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Abstract

Despite the extensive research conducted on Amir Kabir’s political life, performance, and style of governance,
disagreements regarding his ideas continue to increase. These disagreements have mainly focused on the model
of governance and the type of state that Amir Kabir desired and envisioned. This issue has become a major
challenge among researchers of Amir Kabir and scholars of contemporary Iranian history. Consequently, it
remains a serious and thought-provoking problem. This study addresses this issue directly. To this end, the
author first identifies the most significant ideas proposed regarding Amir Kabir’s style of governance and his
desired form of state. The study then presents and critically examines these perspectives. Among the viewpoints
discussed are those of Robert Grant Watson, Fereydoun Adamiyat, Mohammad Ali Akbari, and Davoud Fairahi,
whose selection is based on the diversity and contradictions among their interpretations. Without fully endorsing
any of these positions, the present study seeks to offer an alternative perspective on Amir Kabir’s desired state
and model of governance, moving beyond the existing disagreements. The findings of the research indicate that
none of the proposed interpretations—namely enlightened autocracy, systematic regular monarchy, authoritarian
rule, or constitutional monarchy—uwere fully applicable to the social conditions of Iran in the early Qajar period.
Therefore, the nature of the state and government envisioned by Amir Kabir, as well as his practical
performance, must be understood within the framework of the initial steps toward the formation of an absolute
state in Iran.

Keywords: Amir Kabir, Governance, Absolute Government, Constitutional Government, Regular Government.

Introduction
Amir Kabir is remembered as a heroic figure in the collective Iranian consciousness. He is among those
historical personalities whose reputation has not been diminished by the passage of time, major political
upheavals, revolutions, or the rise and fall of governments. Accordingly, his role in organizing the political
system and shaping the concept of the state remains one of the most dynamic and debated topics in Iranian
historiography. This article focuses on this particular dimension of Amir Kabir’s thought and action, especially
given that the question of the state and government has been at the center of Iranian intellectual debates for the
past two centuries. This issue has also been the most controversial aspect of Amir Kabir’s political legacy,
leading to divergent interpretations and competing narratives about his role and intentions.

This study examines only those works that have thoughtfully addressed the type of governance and state
envisioned by Amir Kabir. The literature on Amir Kabir is vast, and a comprehensive review would require an
extensive and separate discussion. However, through careful examination, the author has identified the most
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influential studies that critically analyze Amir Kabir’s ideas of governance and state-building. These include the
views of one orientalist scholar and four Iranian thinkers, each approaching the subject from a distinct theoretical
perspective.

Among Orientalists, Robert Grant Watson’s observations on the nature of Amir Kabir’s rule are among the
most advanced and controversial. His interpretation situates Amir Kabir’s methods of governance within the
framework of “enlightened despotism” or “illuminated tyranny” (Watson, 1977, p. 344). Nearly a century later,
Fereydoun Adamiyat elaborated on the nature of Amir Kabir’s rule, largely accepting Watson’s perspective
while arguing that Amir Kabir’s governance could be explained within the framework of a “regular
monarchy”. Adamiyat’s work has profoundly influenced Iranian scholarship on Amir Kabir for several
decades, to the extent that few studies of comparable depth and rigor have been produced since its publication
(Adamiyat, 1975, pp. 224-226). In subsequent years, Mohammad Ali Akbari argued that Amir Kabir’s reform
programs lacked firm theoretical foundations and stemmed from a limited understanding or neglect of the
intellectual foundations of Western civilization (Akbari, 2005, p. 57). He contended that the concept of a
regular monarchy entered Iranian political discourse through Malkom Khan after Amir Kabir’s death, and that
Mirza Hossein Sepahsalar, rather than Amir Kabir, was the first Iranian prime minister to attempt governance
within this framework (Akbari, 2005, p. 177).

Later, the contemporary thinker Javad Tabatabaei significantly reshaped the debate by introducing a new
perspective on Amir Kabir’s governance. He argued that Amir Kabir’s political ideas should be understood
within the framework of a “constitutional monarchy”, thereby elevating the discussion beyond the notion of
regular monarchy (Tabatabaei, 2016, pp. 154-155). Finally, Davoud Fairahi offered a sharply contrasting
view, arguing that Amir Kabir’s rule should not be interpreted as a step toward modernization but rather as an
extension of traditional governance. He maintained that there was no meaningful evidence of structural
change in Amir Kabir’s rule and that it should be categorized within the framework of a “despotic monarchy”
(Fairahi, 2010, pp. 347-348).

Materials and Methods

This study seeks to answer the following questions: How should Amir Kabir’s governance be evaluated in light
of his reforms and political actions? Should his style of governance be interpreted within the framework of an
“independent monarchy”, a “regular monarchy”, or even a “constitutional monarchy”? What were Amir Kabir’s
political ambitions, and how can a coherent theoretical explanation of his thought and practice in governance be
constructed? By briefly outlining and critically assessing the major interpretations of Amir Kabir’s governance,
this article attempts to analyze his political practice within the framework of an absolute state and to open new
avenues for scholarly discussion.

Research Findings

Undoubtedly, elements of truth can be found in the various interpretations proposed by scholars, and traces of
these governance models can be observed in Amir Kabir’s political practice. However, none of these approaches
alone provides a sufficient theoretical explanation for Amir Kabir’s envisioned model of governance, nor do they
resolve the existing scholarly disputes. To address this issue, the study turns to classical theories of the state.
From this perspective, Amir Kabir’s rule must be analyzed as an attempt to initiate the formation of an absolute
state in Iran. Within the intellectual framework of Qajar-era thinkers, it is difficult to determine whether the
absolute state corresponded to an Iranian version of a “regular state”, a “regular absolute monarchy”, or a
“regular independent monarchy”, as these concepts do not fully overlap.

Drawing on global political theory, the form of government envisioned by Amir Kabir can best be interpreted
as an absolute state. However, this interpretation must acknowledge that Amir Kabir could not directly replicate
the absolute state models of Austria, Russia, or Germany. Iran’s distinct historical circumstances required
foundational prerequisites that Amir Kabir was attempting to establish. In this sense, his rule represented the
initial steps toward the formation of an absolute state, a process that had similarly unfolded in Western contexts.

Discussion of Results and Conclusions

Without assessing the substantive content or effectiveness of Amir Kabir’s reforms, this study emphasizes that
the nature of those reforms aligns with the reform patterns of absolute governments. These reforms were
characterized by the centralization of political power, military modernization, the strengthening of
administrative institutions, and the suppression of disorder and insecurity. From the author’s perspective,
Amir Kabir’s governance model transcends Watson’s interpretation and is incompatible with the reductionist
approaches of Akbari and Fairahi, which confine his rule to its immediate historical context. Such
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interpretations fail to capture the broader ambitions of Amir Kabir’s political vision, particularly his implicit
“imagination of constitutional order”.

Similarly, Adamiyat’s concept of “enlightened tyranny” does not fully align with Amir Kabir’s envisioned
governance model. However, if a regular state or a regular absolute monarchy is understood as equivalent to an
absolute state, then Adamiyat’s interpretation gains partial validity. Many of the characteristics identified by
Adamiyat and Akbari for a regular monarchy overlap with those of an absolute state, provided that the subtle
distinctions between a regular monarchy and a Western absolute state are carefully considered. The principal
weakness of Adamiyat’s argument lies in his failure to offer a detailed theoretical elaboration of the concept of
regular monarchy.

Tabatabaei’s interpretation, which elevates Amir Kabir’s governance beyond historical realities, also
encounters limitations. While his argument may appear overly idealistic and detached from the conditions of
Amir Kabir’s era, it nevertheless contains an element of truth. Historically, the successful establishment of an
absolute state often paved the way for constitutional governance. From this perspective, Amir Kabir’s political
vision may be understood as an unrealized but necessary precursor to constitutionalism.

The failure to fully implement Amir Kabir’s reforms should not be interpreted as evidence of their
inadequacy. Rather, these reforms were persistently obstructed by anti-modern, anti-development social forces
that sought to undermine change and restore pre-reform conditions. Amir Kabir’s efforts, therefore, represent a
foundational moment in Iran’s modern political development, even if their ultimate realization was delayed.
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