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Introduction

The Iranian student movement, emerging as a dynamic intellectual and political force in
the mid-twentieth century, occupies a unique position in the socio-political history of
modern Iran. Since the establishment of the University of Tehran in 1934, the student
body has represented the moral and intellectual conscience of Iranian society. Between
1941 and 1979, the student movement evolved in tandem with broader national
transformations—from the collapse of Reza Shah’s authoritarian regime to the Islamic
Revolution. This period witnessed recurrent waves of mobilization, ideological
contestation, and political repression that shaped the identity and agency of students as
central actors in Iran’s modern political history.

The present study explores the Iranian student movement through the philosophical
framework of Hannah Arendt’s concept of “action”, as articulated in The Human
Condition (1958) and On Revolution (1963). Arendt conceives of action as the highest
expression of human freedom, a form of public engagement that manifests plurality,
dialogue, and moral responsibility. Unlike labor (the realm of necessity) and work (the
realm of utility), action is inherently political—it is the capacity to initiate something new
through speech and interaction in a shared public world (Arendt, 1958). Applying this
lens to the Iranian case allows for a novel interpretation of collective political behavior
beyond ideological or materialist frameworks.

Most existing analyses of Iranian social movements rely on Marxist, structuralist, or
modernization paradigms, which often reduce political agency to class struggle, economic
determinism, or institutional conflict (Abrahamian, 1982; Foran, 1994; Jalali-Pour, 2009).
However, these frameworks inadequately address the performative, moral, and
communicative dimensions of political participation. By contrast, Arendt’s theory
reintroduces the moral and dialogic essence of politics, emphasizing the vita activa—a life
engaged in speech and action with others in a shared public realm. This research thus
bridges Western political theory and Iranian historical experience, offering an interpretive
model that re-evaluates student activism not merely as resistance or rebellion, but as a
manifestation of human freedom and collective appearance.

The Iranian student movement provides an especially fertile ground for Arendtian
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analysis because it embodies both political courage and philosophical paradox. The
students’ actions—whether demonstrations, publications, or underground organizing—
represented an aspiration for public freedom but were simultaneously constrained by
ideological orthodoxy and authoritarian contexts. The question guiding this study is
therefore: To what extent did the Iranian student movement (1941-1979) embody
Arendt’s notion of “action,” and in what ways did it depart from it? Addressing this
question not only contributes to a richer understanding of Iran’s intellectual history but
also redefines the moral and philosophical dimensions of collective political agency in
non-Western contexts.
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Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative interpretive and comparative approach that integrates
political theory with historical sociology. The analysis is based on a close reading of
archival sources, memoirs of student activists, and key academic works on Iranian
political movements (Abdi, 2016; Zahed, 2024). The interpretive framework draws
primarily from Hannah Arendt’s political philosophy, specifically her distinction between
labor, work, and action, and her related notions of public realm, freedom, plurality, and
non-violence. These categories are employed as analytical tools to examine how Iranian
student movements conceived and practiced political participation.

The research proceeds through three stages:

1. Historical contextualization, situating the emergence of the student movement within
Iran’s modernizing yet repressive political structure.

2. Conceptual mapping, linking Arendt’s philosophical categories to the discursive and
organizational practices of Iranian students.

3. Comparative analysis, evaluating the degree of alignment between Arendtian action
and the actual political conduct of the three main ideological factions: Leftist (Marxist),
Nationalist, and Religious (Islamic).

This tripartite framework enables a multi-dimensional understanding of political action as
both a theoretical construct and a lived historical experience. The study does not seek
causal explanations but interpretive insight—how political meanings were enacted,
transformed, and embodied through student agency. Arendt’s emphasis on speech,
appearance, and collective freedom serves as the normative benchmark for assessing the
authenticity of political action in Iran’s pre-revolutionary context.

Results and Discussion

1. The Leftist (Marxist) Movement

The leftist student organizations, closely linked to the Tudeh Party and later to Marxist
guerrilla groups such as Fada’iyan-e Khalg, represented the earliest and most organized
faction of the student movement. Their ideological foundation rested on historical
materialism, anti-imperialism, and class struggle. While they championed collective
solidarity and revolutionary mobilization, their conception of political action was
instrumental rather than dialogic.

From an Arendtian perspective, the Marxist tendency reduced politics to means—ends
rationality, subordinating action to the logic of production and struggle. Instead of action
as a spontaneous and plural encounter, Marxist activism resembled work—a purposeful
construction of a political order guided by ideology rather than speech and deliberation.
Arendt criticizes such instrumentalization of politics, warning that it transforms freedom
into necessity and dialogue into conformity (Arendt, 1963).

Nevertheless, the leftist movement contributed to shaping collective awareness,
introducing modern concepts of social justice, and challenging autocratic power. Its
failure to cultivate plurality and tolerance for difference, however, prevented it from
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achieving the genuine Arendtian condition of action as a realm of mutual appearance and
unpredictable initiative.
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2. The Nationalist Movement

The nationalist student current, associated with the National Front and the legacy of Dr.
Mohammad Mossadegh, emerged in the 1940s and 1950s as a force advocating
constitutionalism, sovereignty, and independence. Nationalist students emphasized civil
rights, parliamentary democracy, and resistance to foreign domination—particularly
during the oil nationalization movement.

In Arendtian terms, the nationalist movement partially reflected the public dimension of
political action, seeking to establish a common world grounded in shared principles of
autonomy and justice. Yet, its political engagement was largely elite-driven and often
failed to sustain participatory dialogue at the grassroots level. The movement’s liberal
orientation emphasized institutional reform rather than the creation of spaces for active
plurality and deliberation.

As Arendt notes, political action requires not only a collective goal but also a mode of
being-with-others that affirms diversity and unpredictability (Arendt, 1958). The
nationalist students, while committed to civic virtue, struggled to transcend ideological
exclusivity and bureaucratic tendencies. Their decline after the 1953 coup symbolized the
fragility of public freedom in the absence of sustained pluralistic engagement.

3. The Religious (Islamic) Movement

The religious faction, gaining momentum in the late 1960s and 1970s, drew inspiration
from Shi’a political theology and intellectuals such as Ali Shariati and Morteza
Motahhari. Its defining feature was the fusion of moral renewal with political activism.
The mosques, student associations, and underground networks became alternative public
spheres for articulating collective grievances against the Pahlavi regime.

From Arendt’s perspective, this movement presents a paradox. On one hand, it revitalized
the public sphere by enabling large-scale participation and moral discourse. On the other,
its foundation on divine authority and transcendent truth limited the human plurality
central to Arendt’s concept of action. Whereas Arendt’s politics are secular, horizontal,
and dialogical, the Islamic movement was vertical and guided by revelation. Yet, its
capacity to mobilize speech, community, and moral courage exemplified elements of
genuine political action—even if ultimately directed toward a theocratic transformation.

Comparative Synthesis

Table (1). The comparative results can be summarized as follows

Political Relation To Arendt’s Concept Of

Movement Type Core Ideology . Action

Revolutionary, Emphasized collective struggle

Leftist (Marxist) Mar).('s.m / class-based, anti- .bUt lac.ked .plura“ty and
Socialism : o dialogue; action reduced to
imperialist . -
instrumentality.
. Reformist, Advocated independence but fell
. . Liberal - : T .
Nationalist ) ) constitutional, short in sustaining participatory
Nationalism ’ ) ; :
anti-colonial plurality and open discourse.

Revived public participation but

subordinated human freedom to

divine authority, diverging from
Arendt’s secular model.

Revolutionary,
Political Islam moralist, anti-
authoritarian

Religious
(Islamic)

Across these movements, a pattern emerges: all pursued liberation but none achieved
freedom in the Arendtian sense. Their activism was frequently oriented toward
instrumental or teleological goals—toppling regimes, achieving justice, or fulfilling
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divine mandates—rather than sustaining a space for dialogue and plurality. As Arendt
warns, when politics becomes subordinated to ideology or necessity, the public realm
collapses into a space of domination and fear.

Yet, the Iranian student movement cannot be dismissed as merely ideological. It nurtured
moral courage, collective responsibility, and a sense of shared destiny that later
culminated in revolutionary transformation. These traits resonate with Arendt’s notion of
natality—the capacity to begin anew. Even within the constraints of repression, students
created spaces of communication and imagination that reflected the latent potential of
genuine political action.

Conclusion

The Iranian student movement (1941-1979), when viewed through the prism of Arendt’s
political theory, reveals both the promise and the limits of revolutionary activism in non-
Western societies. Each ideological current—Leftist, Nationalist, and Religious—sought
to redefine the meaning of freedom and justice in the Iranian context but remained
ensnared in the logic of instrumental politics. Their inability to sustain plurality, dialogue,
and public appearance—the core conditions of Arendtian action—transformed potential
freedom into structured conformity.

However, revisiting these movements through Arendt’s thought offers profound
theoretical implications. It demonstrates that authentic political action requires more than
opposition or ideology; it demands spaces of communication where individuals appear to
one another as equals. The Iranian student movement, despite its historical shortcomings,
exemplifies the perpetual human striving for such a public space—a striving that remains
essential to any vision of democratic renewal in Iran.

In contemporary terms, the legacy of the student movement endures as a moral and
intellectual foundation for reimagining civic engagement. Arendt’s emphasis on speech,
appearance, and collective initiative encourages a reevaluation of how academic
communities can reclaim politics as a realm of freedom rather than domination. The
enduring relevance of her philosophy lies in its capacity to illuminate the ethical
dimensions of activism, urging a turn from ideological absolutism to dialogic
participation.

Thus, this study concludes that the Iranian student movement did not fully realize the
Arendtian model of action, but it embodied fragments of it—courage, initiative, and the
yearning for a public world. Understanding these fragments offers not only historical
insight but also a philosophical pathway toward more humane and pluralistic forms of
political life.

Keywords: Hannah Arendt; Political Action; Iranian Student Movement; Plurality;
Freedom; Public Sphere; Political Philosophy; Pre-revolutionary Iran.
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