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Abstract

One of the lesser-known aspects of Shapour Bakhtiar's life‘is his involvement in the
field of economics. After the decline of the National Resistance Movement in 1957
and the resulting despair among political activists, Bakhtiar emerged as an economic
actor. The main question of this study.is: why and how did Shapour Bakhtiar, a
fervent political activist, turn towards economic  activities? What roles did he
undertake in this field, and what legacy did he leave behind?

The hypothesis of this research is that Bakhtiar, disillusioned by the outcomes of
political activism and constrained by social limitations, entered the economic sphere
to distance himself from political pressures and address his financial issues.

This article, using a_ descriptive and" analytical method and relying on
unpublished documents, exploeres Bakhtiar’s transformation from a political figure to
an economic actor. It demonstrates that after withdrawing from political activities,
Bakhtiar managed to become a notable economic figure in Iran. He held managerial
roles in companies affiliated with the Pahlavi Foundation as well as other private
enterprises;. and was active in various industries including dairy, glass, and
construction materials.

This career shift allowed him to reduce political pressures and place himself in a
position of lower surveillance. Moreover, Bakhtiar’s economic activities—
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particularly his collaborations with French companies—reflect an adaptation to
existing conditions and an effort to use economic opportunities to resolve his
financial and personal challenges.

Keywords: Shapour Bakhtiar, economy, Daktiran Company, Vatan Company,
industrial management.

Introduction

Historical actors often display multidimensional careers shaped by both personal
agency and structural constraints. In modern Iranian history, Shapour Bakhtiar
represents a striking example of such complexity. Although widely.recognized for
his political activism and brief premiership during the final months of the Pahlavi
monarchy, Bakhtiar spent nearly two decades engaged-primarily in‘economic and
managerial activities. This aspect of his life has remained largely marginalized in
existing scholarship, which tends to prioritize his. political struggles, ideological
positions, and opposition to authoritarian rule.

This extended abstract explores Bakhtiar’s lesser-known economic career and
situates it within the broader socio-political transformations of Iran from the late
1950s to the late 1970s. By examining his transition from political activism to
economic management, the. study. seeks to' illuminate how political repression,
institutional -constraints, and individual adaptability interacted in shaping elite
behavior under authoritarian: rule. Addressing this gap not only enriches our
understanding . of Bakhtiar’s personal trajectory but also contributes to the
historiography of political elites and economic power in modern Iran.

Materials & Methods

The research adopts a descriptive and analytical approach grounded in historical
sociology. Primary sources include unpublished archival documents from Iranian
governmental ‘and security archives, company records, contractual agreements, and
contemporaneous reports. These materials are complemented by memoirs,
newspapers, and existing secondary literature. The study also employs contextual
analysis to relate Bakhtiar’s economic activities to broader political developments,
such as state repression, elite co-optation, and the regime’s strategies of control. By
triangulating documentary evidence with historical context, the research reconstructs

Bakhtiar’s economic roles and evaluates their significance.
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Discussion & Result

The findings indicate that Bakhtiar’s economic engagement unfolded in several
phases. His initial experience with agricultural investment through sharecropping
contracts in Khuzestan during the late 1950s was largely unsuccessful, reflecting
both bureaucratic inefficiency and structural obstacles within Iran’s state-dominated
economy. Nevertheless, this experience marked the beginning of his systematic
withdrawal from overt political activism.

From the early 1960s onward, Bakhtiar increasingly assumed managerial roles in
industrial enterprises, including firms affiliated with the Pahlavi Foundation and
private companies operating in textiles, construction  materials, dairy production,
glass manufacturing, and infrastructure development. His cooperation with French
companies, particularly in construction and engineering.-projects, proved financially
rewarding and politically stabilizing. Archival evidence 'suggests that these activities
significantly reduced his perception as a political threat by security institutions.

Bakhtiar’s most notable successes occurred in industrial management, especially
as CEO and board chairman of Vatan Textile Factory in Isfahan, where he
implemented development plans, resolved tax disputes, recovered company assets,
and improved financial_performance. However, his experience was not uniformly
successful, as illustrated by managerial challenges and eventual dismissal from the
Pasteurized Milk & Dairy Company of Isfahan. Overall, the results highlight
Bakhtiar’s “managerial. competence, adaptability, and the regime’s calculated
tolerance toward economically integrated former dissidents.

Conclusion

The economic career of Shapour Bakhtiar between 1957 and 1977 exemplifies a
strategic reconfiguration of elite roles under authoritarian conditions. His transition
from political activism to economic management was neither accidental nor purely
opportunistic; rather, it represented an adaptive response to repression, limited
political opportunity, and personal constraints. From a historical-sociological
perspective, Bakhtiar’s case illustrates how authoritarian regimes seek to neutralize
opposition by incorporating political elites into economic structures, thereby
reducing their capacity for dissent while benefiting from their administrative skills.
At the same time, Bakhtiar’s experience demonstrates that political elites, even
under restrictive conditions, can exert meaningful influence in the economic sphere.
His managerial achievements underscore the persistence of individual agency within
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constrained systems. Ultimately, this study suggests that Bakhtiar’s legacy cannot be
adequately understood through a purely political lens; his economic activities
constitute an integral component of his historical significance.
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