P-1SSN: 1735-739X
E-ISSN: 2645-4386

Political and

H Vol 17, No 1, 2025, PP 120-140
Innmaunnall Journal Homepage: piaj.sbu.ac.ir
Approaches

Critical evaluation of the theory of Oriental Despotism;
A historical approach to lIranian society

Ehsan Alini*

DOI: 10.48308/piaj.2025.237365.1602 Received: 2024/10/28 Accepted: 2025/3/8

Original Article
Extended Abstract

Introduction: The oriental tyranny envisioned by Wittfogel is the result of a mechanism
that Marx and Engels referred to as the “Asiatic mode of production.” The scarcity of
water in the East necessitates its efficient management, which in turn leads to the estab-
lishment of a centralized government and a powerful bureaucratic apparatus responsible
for distributing water resources. The emergence of such a system lays the foundation
for the formation of tyranny in Eastern societies. Based on this theory, several Iranian
scholars have attempted to analyze the persistence of tyranny in the country. This article
first examines the mechanisms proposed in the theory of Eastern tyranny from Wittfo-
gel’s perspective. It then explores the views of Iranian scholars working in this field and,
finally, critiques and evaluates the application of this theory within the framework of
historical developments in Iranian society.

Methods: In the current study, documentary and historical methods were used. The doc-
umentary method was considered both as a comprehensive approach and as a technique
to enhance other qualitative methods in social science research. In this method, the
researcher gathers research data on social actors, events, and phenomena from various
sources and documents. The findings of these studies were then evaluated and analyzed
from a historical perspective. Historical research is a systematic and precise study of
the past, requiring the researcher to thoroughly and skillfully examine historical events.
Results and Discussion: Considering the theories presented in this article, several crit-
icisms can be made regarding the application of the theory of Eastern tyranny to Iran.
While water scarcity has undoubtedly played a role in shaping political, economic, and
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social relations in the country, its impact has been significantly overstated. The most
important criticisms of applying the theory of Eastern tyranny to Iran include the follow-
ing: Theories that attribute tyranny primarily to climate and water scarcity tend to fall
into a form of geographic determinism, overlooking the role of other influential factors.
If theories of authoritarian rule are reinterpreted to account for the mutual influence of
culture, politics, and economics—while also considering the temporal and spatial con-
ditions of different historical periods—either emphasizing one of these factors over the
others in certain contexts or recognizing their interconnectedness in different times and
places, their explanatory power will be significantly strengthened.

Conclution: The application of the theory of Eastern tyranny in its current form does
not seem to be particularly useful for explaining or analyzing Iranian society. The failure
to consider numerous historical variables in the evolution of society—such as cultural
factors—or the misrepresentation of relationships within the country makes it difficult
to align the theory with empirical realities. This can, in turn, lead to misunderstandings
and misinterpretations. It appears that if the theory of Eastern tyranny were more closely
aligned with the realities of Iranian society and incorporated cultural variables, it would
provide a more comprehensive and effective understanding of the evolution of society
and governance in Iran.

Keywords: Oriental Despotism, Asiatic mode of production, Wittfogel, Iranian society,
Historical Approach.
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