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Abstract 
 The process of modernization or democratization in Europe was a 
result of lengthy, troublesome, committed and constant struggle for change 
continuing since centuries. It was not a product of overnight endeavors. The 
underdeveloped countries of the East were deeply attracted by the economic 
development, social liberalization and political emancipation of European 
states mainly Britain and France. These states were quick to replicate and 
implement the values, institutions and practices of West believing them to 
drive them towards speedy modernity, development and equal standing 
with the states that they were imitating. Hasty and miscalculated replication 
was always destined to failure and reaction. This paper discusses the process 
of modernization in Turkey, Iran and Afghanistan. The case studies of these 
countries are juxtaposed and draw the conclusion that the blind imitation of 
Westernization in these ultraconservative and traditional societies without 
addressing the most sensitized issues of religion and women resulted in the 
failure of these efforts.   
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Introduction  

During the interwar period, the ruling elite of three traditional Muslim 

countries—Iran, Turkey and Afghanistan—embarked on the process of 

modernization with the aim of attempting to break the shackles of 

traditionalism and achieve what they believed was remedy for all their 

social, political and economic ills: Modernity. They attempted to drastically 

modify and restructure both polity and society: introduced new laws, 

replicated and imported “foreign” political frameworks with mixed results 

and reshaped the deeply-rooted pattern of social life. The modernization 

drive was successful, initiated and led by strong leaders, in their quest of 

modernizing the traditional societies—efficaciously surmounting the 

opposition forces, however temporarily—with significant impact on all 

aspects of Society. Three Muslim countries in 1920s strove to bring 

modernization. Iran, under the Pahlavi dynasty, experienced massive socio-

political transformation. Modernization in Ataturk Turkey, after the 

overthrow of Ottoman caliphate, was considered a model to be replicated 

in Iran and Afghanistan. The latter was ruled by Amanullah Khan, a radical 

reformist and admirer of Ataturk and his modernization in Turkey.   

This paper attempts to explore the commonalities by juxtaposing the 

cases of three Muslim countries, Iran, Turkey and Afghanistan. By 

scrutinizing the pattern of modernization reforms and subsequent 

backlash, this research work will answer the questions regarding 

Modernization failing to establish successful modern civil societies and the 

causes of its reversal after the demise or overthrow of its initiators. It 

proposes that the outlandish drive of modernization was conceived as 

abhorred Westernization which contradicted with the societal sensitivities 

and resulted in its rebuke.  

2 What is Modernization? 

Modernization had become an attractive phenomenon1 in the 

traditional Muslim societies, after their decline in prestige and power, in the 

beginning of twentieth century. However, this was known to a minor but 

powerful portion of these societies. The concept of Modernization was 

endorsed and solidified in the Western societies after a lengthy period of 

innovation and exploration especially the scientific revolution, the age of 

enlightenment and constitutionalism. In most third world countries, the 

relative expansion of education caused the emergence of an educated 

middle class which was exposed to the liberal ideas of western modernity.2 

The top echelon had desired to replicate these phenomenon in their own 

traditional, illiterate and conservative societies which backfired with 
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consequential implications. In order to fully understand the processes of 

modernization in the three countries of Iran, Turkey and Afghanistan, it is 

essential to present a comprehensive definition of modernization to clarify 

our understanding. 

Modernization in its most banal usage is considered and associated 

with development. The concept of modernization is also encapsulated as 

the change in means of communication. Modernization is referred to “the 

introduction of modern scientific knowledge to increasing aspects of human 

life, first in western civilization, then to non-western societies, by different 

means and groups, with the final aim of achieving a better life as defined by 

the society concerned”.3 Moreover, Encyclopedia Britannica defines 

Modernization, in sociology, the transformation from a traditional, rural, 

agrarian society to a secular, urban, industrial society.4 These definitions are 

helpful but lack the substance catering comprehensive understanding.  

Therefore, we will focus on the definition presented by Samuel P. 

Huntington in his book, The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World 

Order. He says: “Modernization involves industrialization, urbanization, 

increasing levels of literacy, education, wealth, and social mobilization, and 

more complex and diversified occupational structures. These common 

elements may be present, even though the institutions that created them 

are not. Modernization can be borrowed or bought.”5 The effective 

realization of the traits stipulated in definition of Huntington can only be 

achieved by the establishment and maintenance of strong democratic 

institutions i.e. Westernization.  

European modernization has culminated into its current form after 

experiencing massive corruption, horrible conflicts, resistance and 

revolutions, a sustained process of industrialization, reasoning and 

discovery. Modernization involved secularization which systematically 

challenged the religious institutions, practices and beliefs. Martin Luther, 

through his writings and struggle against the corruption of Catholic Church, 

inspired a revolution that resulted in the division of Church and ensuing 

European wars of religion between the Protestant and Catholic princes 

which reshaped the map of Europe. Luther developed his own theology 

called Protestantism, which turned against the papacy and shifted the focus 

of attention onto individual faith. Luther’s reformation provided major 

impulses in the field of education and created the foundations for social and 

political participation, as well as for active citizenship. The treaty of 

Westphalia, ending 100 years of European religious wars, further 

undermined the authority of papacy and Holy Roman Empire. The role of 
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Church was limited as the Treaty gave the princes of the territorial states the 

choice to endorse any ideology or religion. Religion became subordinated 

to the domestic jurisdiction of states. In case of Europe (West), 

Modernization yielded fruition of secularization, technological 

advancement and prosperity, however, replicating the Western model in 

the Muslim countries without the realization of due processes and especially 

the limitation of religion’s role will certainly result in undesired implications 

and the three Muslim countries, discussed below, attempted to hastily 

replicate Westernization without first achieving modernization. 

3 Ataturk’s Modernization in Turkey 

Mustafa Kamal Ataturk is known as the Father of Turkish nation due to 

his contribution during the war of independence before Turkey was 

declared a republic in 1923.6 Before Ataturk’s inauguration of reforms in the 

first years of his ascendance into power, the Ottoman Empire had realized 

some progressive moves in respect to law and legislation. The promulgation 

of the Hatti-Sherif,7 inaugurating the Tanzimat8 (reorganization) period in 

1839.9 The provisions of this law allowed the legislation of military, 

commercial, and fiscal reforms and established norms of legislation 

independent of the Sharia.10 A definite step had been taken in introducing a 

secular purpose for the state and defining that state in political rather than 

religious terms.11 The Hatti Sherif paved the way for the introduction of new 

laws i.e. the death penalty for apostasy from Islam was abolished and 

Islamic punishments (Hadd) were no more applied .It was quickly followed 

by the introduction of secular panel codes (1840) and administrative (1846) 

codes then in 1856 a commercial code, 1858 code of land tenure, code of 

commercial procedure (1861) and maritime code of 1863 were adopted—all 

based on European especially French models. The Ottoman constitution of 

1876—the first written constitution in Muslim world reflecting the 

culmination of 19th century reforms in Ottoman Empire i.e. modernization of 

armed forces and bureaucracy and introduction of modern taxation 

system—was revived by the Young Turks in 1908.12 Ataturk had a clear 

motive of industrializing, modernizing, secularizing and westernizing the 

newly independent nation-state of Turkey. He despised the Ottoman past 

and strove to nullify the fact that Turkey, bequeathing the Ottoman Empire, 

was derided as the “sick man of Europe”.13 Ataturk wanted a newly 

determined path for his compatriots which would be characterized by 

respect, dignity, restoration of lost pride, industrial advancement and socio-

political progress and centralization of authority. The secularization of the 

Kemalist ideology was not to mean the separation of Islam from the state 
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as much as the subordination of Islam to the state. 14 The Ottoman Caliphate 

was abolished by Ataturk in 1924, moreover, Islam as state-religion was 

constitutionally discarded and the source of legitimacy, historically 

prerequisite for ruling, was vested in the will of people much to the disgrace 

and criticism of the religious scholars. Ataturk was not totally against Islam 

but he was conscious of its corrosive effects of strengthening traditionalism 

in the rural areas where 80% of Turks resided. Ataturk knew the deeply 

trenched roots of Islam in the rural areas where Islam was strongly practiced 

and the clergy had occupied unchallenged support and authority in the 

decision-making. Ataturk was determined to undermine the existing 

structures which favored the clergy and believed that the monopoly of 

traditionalists, employing religion as a tool, was the primary reason behind 

the backwardness of his country.   

Ataturk embarked on the journey of modernization—Westernization 

— by replacing all the existing traditions which he deemed as the causes of 

backwardness with replicating the norms and values of western nations 

with the belief of ensuring prosperity and development. He banned all the 

religious seminaries and Sufi orders. Civilians, except Imams, muftis and 

Hatips, were forced to avoid wearing the traditional gown and turban. They 

were forced to wear European hat and dress instead of Turkish fez. The call 

to prayer in Arabic was banned. The Ottoman alphabets of Arabic were 

replaced by Latin alphabets to make sure the new generations of Turks 

unable to read the history before 1926, especially the era of Ottoman 

Caliphate. Furthermore, the role of women in socio-political affairs were 

greatly encouraged: women were given the voting rights and 

representation in the Grand National Assembly, Turkish women were 

getting modern education and employed in technical and service profession 

and women could roam freely wearing Western attires.15 By 1934 they 

ensured complete political emancipation in a country where tradition 

impeded the progress of women and restricted their participation in the 

adjudication of civil, legal and political affairs.16  

Ataturk had centralized power driving support not only from army, due 

to his military background, but also from his political party which enjoyed 

uncontested political power because of the constitutional one-party rule. 

He continued his dictatorial rule by suppressing the emergence of other 

political associations vying for political representation.17 The Republican 

people party which was led by Turkish president, Ataturk, as its chairman 

worked for the ideology of Kemalism which was characterized by Six 

Principles of Kemalism: Republicanism, Nationalism, Populism, Etatism,18 
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Secularism and Reformism.19 Economic etatism was adopted to ensure the 

growth of industrialization. In 1934, a Five-year Industrial development plan 

was adopted, supplemented by the 1937 Three-year and 1938 four-year 

industrial development plans resulting in the establishment of new 

economic enterprises which were funded and sponsored by the 

Sumerbank.20 Ataturk formed state-run enterprises to pursue the agendas 

and objectives of his formulated economic plans. 

Ataturk’s reforms had a blowback reaction from the traditional 

religious forces of Turkey. The remarkable opposition came from the 

Kurdish leader, Shiekh Said Noursi,21 who amongst other reasons opposed 

Ataturk’s reforms targeting the religion. The replacement of religion and 

ban on religious places was one of the main reasons that ushered in an 

armed rebellion from Kurds.22 The Kurds were offended by Ataturk’s failure 

to keep his promises to the Kurdish ethnicity. The Kurds had put their lot in 

favor of Ataturk in the war of independence, however, the reforms of 

bolstering a national identity based on Turkish nationality and not religion 

was not well received by the Kurds. The Kurdish rebellion had forced Ataturk 

to employ 1/3 of his annual budget and more than 30,000 soldiers to quell 

the rebellion. The opposition leader was arrested and hanged.23 Much of his 

reforms were strictly against the religious sentiments and long-held beliefs 

of Turks which could not secure a solid foundation to sustain the reforms 

that Ataturk had emulated from the western countries. The demise of 

Ataturk and subsequent decline of Republican Party was followed by the 

replacement and reversal of these social, legal and political reforms.24 

Nonetheless, the Ataturk legacy is still revered in Turkey because he was 

responsible for the embarking Turkey on the journey of modernization. 

4 Reza Shah’s Modernization in Iran 

Reza Shah of the Pahlavi dynasty, during his rule as minister of war and 

Shah (1921-1941), is considered as the founder of modern Iran25. He is known 

due to his endeavors of changing Iran from a traditional society to a modern 

state. Despite the fact that Iran had been going through the slow process of 

modernization even before that. The Constitutional revolution in 1906 was 

advocated and advanced by many reformists and intellectuals, especially 

the ideas of Malkom Khan, who formulated a comprehensive plan for the 

political modernization of Iran.26 The revolution established Iran’s first 

National Consultative Assembly, which became the political decision making 

center instead of the king and members of his court. It was in fact, a huge 

achievement of the Constitutional revolution.27 Moreover, it gave Iran a 

written constitution and set the notions of freedom, rule of law, political 
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and civil rights in motion for the first time.28 Even before that reformers like 

Abbas Mirza, Ghaem Magham Farhani and Amir Kabir had initiated this 

process by modernizing military and bureaucracy respectively.29 Reza shah 

not only continued the progress of his predecessors but significantly 

expedited modernization with military might.30 

Reza shah’s modernization drive transformed the socio-political 

relations of Iranian society. Reza shah successfully achieved what the 

constitutionalists and other reformers had failed.31 He modernized Iran by 

introducing radical changes in almost every aspect of human life. More 

specifically, he introduced radical changes through social reformation.32 The 

most important and often debated topic during Reza Shah’s rule is 

undoubtedly his contribution to strengthening women rights, emancipating 

women from inhumane customs of child marriage, polygamy, temporary 

marriages, women exploitation and prostitution. The Shah was known as an 

ally of women reformers. 33 Since 1501, after Shah Ismail’s forced conversion 

of Sunnis into Shiism and the dominance of Shia clergy in the affairs of 

Safavid empire, the role and social functions of women were solely dictated 

by the Shia scholars or clergy where women were subordinated to remain 

loyal to traditions and customs which were exploitative and violating their 

rights.34 The Iranian civil code of 1928, codified by the parliament introduced 

new laws relating to women. It contained 100 articles which strengthened 

the position of women in family and in society.35 The Marriage Act 

stipulated: increased marriage age from nine to fifteen for women and 18 

for men, it required mutual consent for marriage, it made the husband 

responsible for wife’s maintenance, and it discouraged child marriage. 36 

Moreover, Reza Shah encouraged women to take greater part by joining 

professions of teachers, midwives, administrators and nursing. The Shah’s 

state had established vocational training centers for women however, 

majority of women continued to works as agriculturalists in the rural areas. 

More girls’ schools were established and administered by the leading 

women reformers. The inauguration of girls’ schools sparked opposition 

from the clerics condemning them to stray the minds of Muslim youth.37 In 

one instance, a fatwa was issued claiming girls’ education against the Islamic 

Sharia.38   

The aforementioned development in women rights was largely due to 

Shah’s support to the Alam-e Nesvan, a women’s journal and supporter of 

the Shah’s reforms. Nonetheless, the journal was largely popular among the 

urban and educated middle class and could not successfully penetrated the 

conservative tradition in the rural areas. Still, the journal was a significant 
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development by highlighting the issues of women, mentioned above, 

advocated women rights, pressed for legislation of laws supportive to 

women and encouraged women to voice their problems by writing to the 

journal.39  

Unquestionably, the most radical social change was the legislation 

about unveiling. Though, Reza Shah throughout his premiership had 

facilitated the unveiling of women in the urban centers with the indifference 

of state police allowing them to roam even without being veiled. The 

authorities had allowed a small number of women who willfully roamed in 

Tehran without their Chadars.40 However, it was only in 1932 and after Shah’s 

visit to Ataturk Turkey when he decided to abolish the centuries-old 

tradition of veiling. To ensure the implementation of law, he substantiated 

it with a royal edict which forced the law on women. It was an initiative from 

above, the ruling elite of Iran were the first to implement it on themselves 

wither willfully or unwillingly. Reza Shah tried to lure women with 

incentives. The top-notch government officials were forced to bring their 

wives unveiled to the mixed gatherings or risk their job securities.41  

The unveiling was forced from above against the will of women igniting 

fierce resistance not only from the clerics but also religious women who had 

exercised veiling for centuries.42 The state had employed force to coerce 

these opposition which resulted in imprisonment and banishing of leading 

Shia scholars. The forced implementation of unveiling was supported by the 

fact that after the abdication of Shah in 1941 some women resorted back to 

veiling.43 

Moreover, Reza Shah after centralizing the bureaucracy attempted to 

secularize the judicial system by making the religious courts accountable to 

the secular courts. Reza Shah omitted the religious references from the 

penal codes44 and forced clerics to discard their traditional turbans and 

assume civilian garb.45 Moreover, Reza Shah in pursuit of modernizing the 

means and forces of production overdosed on economic etatism which 

resulted in modernization of economic activity more than during any other 

period.46 In addition, the development of infrastructural projects especially 

constructing highways and road had strategic value for the modern 

absolute rule of Reza Shah which assisted quick outreach in quelling the 

tribal revolts.  

The restructuring and modernization of army enabled Reza Shah to 

form a centralized state characterized by the monopolized authority of 

coercion and spending the national resources for fulfillment of personal 

objectives especially crushing tribal resistances threatening his power.47 The 
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mandatory conscription was manipulated to undermine the power of tribes 

by employing the tribal soldiers away from their tribes and loyal to the 

service of king.48 The establishment of a powerful modern army proved 

consequential for supporting his quest of modernity and reforms. He 

viewed the armed forces as the pillar of modern secularism and used them 

to subdue such foes as the Qajar aristocracy, marauding bandits, tribal 

warlords, leftist movements and Shi’ite clergy.49  

Mass education is the primary source for the transformation from a 

traditional society to a modern one. The expansion of western education 

generates critical minds which reject and questions the logic of traditional 

values and beliefs. Modernity is nothing more than salvation from mental 

captivity which is blindly believing whatever is injected into our minds and 

imitating the traditional values and practicing which sometimes make no 

sense but we follow it habitually.50 In the education sector, Reza Shah 

modernized the educational system by introducing state-run primary 

schools and colleges and dismantling the clerical madrassas and maktabs.51 

Furthermore, religious education was eliminated from the school curricula. 

The presence of an educated and modern intelligentsia was the core of the 

newly-emerged middle class who were educated in western countries. 

Upon their arrival they constituted the academic staff of the secular-

oriented Tehran University which was established in 1934.52 This middle 

class, in its most extreme form, rejected and ridiculed the traditional values 

of Iranian society which had been practiced for centuries. Secular education 

meant disengagement from religion and traditional Iranian society, this view 

was largely held in the backward periphery of Iran, where tradition 

triumphed everything in the social and political spheres.   

Reza Shah was a firm believer in the secular raison d’etre of the state, 

the necessity of law and order, the importance of subduing tribal 

particularisms, and the indispensability of authoritative leader at the helm.53 

His preference for a secluding the role of religion from the affairs of state is 

obvious from his contemptuous view towards the clerics believing them to 

be fool status-seekers.54 ‘There is no doubt that religion and politics are two 

holy principles whose precise details should be known and observed by all 

enlightened leaders. However the mixing of these two is neither 

advantageous to religion nor to administrative politics since such a fusion 

weakens religion and leads to the decline of politics’.55 Initially, Reza Shah’s 

relationship with the clerics was that of cooperation and partnership. Shah 

had abandoned his campaign of Republicanism in exchange of securing the 

acclamation of leading religious scholars in dethroning the absent Qajar king 
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and proclaiming the crown. However, this marriage of convenience was 

short-lived.56 The insult of Shah’s wife at Qum, at the hands of religious 

clerics alleging her dress to be inadequate, marked the turning point in 

1928.57 

5 Modernization of Afghan King Amanullah Khan 

In 1919, Amanullah Khan, after winning the third Anglo-Afghan war of 

independence58 was crowned as the king of Afghanistan. Amanullah was an 

educated young man59 who took the charge of affairs with ambitious 

intentions and plans for the advancement of society and country. The 

Afghan king, even after a century, is still revered for his attempt at 

modernizing the backward country. The young king quickly outlined his 

future plans by publicly declaring the development, modernization, 

industrialization and securing independence as his priorities because he felt 

ashamed of Afghanistan’s backwardness.60 He proclaimed in a speech that 

‘Afghanistan would take its proper place among the civilized nations of the 

world’.61  

The young Afghan king faced difficult challenges in a volatile multi-

ethnic and ultraconservative religious country like Afghanistan. In order to 

implement his plans uncontested, he had to centralize his authority and 

administration. He introduced a de facto constitution called Nezamnama,62 

the constitution declared in its first provisions the sovereignty of the newly 

independent Afghanistan, proclaimed Islam as the official religion, and 

designated Kabul as the official capital. Moreover, He formed the first 

cabinet and inscribed the basic code of the High state of Afghanistan with 

the assistance of Turkish legal experts.63 The concepts of basic liberties, 

freedoms of speech, religion and press were floated. Moreover, in a 

courageous move he introduced constitutional monarchy which rested 

political legitimacy to rule on the will of people from religion. This move cut 

his dependency for legitimacy on the traditional forces of periphery which 

enjoyed uncontested prerogatives among the masses. In addition, judicial 

reforms were made by introducing secular codes i.e. the introduction of 

administrative, commercial and reconciliation courts led to the transfer of 

power from the mullahs to these tribunals, and laws which relegated Sharia 

into secondary role and mandated the employment of educated 

professionals thus removing the Mullahs from judicial posts who enjoyed 

incentives by resolving disputes.64 Moreover, Amanullah restructured the 

army hoping to form a national army which will be highly devoted to the 

national cause of preserving law and order. By introducing changes in the 

army and making conscription mandatory, he greatly disturbed the sources 
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of tribal authority. Centralization of authority paved the way for the young 

king to reach his goals.65 

Industrialization could only help the new king to sponsor his 

modernization program. Afghanistan had very limited sources of revenue 

generation which were inadequate sustain state-run modernizing schemes. 

To generate revenues, the king levied back-breaking taxes by modifying the 

taxation systems and introduced land reforms to increase agricultural 

output.66 “Over the ten years reign of Amanullah, the land tax increased 

fourfold, while livestock taxes increased two to fivefold.”67 Furthermore, he 

planned improving the infrastructural connectivity by constructing roads, 

telegraphs, telephone lines and postal services.68 Amanullah purchased 

equipment to establish a light industrial sector, including industries such as 

woodworking, textiles, and papermaking. 69 For the purpose of capacity-

building, students were also sent abroad to work in industries and learn 

technical skills.70  

The main opposition to Amanullah’s modernization drive was the 

traditional forces of mullahs and tribal chieftains.71 The heroism in the war 

for independence had secured the love of religious forces in favor of 

Amanullah however his actions directed against these forces, in particular, 

censoring their political and economic powerbase fractured their bond. The 

young king, inspired by western values, considered these conservative 

mullahs as narrow-minded and targeted them to undermine their influence 

and rectify their negative impact on the society. He could not coopt or 

subdue the tribal chiefs and mullahs to submission or in a constructive 

cooperation which caused him deleterious consequences capable of having 

deep implications on his struggle for modernity. The actions of the young 

king were determined to weaken the mullahs and chieftains. Their privileges 

and stipends which they had enjoyed for many years were cut. The mullahs 

were fired from their jobs and forced to attend classes to learn about the 

new legal codes. They, along with the tribal leaders, were further 

embarrassed when they were mandated to wear European dress. The 

revenue sources of the local khans and tribal lords were dried up due to the 

saving policies. Amanullah’s actions had turned them to be uncompromising 

foes. 

However, Amanullah’s policies about women empowerment and more 

specifically the ban on veil fueled the apprehensions of traditional forces 

into an ultimate crisis.72 Amanullah was not alone in his journey, he was 

supported by the intellectual Mahmood Tarzi73 and Queen Soraya, his 

father-in law and wife respectively. Queen Soraya led by example by 



  Doorandesh (2019) 

67 

introducing and advocating greater participation of women in statecraft.74 

The first ever girls school was opened in Afghanistan. Women were 

encouraged to attend vocational centers and join new professions. The 

opening of girls’ schools faced opposition from the illiterate and backward 

areas. They were considered in contradiction to their customs. The ban on 

veil was, similar to Reza Shah, initiated from above. Ban on veil proved to be 

the turning point. The Afghan king was viciously criticized in the periphery 

to the extent that the mullahs had issued a fatwa declaring him infidel. The 

state failed to effectively propagate their plans about social change to the 

backward people, the king’s actions were fundamentally misperceived by 

them. It must also be taken into account that Amanullah’s lack of cautious 

pragmatism and gradual progression exacerbated the situation. Their 

comprehensions regarding the reforms were intentionally further distorted 

by the traditional mullahs and khans who wanted to antagonize the people 

against the king.  

Amanullah’s biggest mistake was his lack of attention to building a 

strong, united and centralized national army. His restructure of army 

backfired. He relinquished the ranks of experienced veterans with new 

graduates who lacked professionalism. The cut in the soldiers’ pay further 

demoralized them75, compelling them to look for other ways of earning. 

Amanullah had ignored the warning of his war minister and Ataturk when 

he advised him that the success of his modernization program depended on 

the support of a strong army to suppress resistance. 76 The army failed to 

quell the Khost rebellion in 1924 which ended after another tribe intervened 

to subdue the rebellion.77 Amanullah’s military reforms caused recruitment 

problems and mass dissertations, with the army shrinking from 60,000 men 

during the time of Abdur Rahman to only 11,000 by 1928.78 The king had 

miscalculated his belief that he will be able to play the tribes against each 

other in case if crisis abrupt which was evident when a marauding bandit, 

supported by few, was able to overthrow and force him to abdicate his 

country.79 

The proposed measures of Amanullah were highly rational and 

democratic: he introduced modern education by opening new western-

oriented schools, women were enfranchised, the constitution, slavery was 

abolished, improved transportation network, state actions were regulated 

and accountable, tribalism was weakened to centralize state authority and 

Afghanistan was put in transformation path from a backward and 

traditional country to a modern nation-state. Despite his all good intentions 

for the betterment of the country, Amanullah, by many analysts and 
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historians, is judged to failure in understanding the pulse of the society, 

especially beyond the capital. Some believe that the young king 

mismanaged his program of reforms, others condemn him for lending no 

heed to the advice of Ataturk that he received for strengthening the army. 

The lack of a strong modern armed forces followed by the decline in 

religious legitimacy is the contributing factors that led to the fall of young 

ambitious king of Afghanistan. 

6 Failure of Promising Modernization Reforms 

The greatest myth revolving the process of modernization in these 

countries was the pursuit of modernization without the preliminary 

groundwork which would always prove as a premature idea. Majority of the 

citizens of these states were completely ignorant of the progressive 

developments happening in the western countries. The unwavering 

practice of the religious commandments for centuries had made them 

unsusceptible and dismissive to the ideas of popular sovereignty, 

secularization of state, greater women participation and adopting Western 

lifestyle and values— they were believed to be foreign and innovation in 

Islam. The lack of necessary groundwork and mass awareness to subscribe 

to these Western, however rational, modernization reforms led the 

pioneers and ruling elite to implement them with force and coercion. An 

approach marked by moderation could have been the best way to replicate 

the positive aspects of Western society i.e. electoral processes, universal 

enfranchisement, legislative and judicial institutions for law and order, 

women rights and established norms for succession and transition of 

power. The process of modernization was imposed from above in all three 

cases. Ataturk and Reza Shah imposed their will, with the help of armed 

forces, on a religious and fundamentalist majority who were never 

interested in them. Amanullah hanged the mullahs80 who opposed his 

reforms and humiliated the traditional women who denied putting away 

their veils.81   

The modernization reforms were unsuccessful to penetrate into and 

break apart the communal structures of traditionalism beyond the major 

cities and capital. Despite the fact that the leaders of all three countries 

ruled autocratically with the legitimate coercion at their disposal, the still 

failed to disseminate their reforms wholly. The Afghan king could not 

implement his reforms beyond the capital, Kabul. The rebellions had started 

in the backward provinces Khost and present-day Nangarhar respectively. 

The former was suppressed with employing air power and the hanging of 

leading scholars while the latter deposed and abdicated the king. Moreover, 
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Reza Shah faced defiance, except some major cities of Iran, from majority 

of religious leaders and their traditional followers and Ataturk could only 

breathe freely after the religious leader of the Kurdish revolt was 

decapitated.  

The reforms initiated and aimed to modernize the traditional societies 

were mismanaged by their pioneers. Their reforms started to decline when 

they failed to understand the sensitivities of these communities especially, 

women reforms and messing with religion. For centuries, the Eastern 

societies have had deeply sensitized the issues relating to women, 

connecting them with their family and personal honor and pride—

extremely sensitive in traditional societies. Therefore, these reforms had 

activated fierce resistance especially in Afghanistan, people living outside 

the capital despised the king for being astray from his religion. Even the 

religious scholars had declared him an infidel by issuing a fatwa.82 The news 

of Amanullah forcefully dragging the headscarf of a women had spread like 

fire in jungle, further antagonizing the masses with his reform policy. The 

reforms packages must have embraced the necessity to get religion on 

board. The outright isolation and dwindling down of religion was a grave 

blunder and should have been pragmatically pursued after other reforms 

had been cemented and strengthened enough to storm the weather from 

the reactionary forces.   

Finally, the initiatives of reforms by the three strong rulers were more 

of a desire for and blind emulation of Westernization than modernization. 

Ismail Raji al Faruqi is also of the opinion that, “Modernization failed 

because it was Westernization, alienating the Muslim from his past and 

making of him a caricature of Western man.”83 Westernization in Muslim 

countries should necessarily be preceded by comprehensive and sustained 

process of modernization. The vice versa was witnessed in both Iran and 

Afghanistan. They embarked on Westernization—replicating the fabulous 

characteristics of West, mainly the legal codes, economic development, 

constitutionalism, law-based rule and physical modernity— without first 

ensuring the key principles that are prerequisite for realizing modernization. 

They imitated the western institutions that they desired would ensure their 

progress. Moreover, they boarded on the mission of Westernization 

without the existence of any stable institutions mainly political and 

economic. Their economic conditions were dismal and mostly dependent on 

outside assistance. The deficiencies of these major requirements destined 

the reform programs to failure, which is why most of the reforms 

introduced during their rule were rolled back and reversed because they did 
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not entertain the communal sensitivities and will to subscribe to these ideas. 

However, it should also be noted these pilot initiatives set their societies 

onto the path of progression, development, modernization and 

Westernization, though with differing success rates. Moreover, these 

experiences served as guidelines for the future modernists and reformers 

who steered their states into unprecedented progress. Afghanistan 

experienced a decade of democracy in 1960s, the son of Reza Shah had a 

relative stable foundation to pragmatically continue further reforms and 

Turkey was able to secularize the state and nation.   

7 Conclusion 

The promising modernization process was bungled both in Iran and 

Afghanistan with Turkey, with relative higher success, being the exception. 

The process of modernization was forcefully imposed by the authoritarian 

rulers against the will of the majority of populace. The lack of pragmatism in 

regard to religion and women amongst other causes contributed to the 

imminent backlash from the reactionary forces. The incorporation of 

measures respectful to the dignity of religion and subscribing to the will of 

people could have influenced the consequences. The blind imitation of 

West, without the realization of required groundwork in advance to make 

the minds of traditional populace susceptible to the reforms, was not wholly 

received and subscribed by the majority leading to failure. Westernization 

should have been adopted only after the establishment of strong political 

and economic institutions— key requisites for modernization. 
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