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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT
Avrticle type: This study adopts a historical-analytical approach and draws on library-based
Research paper sources to examine three coups in modern Iranian history, with particular emphasis

on the role of the Cossack Brigade and the intervention of foreign powers in the
Received: December 20, engineering of political power. The central question is how the coups associated

2025 with Liakhov, Reza Khan, and Zahedi were formed through the interaction among
Revised: February 21, foreign intervention, the dependent military organization of the Cossack force, and
2026 the structural crises of Iranian society. The study hypothesizes that the engineering
Accepted: March 23, of political power in these three historical junctures was not the outcome of a single
2026 factor, but rather the product of the interaction among three levels: international,
Published: March 28, structural-institutional, and domestic. The theoretical framework of the article is
2026 based on an integrated three-level model. At the international level, it draws on

Lenin’s theory of imperialism and Frank’s dependency theory; at the structural-
Keywords: Cossack institutional level, it employs Stephanie Cronin’s approach to the dual role of the

Brigade, Coup of army in state-building, as well as Huntington’s theory of political decay and

Liakhov, Coup of Reza praetorianism; and at the domestic level, it relies on Katouzian’s theory of Iranian

Khan, Coup of Zahedi, despotism and the short-term society. The findings indicate that in 1908, the

Dependency Theory, Cossack Brigade under the command of Liakhov became Russia’s direct

Iranian Despotism, Qajar instrument for suppressing the Constitutional Revolution; in 1921, the power
vacuum and British support paved the way for Reza Khan’s rise and the military
engineering of power; and in 1953, the intervention of the United States and
Britain, relying on Fazlollah Zahedi, led to the overthrow of the national
government and the consolidation of dependent authoritarianism. The article
concludes that these three coups, in connection with the persistence of domestic
despotism, the rivalry among foreign powers, and the role of the dependent
Cossack military force and the forces that emerged from its tradition, reflect a
common pattern of external intervention, politico-military dependency, and the
reproduction of centralized authority in modern Iranian history.

QR Code

Introduction


mailto:m-abtahi@srbiau.as.ir
mailto:naghi.asgharikoloshtaleshani@iau.ir

LT T T Y N Y

—

wamly p ols sy wBpslld olispt as b oo Sl el i cinnge an ol ol iyl alsbes g oGl rpned el BT iy

The political history of modern Iran has been profoundly shaped by repeated military interventions and
foreign influence in the process of state formation and political power engineering. Among these
interventions, three historical coups stand out as decisive turning points: the bombardment of the First
National Assembly by Colonel Vladimir Liakhov in 1908, the coup of Reza Khan in 1921, and the
overthrow of Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh through the Zahedi coup in 1953. Although these
events occurred in different historical contexts, they exhibit striking institutional and structural similarities.
In each case, military forces rooted in the Cossack Brigade or its institutional legacy played a pivotal role
in reshaping Iran's political order.

The Cossack Brigade, originally established under Russian military supervision during the Qajar era,
gradually evolved from a defensive military organization into a political instrument serving both domestic
authoritarian rulers and foreign imperial interests. Rather than functioning merely as a military institution,
it became a mechanism through which external powers influenced Iran's internal political development.

Existing scholarship has extensively examined each of these coups independently. However, few
studies have attempted a comparative analysis that connects all three events within a unified theoretical
framework capable of explaining the interaction between international intervention, institutional military
dependency, and domestic political structures. This study seeks to fill this gap by proposing an integrated
analytical model that combines international, institutional, and domestic variables in explaining the
engineering of political power in contemporary Iran.

Research Question

The principal research question is:How were the coups of Liakhov (1908), Reza Khan (1921), and
Zahedi (1953) shaped through the interaction of foreign intervention, the dependent military organization
of the Cossack Brigade, and the structural crises of Iranian society?More specifically, the study investigates
whether these three political transformations represent isolated historical incidents or constitute
manifestations of a recurring pattern of political engineering rooted in military dependency and external
intervention.

Research Hypothesis

This study hypothesizes that the engineering of political power during the three historical coups
cannot be explained by a single causal factor. Instead, it resulted from the interaction of three
interconnected levels:

The international level, characterized by geopolitical rivalry, imperial competition, and
intervention by foreign powers;

The structural-institutional level, represented by the dependent military organization of the
Cossack Brigade and its successor institutions;
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The domestic level, including political instability, weak legal institutions, authoritarian political
culture, and recurring crises of state legitimacy.

Accordingly, the success of each coup depended on the simultaneous operation of these three
dimensions rather than on military action alone.

Methodology

The research employs a historical-analytical methodology based on documentary analysis and library
research. Historical evidence is interpreted through comparative analysis in order to identify common
mechanisms underlying the three coups.

The theoretical framework consists of an integrated three-level model.

At the international level, the study draws upon Vladimir Lenin's theory of imperialism and Andre
Gunder Frank's dependency theory, emphasizing unequal international relations, external intervention,
financial dependency, and the strategic interests of imperial powers in peripheral states.

At the structural-institutional level, the study utilizes Stephanie Cronin's analysis of the dual role of
the military in Middle Eastern state-building together with Samuel Huntington's theory of political decay
and praetorianism. These perspectives explain how modern military institutions established under foreign
influence gradually became autonomous political actors capable of determining political leadership.

At the domestic level, the research adopts Mohammad Ali Homayoun Katouzian's theory of Iranian
despotism and the short-term society, which emphasizes weak institutional continuity, personalized
authority, cyclical authoritarianism, and the absence of durable legal constraints on political power.

Combining these theoretical perspectives enables the research to explain the coups as outcomes of
interacting international, institutional, and domestic forces rather than isolated political events.

Results and Discussion

The comparative analysis demonstrates that despite differences in historical context, the three coups
followed remarkably similar political patterns.

The 1908 coup of Liakhov represented the direct intervention of Imperial Russia in support of
Mohammad Ali Shah against the Constitutional Revolution. The Cossack Brigade functioned as Russia's
military instrument, suppressing constitutional institutions and reinforcing authoritarian monarchy.

The 1921 coup of Reza Khan occurred amid the political vacuum created by World War |, the decline
of the Qajar state, and Britain's changing regional strategy following the Russian Revolution. British
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political support, combined with the organizational capacity of the Cossack Brigade, facilitated the
emergence of a centralized military state under Reza Khan.

The 1953 coup led by Fazlollah Zahedi differed in its Cold War context but reproduced the same
structural pattern. British and American intervention, supported by military networks whose institutional
traditions could be traced back to the Cossack system, overthrew the nationalist government of Mohammad
Mossadegh and restored an externally supported authoritarian regime.

Across all three cases, foreign intervention alone cannot sufficiently explain political outcomes.
External actors succeeded because they operated within an environment characterized by weak
constitutional institutions, fragmented political elites, limited civilian control over the military, and
recurring legitimacy crises.

The findings further demonstrate that the institutional legacy of the Cossack Brigade extended beyond
its formal organizational existence. Its military traditions, command structures, and political culture
continued to influence Iran's armed forces and facilitated repeated military intervention in politics.

The comparative framework therefore reveals a continuous historical trajectory rather than three
disconnected episodes. Each coup represented a different phase in the reproduction of centralized authority
through the interaction of foreign influence, dependent military institutions, and domestic authoritarian
structures.

Conclusion

This research concludes that the three coups of Liakhov, Reza Khan, and Zahedi constitute a coherent
historical pattern in the political development of modern Iran.

Rather than viewing these events as isolated crises, they should be understood as successive
manifestations of a broader process of political power engineering in which international geopolitical
interests, dependent military institutions, and domestic structural weaknesses reinforced one another.

The study demonstrates that foreign intervention became politically effective only when combined
with institutional military dependency and fragile domestic political structures. Likewise, military
organizations acquired decisive political influence because constitutional institutions lacked sufficient
autonomy and legitimacy.

The proposed three-level analytical framework offers a comprehensive explanation for the persistence
of authoritarian political transformation in modern Iranian history. It also contributes to comparative coup
studies by integrating international relations, military sociology, and historical institutionalism within a
single analytical model.

Ultimately, the article argues that the continuity of authoritarian political engineering in modern Iran
reflects not merely foreign intervention but the long-term interaction between external geopolitical
competition, military dependency, and enduring patterns of domestic political instability.
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