicts,
and insecurity. This period was dominated by the hegemony of violence, meaning
that violence was not merely a temporary anomaly but an accepted, institutionalized
mechanism for regulating power relations among political actors. The central
research question is: Following the establishment of Parliament, what specific
factors led to the hegemony of violence in society and the subsequent collapse of the
new political order?

Methodology

This article applies the theoretical framework developed by Douglass North, John
Wallis, and Barry Weingast concerning Limited Access Orders (LAOs) and Social
Orders. The core assumption is that successful political structural change requires
recognizing and addressing the interests of the real centers of power to minimize
violent resistance. The analysis specifically examines the attempted transition from
an LAO (or Natural State) to an Open Access Order (OAO). North’s theory
emphasizes that controlling the potential for violence is the fundamental prerequisite
for any social order. In LAOs, the ruling coalition of elites manages this inherent
threat by restricting access to organizational development and economic resources,
and by distributing rents and monopolies. Crucially, the primary function of rent
distribution in a Limited Access Order (LAO) is not economic efficiency, but
violence control. Pre-Constitutional Iran is characterized in this study as a fragile
LAO. The stability and longevity of this order depended on a coalition of elites
receiving and maintaining these exclusive rent shares. The study argues that the
failure of the Constitutional Movement was largely due to a disregard for the
necessary institutional requirements of transition, specifically the inability to
organize rent and stabilize the elite coalition effectively.

Discussion and Resalts
The common depiction of Qajar Iran as a fully autocratic despotism is institutionally
inaccurate. The Qajar state lacked the infrastructural power to enforce authority
nationwide. Its political survival depended on an unstable equilibrium maintained by
the continuous distribution of privileges and rents among key internal forces (the
Shah, powerful provincial governors, clerics, and influential merchants).
Furthermore, external powers (Russia and Britain) were integral to this elite
coalition, playing a decisive role in the balance of rent and violence control. The
Constitutional victory inaugurated a direct conflict between two competing
institutional paths: the existing LAO path, characterized by sharing rent to stabilize
the traditional coalition, and the new law-seeking path, which advocated for the total
abolition of monopolies and privileges and the establishment of equality before the
law.

The Constitutionalists initiated extensive measures to restrict rent, directly
targeting the foundations of the Qajar LAO. Legal reforms drastically limited the
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Shah’s absolute power. Economically, the Parliament abolished the Shah's
independent financial base, transferring royal estate revenues to the state treasury,
and severely curtailed the financial and political privileges of princes and provincial
governors. These attempts to dismantle the rent structure resulted in maximum harm
to the traditional pillars of the regime, triggering intense resistance. Because the law-
seeking path sought an entirely new institutional direction, it generated increasing
returns, leading to maximum polarization (e.g., ideological splits like
"Mashrooteh/Mashrooeh™) and eliminating any prospect of compromise or
negotiated transition.

Mohammad Ali Shah and the traditional coalition reacted violently, seeking to
undermine the new institutions. Constitutional forces reciprocated with their own
acts of violence (e.g., the political assassination of Amin al-Sultan), escalating the
conflict. The reliance on violence became the only means of achieving political
objectives. This confrontation culminated in the Bombardment of the Parliament in
1908. This act was not a localized reaction, but the logical outcome of the
irreconcilable conflict between the foundational logic of the LAO (control via rent)
and the ideals of the Constitutional state (equality via law). In the aftermath, the
nature of political activity transformed: civil elites were marginalized, and military
actors (armed Mujahedin and local commanders) dominated the political scene. This
shift institutionalized violence and transformed institution building into a process of
armed bargaining.

Conclusion

The primary cause of the failure of the Constitutional Movement was its neglect of
the institutional requirements necessary for a successful transition from a Limited
Access Order. The clash between the rent-based LAO path and the law-based path
institutionalized violence and led to the collapse of the new political structure. The
Iranian experience demonstrates that efforts to establish democratic, open-access
institutions within a Limited Access Order framework, without fundamentally
reorganizing the structure of power and rent distribution and ensuring the
stabilization of the elite coalition, are destined to fail. The Constitutionalists
succeeded in restricting rent, but failed to organize effective rent mechanisms or
secure the enduring support of the power coalition required for stable governance.
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