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ABSTRACT: This article aims to address the processes of social changes in terms of 
the theory of social acceleration. It begins with an outline of the theory of social accel-
eration and discusses how an investigation into the driving forces of social accelera-
tion can be used to explain the dynamics of social stability and change. It criticizes the 
acceleration theory because its focus is merely on high-industrialized western socie-
ties as well as the neglect of normative and religious aspects in the processes of social 
acceleration and change. This article proposes a revised model of social acceleration 
and applies it to Iranian society. It identifies the main features of acceleration-cycle 
formed in Iranian society in the 1960s and 1970s to answer the question of why the 
cycle of acceleration could not establish a self-propelling acceleratory formation as a 
prime requirement for preserving social stability. 
KEYWORDS: social acceleration, social stability and change, stability through dynam-
ization, Iranian society

INTRODUCTION 

Theorizing social changes from a sociological perspective deems highly relevant 
studying the social dynamics of societies, including the economic regime of pro-

duction and consumption, the formation of new social groups and strata, changes in 
cultural patterns and action (Foran, 1993a; 2005; Kurzman, 2004; Opp, 2009; Mann, 
2013; Beck, 2018). The theory of social acceleration developed by Hartmut Rosa (Rosa, 
2005, 2010) makes it possible to investigate underlying economic and socio-cultural 
mechanisms of social change and stability in modern society. However, this theory 
lays its focus mainly on highly industrialized West-European and North-American so-
cieties, analyzing the processes of social acceleration and deceleration, their social, 
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cultural, and economic roots, and consequences for the individual and collective life 
of subjects in accelerated societies. So, the question arises here “what about other so-
cieties that cannot easily be put into the category of accelerated societies?”, “Is the 
acceleration theory relevant to non-western societies, at all?” To answer these ques-
tions, it serves the theory, seeking to shed new light on the processes of social change 
in Iranian society as a non-western society. Hence, this article follows aims. First, it 
criticizes the acceleration theory for its western-centrism and suggests an analytical 
strategy that makes it relevant for other societies. Second, it insists on the role of re-
ligion and religious practices in social changes, showing religious promises appeared 
to be key sources of social mobility. It shows that religious promises functioned as a 
revolutionary ideology in the case of the 1979 Iranian Revolution. The last point pre-
sents a critique of the theory of social acceleration that basically is about a secular so-
ciety and maintains the cultural motor of social acceleration “the promise of eternity 
through acceleration” (Rosa, 2010, p. 29). Third, by applying the acceleration theory, 
it explains the social, cultural, and economic processes that led to the 1979 Iranian 
revolution.           

Therefore, firstly I outline the theory of social acceleration and the three driving 
forces of social acceleration. Then, I suggest that an analysis of social accretion in oth-
er societies might be undertaken by focusing on the modus operandi of each motor of 
social acceleration and the ways they are interlocked. Finally, I use this suggestion for 
the case of Iranian society in the period leading up to the revolution of 1979, arguing 
that the certain cycle of acceleration established in the 1960s and 1970s was no longer 
capable of preserving stability through constant dynamization and growth.

1. UNDERSTANDING OF MODERN SOCIETIES: A BASIC MODEL 

Despite a wide range of definitions and conceptualizations about modernity and mod-
ernization processes, as Van der Loo and Van Reign (1997) suggested, modernization 
is definable as four central processes of individualization, rationalization, differentia-
tion, and domestication nature, which in turn run in four relevant spheres of person-
ality, culture, social structure, and stance toward nature. These processes have been 
the main objects of analysis of the founders of sociology, too. specifically, they have 
been interested in the paradoxical flipsides of modernization processes. For example, 
Simmel argued that the individualization processes lead to profound changes in the 
personality and psychic aspects of the modern man. Weber was concerned with “the 
iron cage” as a paradoxical consequence of rationalization. The disintegration that 
goes hand in hand with the processes of differentiation was the focus of analysis by 
Durkheim. Similarly, in the context of the development of capitalism, Marx argued 
that the instrumental domestication of nature could lead to a backlash with enormous 
catastrophic consequences for the entire civilization (Van der Loo and Van Reijen, 
1997; Rosa, 2009, p. 79). This way of reconstructing the core ideas of the classics of 
sociology provide us with a conceptual scheme through which the main processes of 
the social change and stability of modern society can be analyzed without falling back 
into old categorizing terms, such as traditional vs. modern societies, developed vs. 
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developing societies, and so on.
Now, in this light, Rosa claims that adequate understanding of modernization pro-

cesses requires to add a temporal perspective to our analysis (Rosa, 2009, p. 79). Based 
on the assumption that acceleration is inherent in modernity and modernization pro-
cesses, the theory of social acceleration proposes an analytical model for understand-
ing the underlying dynamics of modern societies (Rosa, 2005; 2010, Rosa et al., 2017). 
According to this, a society is modern “when it shifts towards a mode of dynamic sta-
bilization, i.e. when it systematically requires growth, innovation, and acceleration 
for its structural reproduction” (Rosa et al., 2017, p. 54; Döre et al., 2009). This article 
draws on two assumptions, that is, modern society is an accelerating society (1), and 
it perseveres its stability though dynamization (2), focusing on the relationships and 
interactions between the three dimensions of social acceleration and the processes of 
social changes.   

 Applying the above definition to explain the mechanism of social stability and 
change needs to restore to the three dimensions of social acceleration, as Rosa sug-
gested, namely, “technological acceleration”, “acceleration of social change”, and “ac-
celeration of pace of life” (Rosa, 2009, p. 80ff).

1.1. Three motors of social acceleration   

As mentioned above, technological acceleration is the most obvious form of acceler-
ation and refers to the acceleration of transport, communication, and production. 
Therefore, this dimension is measurable through increasing the average speed of rel-
ative processes (Rosa, 2009, p. 82). 

The acceleration of social changes describes as “acceleration of society itself”, spe-
cifically, the speeding-up of the rate of changes in a wide variety of social phenomena 
and spheres, from the patterns of behavior and action, the dynamization of social 
relationships and associations, gender relations, to fashion and lifestyle, and social 
values (Rosa, 2005, p. 179ff; 2010, p. 17-18). To grasp it, Rosa draws on the ideas of 
German philosopher Hermann Lübbe who claims that Western societies experience 
increasing “the contraction of the present” as a “consequence of the accelerating rates 
of cultural and social innovation” (Rosa, 2009, p. 83). In this context, Rosa defines also 
the acceleration of the pace of life as „an increase in the decay-rates of the reliability of 
experiences and expectations and by the contraction of the time-spans definable as the 
‘present” (Rosa, 2010, p. 18-19, emphasis in original). The processes of “contraction 
of the present” can be empirically measured, as Rosa suggested, by investigating the 
changes in the two key institutions of production and reproduction of society, namely 
the family and the occupational system. Accordingly, the idea is that changes in the 
realms of family and work have accelerated in the course of modernity from a gener-
ational pace in classic modernity to an intragenerational pace in late modernity (Rosa, 
2009, p. 84). The high rates of change can also be seen in the considerable generation-
al mobility and transformation in terms of occupation and social status, as well as in 
the profound changes in family structure (Rosa, 2010, p. 44ff).

 Finally, with the acceleration of the pace of life completes the cycle of social accel-
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eration, as illustrated in figure 1. This dimension is directly related to everyday life in 
modern societies already addressed by scholars from Simmel to Robert Levine to John 
Thomlinson. In Rosa’s terms, the acceleration of the pace of life is “the speed and 
compression of actions and experiences in everyday life” (Rosa, 2009, p. 85). Again, 
this dimension can be empirically measured by adopting a subjective or an objective 
approach: the subjective dimension is measured by the time experiences that individ-
uals have in their everyday life; such as the familiar perception that time is passing 
faster than usual, as well as the tensions and pressures result from time scarcity. The 
objective dimension, on the other hand, is measurable in two ways: 1) The count of the 
number of completed actions in a given time unit, and 2) The exploration of strategies 
that people use to speed up their activities in their everyday life, for example through 
multitasking skills (Rosa, 2010, p. 22; 2005, p. 114ff). 

Along these lines, “the external key accelerators” or “motors” which lay behind each 
of the dimensions of social acceleration, are technological innovation and capitalist 
competition for the technological acceleration, functional differentiation—as a strat-
egy to reduce social complexities and time pressures—for the acceleration of social 
change, and the secular promise of acceleration –eternal life due to speeding-up- for 
the acceleration of the tempo of life (Rosa, 2009, pp. 90-93; 2010, p. 13ff.).

Figure1: Cycle of acceleration and its driving forces (Rosa, 2005, p. 309; 2009, p. 93)

Source: own elaboration.

As the figure above shows, the three dimensions of social acceleration are inter-
locked and form a cycle of acceleration. Thus, Rosa claims that in modern societies 
are expected to establish a kind of a self-propelling acceleration cycle that no longer 
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requires external driving forces (Rosa, 2005, pp. 308-9; 2010, p. 31ff). In fact, in this 
context is the thesis on modern societies comprehensible that they only can maintain 
their stability through dynamization, i.e. through constant acceleration, innovation, 
and growth. 

Therefore, the outlined acceleration cycle can be taken up and reevaluated in a 
critical vein to develop an acceleration model that is more relevant to the social and 
cultural conditions of other forms of social life.

2.  ACCELERATION IN NON-WESTERN SOCIETIES: A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT 

The theory of social acceleration has developed Eurocentric assumptions based on the 
social, cultural, and economic conditions of highly industrialized Western societies. 
Thus, it makes the theory vulnerable to the accusations of eurocentrism as well as to 
naïve accounts in the face of diverse social formations and heterogeneous cultural 
contexts. To study social change and stability, hence, this article suggests a recon-
sideration of the requirements and conditions of social acceleration by placing focus 
primarily on the three driving forces of social acceleration. In doing so, we need to de-
termine the modus operandi of each motor of social acceleration and ask how they are 
interrelated. 

Thus, an analysis of the processes of social change and stability can be undertaken 
in the three interrelated fields as follows:

 (1) Functional analysis or the analysis of tensions and the (dys)functionalities of 
sub-systems within the driving forces of social acceleration. In this context, sev-
eral studies have already carried out which contributed radical social changes to 
the dysfunctionalities of social systems, for example, due to the rapid implemen-
tation of modernization plans in a top-down, autocratic way (Huntington, 1968; 
McDaniel, 1991; Tazmini, 2012; Ritter, 2018). Apart from political reasons, from 
the perspective of social acceleration, dysfunctionality may occur when a highly 
accelerating sector develops within the economic motor of social acceleration 
without establishing adequate functional linkages with other sectors. Thus, eco-
nomic relations that emerge under such conditions may impede acceleration due 
to the different tempos of activities and the conflicting economic logics between 
traditional and speed-oriented sectors. Furthermore, this may exert a negative 
impact on entire society, for example, in the form of the emergence of parallel 
societies, the rapid increase of economic inequality, etc.

(2) Analysis of discrepancies and (potential) desynchronizations between three mo-
tors of social acceleration. This can follow the assumption that establishing a 
self-propelling cycle of acceleration is a precondition of maintaining social sta-
bility. According to this, mismatches and conflicting relations between the three 
dimensions of social acceleration may lead to certain forms of deceleration and 
even social instability. For example, in “Rentier states” capitalist competition, 
technological innovation—as underlying preconditions for technological accel-
eration—may be replaced by the processes of the economization and commer-
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cialization of natural resources (Mahdavi, 1970; Skocpol, 1982; Mitchell, 2013). 
Economically, such conditions may lead to the emergence of a high-technolog-
ical industrial sector as well. With its own beneficiaries and experts functions 
this sector on the basis of its own logics without complex functional intercon-
nections to other dimensions of social acceleration. Socially, it is also expected 
to arise a small group of political and economic elites with especial privileges.

With regard to the conditions depicted above, therefore, it would be unrealistic 
to consider the strategies of functional differentiation as a leading solution for 
the increasing pressures of social acceleration—as proposed by the theory of so-
cial acceleration (Rosa, 2005, p. 186ff). Rather, many societies may apply other 
strategies, such as centralized planning in the economy and the imposition of 
restrictive controls over the processes of social differentiation, as seen in au-
thoritarian regimes (see below).   

(3) Focus on the components of the cultural motor of social acceleration. A world-
ly endless life through increasing acceleration is obviously a secular promise, 
while religious promises in many societies are still attractive for a large number 
of people. Moreover, influential conservative social groups can use moral and 
normative arguments to mobilize believers against the processes that lead to 
social acceleration. This can happen when the various processes of moderniza-
tion reach so a rapid tempo that people see their previous meaningful social and 
cultural lives eroding and their orthodoxy of the native way of life in jeopardy. As 
we shall see, the rapid social and cultural changes imposed on Iranian society led 
to a majority of people with traditional and religious beliefs adopting a skeptical 
attitude to (social and cultural) modernization plans. Nevertheless, this should 
not lead to the general conclusion that the religion and the normative order of 
society act as a factor of social deceleration or cultural conservation. On the con-
trary, religious beliefs are open to alternative interpretations, and some allow 
to release the enormous kinetic energies of religion, as in the case of the 1979 
Iranian revolution.

Hence, the critical considerations can apply to offer a revised model appropriate 
for understanding various societies beyond those of the West. Figure 2 illustrates the 
points discussed above; a cycle of acceleration based on a different logic of self-pro-
pelling.

According to the critical assessment, the connections between the three spheres of 
acceleration are loose and vulnerable to collapse. The dash lines in the model above 
indicate that the alternative economic, social, and cultural constellation is enabled 
to shape a self-propelling cycle of acceleration, operating on the logic of “stability 
through acceleration”.
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Figure 2. Revised acceleration-cycle with different driving forces

Source: own elaboration.

 Model also can be used to answer the question “why societies sometimes become 
unable to keep their stability?”. To prove the model, here points to the social condi-
tions of Iranian society in the years preceding the 1979 Revolution; that is, it investi-
gates the formation of driving forces of social acceleration formed during 1954-1978, 
interaction between the dimensions of social acceleration, and the respective pro-
cesses of social, economic, and cultural changes. It determines also incongruities and 
tensions within and between the driving forces of social acceleration. Finally, it argues 
that the cycle of acceleration formed at that time could not operate self-propelling to 
ensure social stability.

3.  THE ECONOMIC MOTOR: RENTIER INSTEAD, INNOVATION,                     
AND COMPETITION 

Concentrated in the hands of an autocratic political system, oil revenues became the 
main economic resource in the period under discussion. So, it allows Iranian gov-
ernment to design and launch modernization plans, and social and cultural reforms. 
Particularly, a radical social and economic program of land reform was implemented 
in 1962-3 which swept away a long-standing system of agricultural production, be-
longing to it a complex hierarchical social system in rural areas (Katouzian, 1981, p. 
297ff; Ashraf, 1995, p. 23ff; Hooglund, 1982, p. 56ff). It also set off the waves of inter-
nal migrations toward urban areas, especially big cities, with far-reaching socio-cul-
tural and political consequences. Therefore, the developments of two social processes 
are important here to consider as the consequences of rentier economy: population 
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movement from rural areas toward big cities (1), and rapid economic modernization 
(2).

3.1. Migration and social acceleration   

By implementing the land reform, indeed, government accelerated the rates of eco-
nomic and social changes in rural areas. In this context, the modernization of agricul-
tural sector and the undermining of long-standing social and cultural relations led to 
flow the millions of agricultural workers into the cities in a few years. To provide an 
example of the far-reaching consequences of structural changes in rural areas, it may 
be very useful to point at social, cultural, and economic conditions in Tehran in the 
years following land reform. Consequently, the population of Tehran increased from 
2.5 million in 1972 to 5 million in 1976. So, it is not surprising that urban areas, es-
pecially Tehran, suffered from a housing crisis and overloaded urban infrastructures, 
communication, and electricity. 

The economic indicators of urban life did not show positive trends as well: rental 
costs rose fifteen times between 1965 and 1975; by 1977 about 43% of urban families 
lived in a single-room house (Foran, 1993b, pp. 331-2), and numerous slums in Tehe-
ran appeared in the mid-1970s in which about 1 million people lived (about 30% of 
the total urban population) (Bayat, 1997, p. 29). Likewise, the inflation of the urban 
livelihood index increased from 12.7% in 1972 to 15.7% in 1977 (Walton, 1980, p. 280; 
Hakimian, 1988, p. 24ff). 

From a cultural perspective, this kind of rapid population movement brought up 
identity crisis or alienation for a large number of rural migrants in big cities. Under 
various urban conditions, they experienced the breakdown of their former social 
bonds and family ties, and had to live up to discredit their attitudes, social dignities, 
and abilities for problem-solving in everyday life. The increasing orientation of social 
and cultural life in big cities towards western values and behaviors exacerbated the 
alienating conditions, too. Therefore, many people with religious backgrounds faced 
moral anxiety regarding the spread of a hedonistic culture and the sexualization of 
their everyday life (Kazemi, 2017, p. 109ff). Thus, as a way of bridging the unbearable 
conflictual condition, they began to establish their own social networks and create 
the settings in which they found themselves and their behaviors intimate and fully 
comprehensible. In doing so, religion and religious practices provided them with very 
appropriate frameworks for preserving their traditions and cultural norms and values 
as well as gave them a strong sense of solidarity (Mirsepassi, 2004, p. 75). 

From a social perspective, conflictual situations arose between the established 
state apparatus with its bureaucratic procedures and the way of life of the migrants. 
Indeed, they regarded the governmental organizations and procedures as oppressive 
and in confrontation with their living conditions, and the routines of their everyday 
lives. However, the sense of helplessness they fell under such conditions sometimes 
turned into rage and even violent actions against officials. For example, there were 
several urban riots during the 1970s by immigrants against officials who wanted to 
destroy their illegal buildings. Nevertheless, in many cases, women and men decided 
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to overcome the divergent situations by creative collective actions. So, they began to 
improve their living conditions and build their own necessary infrastructures, such as 
streets, hospitals, libraries, and mosques (cf. Bayat, 1997). 

3.2. Rapid industrialization and the problem of dysfunctionality                                        
between economic sectors

Owing to increasing oil revenues in the 1960s, the rates of economic growth and in-
dustrialization accelerated, too. Nevertheless, a quadrupling of the budget of the fifth 
development plan (1973-77) of Iran after increasing the oil revenues—from $5.6 bil-
lion in 1973 to $20 billion in 1977—soon led to a series of tensions within economic 
sectors as well as misbalances with other motors of social acceleration. Along these 
lines, mismatches appeared between a highly developed oil sector as well as a high-
tech assembly industry and many other economic sectors which continued to work 
within the frameworks of traditional and semi-traditional economic production rela-
tions. 

The diverse rates of the acceleration of activities in the main sectors of the econo-
my exacerbated the problem of dysfunctionality. While increasing oil incomes allowed 
the government to launch the ambitious industrialization programs, the distribution 
sector (the bazzar) remained largely excluded from modernization plans. However, 
the bazaar controlled about two-thirds of the domestic trade and about 30% of the 
country’s total imports (Keshavarzian, 2007, p. 6). Moreover, it developed its own trade 
organizations, social ties with traditional social strata, and influential social groups, 
such as the clergy, and functioned based on the traditional and religious code of con-
duct. In fact, the people of bazaar demanded at that time a restriction of increasing 
interventions of state officials in bazaar mechanisms as well as the consideration of 
the religious code of conduct by women in society (Ashraf, 1995, p. 32). As the future 
events demonstrated, therefore, in the last years leading up to the revolution, besides 
the universities, the bazaar became a bulwark of protests against the monarchy sys-
tem, and the people of the bazaar played an important role in organizing protests and 
supporting revolutionaries financially.

4. SOCIAL MOTOR: THE EMERGENCE OF SOCIAL GROUPS, STRATA,              
AND THE PROBLEM OF SOCIAL DIFFERENTIATION 

From the perspective of the theory of social acceleration, rapid urbanization (from 
31,4% to 46,9% of the Iranian population between 1956-1976), and the implementa-
tion of various modernization plans accelerated the society itself in two respects: the 
formation of new social groups and strata (1), and the considerable changes in social 
statues of a growing proportion of the population within a generation—i.e. the inter-
generational pace of life movement (2).

Owing to the rapid industrialization and the centralized plans of modernization, 
has been emerged a new modern working-class swiftly—i.e., from 1372 thousand in 
1962-3 to 3.3 million in 1977-8 (Katouzian, 1981, p. 259; Bayat, 1987, p. 60f). Addition-
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ally, rural migrants formed the majority of the labor force; for example, a sociological 
survey on industrial workers in the modern plants in Tehran in 1981 showed that only 
7% of the sample came from a family with industrial worker background, and the rest 
reported their former occupation as a small peasant or agricultural worker (Bayat, 
1983, p. 22; 1987). Accordingly, we can note here a kind of the intergenerational pace 
of life in terms of social mobility and status change from peasantry to working-class. 
Instead of traditional social and labor relations, they engaged in modern economic 
relations based on modern labor contracts and wage labor as well as expanding social 
relations and contacts specific to live in big cities. An interesting trend noticed the 
emergence and activities of women in the various spheres of social life as well. Along 
these lines, economic development and cultural reforms favored also Iranian women 
to enter the labor market and begin to occupy key social positions. For example, the 
participation rate of women in the labor market increased in 1977 about 13.8% of the 
total workforce, the highest rate among Middle East countries at that time (Najmaba-
di, 1991, p. 59ff; Sedghi, 2007; Halper, 2011, p. 15ff). 

Furthermore, cultural reforms and the development of the education system ac-
celerated the pace of social and cultural changes. In this way, illiteracy significant-
ly reduced from 67.2% of men and 87.8% of women over 15 in 1966 to 44.2% and 
53% in 1979, respectively (in quantitative terms, the country’s education system grew 
about threefold within 15 years). In addition, unfolding a modern educated middle 
class considerably changed the cultural life in urban areas (Moeini et al., 2018). In the 
high-education sector about 170,000 students were educated at domestic universities 
and about 80,000 abroad in 1978-9. By the same token, the proportion of women en-
rolled in higher education institutions in the academic year of 1976/7 reached 30% (cf. 
Sabahi, 2004).

Thus, the modernization of the education system led to forming a small but influ-
ential social group of students in cities, who actually acted as a cultural motor of social 
change by carrying and spreading new ideologies and ideas. They also organized and 
led the massive protests against the Shah’s Regime hand in hand with the people of 
the bazaar and the mosque in the days of the revolution (Ashraf, 1995, p. 32), playing 
a decisive role in the success of the revolution, hand in hand with other modern social 
groups and classes—educated middle-class, women, and the working-class. 

As discussed above, the constant process of social differentiation in various social 
systems is simple solution to reduce the pressures of accelerating forces. However, 
it seems that this assumption is based on narrow observations primarily concerned 
with Western capitalist societies. So, the question arises that “what about a social sys-
tem wherein the political system response to the pressures of social acceleration by 
centralized plannings in autocratic manners?”. The same was the situation of Iranian 
society in time under discussion, where the political system attempted to put down, 
or, at least, control the processes of social differentiation by means of various legis-
lative, regulatory, and administrative tools, police measures, juridification processes, 
etc. In this context, some measures are mentionable, such as the establishment of the 
secret service police (SAVAK), imposing restriction upon political activists and the op-
position parties, the declaration of a one-party system in 1975, the control of NGOs, 
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the suppression of independent labor unions, the execution of the Employee Stock 
Ownership Program, etc. (cf. Abrahamian, 1982, 2008). Indeed, the imposed measures 
enormously contributed to transforming a highly dynamic society into a mass society, 
which, in turn, paved the way for rising charismatic figures in the years to come.

5. CULTURAL MOTOR: RELIGIOUS PROMISES INSTEAD OF THE PROMISE OF 
ACCELERATION  

According to the theory of social acceleration, the promises of religion in an accelerat-
ing society are replaced by the secular promises of acceleration. It claims that subjects 
can reach eternal life by accelerating the pace of their lives. Consequently, people in 
secular Western societies serve the various strategies for speeding up their actions in 
everyday life, such as multitasking, and the technologies of speed to take ever more 
available options in a shorter period of time (Rosa, 2010, p. 29ff). However, secularism 
and mundane values in many societies are still viewed with suspicion, let alone the 
secular promises of acceleration. Additionally, in many cultures, “haste” interprets 
as something diabolic, appearing in everyday conversations phrases such as “haste 
makes waste” frequently. This matches the core social and cultural mechanisms of 
social stability in a pre-modern society, where “moderation” is valued, and society 
ensures its stability through adaptation (Safir, 2019, p. 36ff). 

Indeed, today, even in a high-speed society, the so-called “Slow Movement” pre-
sents an alternative cultural attitude, demanding a slower tempo of life. However, this 
doesn’t mean that people in globalized late modern societies enable to follow such 
alternative interpretations and values in the main areas of their social and personal 
lives without paying for it. And, as Rosa argues, staying behind in an acceleration so-
ciety may be too costly - where the logic of competition and achievement is a central 
driving force (Rosa, 2010, p. 56). The question of “whether people consenting and ap-
provingly adopt the strategies of acceleration in their everyday life or they are urged 
to accelerate the pace of their life under pressures of the imperatives of accelerating 
society?” should be answered elsewhere (For an answer by Rosa cf. Rosa, 2010, 2015). 
In Iranian society at that time, a set of cultural, mythical, religious elements can be 
conceived as the cultural motor that officially endorsed and fostered by the promise 
of economic prosperity and welfare. At the core of the promoted cultural system lied 
the monarchy system which officially represented as a natural development in the 
social-cultural and economic context of Iranian society. the Shah also was portrayed 
as an iconic figure with charismatic characteristics having the duties of leading the 
nation, supporting the official religion (Shia), and preserving the country’s stability 
and security (Marashi, 2008, p. 5ff; Afkhami, 2009, p. 405ff). These official ideas and 
promises, however, met a series of challenges when in the mid-1970s in the world 
markets oil prices began to fall, and consequently, the economic situation began to 
deteriorate, the inflation rates rose, and many ambitious projects had to be shut down. 
The promises of “great civilization” rang ever more hallow, while in reality, the soci-
ety was experiencing a widening economic gap, the social and economic exclusion of 
the millions of uprooted rural migrants, social and cultural tensions in urban areas, 



120 SOCIETY REGISTER 2022 / VOL. 6, NO. 3.

and political oppression. It is also notable that the Shah’s regime Ideologically had to 
grapple with a set of chronic challenges, above all, an insoluble legitimacy crisis since 
the coup 1953 (cf. Abrahamian, 2013). 

As an alternative to secular promises in general, religion has adequately had the 
persuasive power to convict the believer to act in specific ways. Thus, the lines of con-
flict can be drawn between traditional and religious layers and officially propagated 
values and norms. For example, the replacement of the Islamic calendar by a secular 
calendar in 1975 interpreted by believers as a bold act of an infidel regime against 
faith and beliefs of a significant number of traditional and religious people (cf. Ked-
die, 2006). In particular, Shia Islam in Iranian society has always offered an alternative 
utopian society based on a consistent value system and Islamic laws. These alternative 
ideas were adequately persuasive that attracted even secular intellectuals at that time 
(Chehabi, 1990, p. 56ff; Rajaee, 2007, p. 127ff; Safir, 2019, p. 323ff).  

As the coming events showed, religious beliefs also provided energies for collective 
actions and offered the source of ideas for future utopian projects on both personal 
and collective levels. In anthropological studies on Shiism in Iran, Fischer (2003, 2010) 
identified certain meaning-laden cultural elements in Shiite rituals and symbols ex-
pressed during revolutionary protests, which he called the “Karbala paradigm”. He un-
derstands it as a symbolic structure in a historical context that “its coherence depend-
ed in part, for one set of meaning, upon certain political and cultural contingencies” 
(Fischer, 2003, pp. 10-11; 2010). As a “cultural structure” the Karbala paradigm con-
sists of certain cultural elements, (Muharram) rituals, feelings, and passions -related 
to the martyrdom of the third imam of Shiites “Imam Hossein” in 680 AD and multiple 
uses. Moreover, it offers “models for living and a mnemonic for thinking about how to 
live” (Fischer, 2003, p. 21). 

The cultural and political dynamics of Shiism fascinated Michael Foucault as well, 
who traveled to Iran twice, in September and November 1978, during the heyday of 
revolutionary events, and reported his observations on the streets of Tehran (see Fou-
cault, 1978 in Afary and Anderson, 2005: Appendix). Foucault recognized that the spe-
cific dynamics of Shiism, expressed in vocabulary, ceremonies, and religious dramas, 
had utopian energy and offered people an ideal for radical change and a different way 
of life rather than that prescribed by Western culture. In an interview a year after the 
revolution, he commented on this view as follows: “As far as their way of life was con-
cerned, religion was for them like a promise and a guarantee of finding something that 
would radically change their subjectivity” (Foucault, 1988, p. 218). 

Similarly, Foucault was fascinated by how the people rose up with their bare hands 
against a terrible regime whose police forces were among the most powerful in the 
world. Thus, he saw in the political and cultural dynamics of religion a way to resist 
the autocratic forms of modernization imposed on us (Foucault, 2020, pp. 122-3). He 
noted that martyrdom in Shia is closely linked to the struggle for justice and a long 
history of victory in death, which is related to the martyrdom of “Imam Hossein.” In 
this sense, he saw in the confrontation of the armed soldier with the demonstrators 
with his bare hands a kind of spirituality that was still untouched by Western thought 
and promised an alternative form of collective and personal life (Foucault, 1978a, p. 
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201). Against this background, he defined political spirituality as follows: 

I think it’s a certain practice by which the individual is displaced, transformed, 
disrupted, to the point of renouncing their own individuality, their own subject 
position. It’s no longer being the subject that one had been up to that point, a 
subject in relation to a political power, but also the subject of a certain mode of 
knowledge [savoir], subject of an experience, or subject of a belief. It seems to 
me that that possibility of rising up from the subject position that had been fixed 
for you by a political power, a religious power, a dogma, a belief, a habit, a social 
structure, and so on— that’s spirituality, that is, becoming other than what one 
is, other than oneself. (Foucault, 2020 [1979], p. 124)

Political spirituality, Foucault argued, led to a kind of insurrection of subjects who 
did not want to be subjected to the subject of history (ibid., p. 134; cf. Ghamari-Tabrizi, 
2016, p. 3f). He also hoped that though “political spirituality” would emerge another 
form of collective life, a “utopia” of social life based on religious values and divine 
order (Foucault, 1978b, p. 206; Kurzman, 2004, p. 165ff). 

The major social events of Iranian society in the modern period, therefore, point to 
the power of religious beliefs and normative prescriptions to the acceleration of social 
changes and shape personal and collective life in alternative ways. 

 Social acceleration theory needs to acknowledge the social and cultural power of 
normative and religious factors in social acceleration if it aims to address the process-
es of social change and stability in non-Western societies. Reducing the normative 
promise of acceleration to a mundane eternal life limits the analytical power of social 
acceleration theory and makes it vulnerable to the charge of Eurocentrism.

CONCLUSION

This article argued that the patterns of social stability and social change in society can 
be explained by analyzing the mechanisms of social acceleration and the formation 
of the acceleration cycle. Thus, an analysis of the social conditions of Iranian socie-
ty in the 1960s and 1970s showed that the cycle of acceleration formed at that time 
was no longer able to maintain stability through dynamization. The motors of social 
acceleration at that time brought about the diverse tempos of social change and in-
teracted with social reality in multiple forms. Certain sectors of the economy (modern 
industries and the oil sector) ran at high speed, while others, for example, the bazaar 
(distribution sector), followed the traditional rhythm of activities and operated ac-
cording to their own traditional-religious logic. The political system also tried to curb 
the dynamics of unfolding modern social groups and strata and bring under control 
the processes of social differentiation through various measures. It thus disrupted the 
dialectical relationships between acceleration and social systems and subsystems. 

This article suggested that the normative order, for example, what is offered by 
religion, can be substituted for the promises of acceleration. Drawing on Foucault’s 
interpretation of the Iranian Revolution and his concept of “political spirituality,” it 
demonstrated the role of religion (Shiism) in social change and insisted on its utopian 



122 SOCIETY REGISTER 2022 / VOL. 6, NO. 3.

content and energies for mobilizing people. Contrary to the secular promises, Shi’a 
Islam promised utopian social order based on inner—and other—worldly teachings 
and theology of Islam.

This article also showed that how a social theory developed in the social contexts of 
highly industrialized Western acceleration societies can be reconstructed and contex-
tualized to analyze social events in other societies with different social and cultural 
parameters.

Since the theory of social acceleration claims that “the acceleration process is in-
separable from the concept and essence of modernity,” to prove this claim, more em-
pirical data and field studies are needed, especially in non-Western societies where 
the logic of economic activities, social development, and cultural order may be estab-
lished and function in different ways compared to highly dynamic Western industrial 
societies.       

FUNDING: This research received no external funding.

CONFLICT OF INTEREST: The author declares no conflict of interest.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS: I would like to Thank Dr. habil. Hanno Pahl, the University of Bonn, for his 

very helpful feedback and comments.

REFERENCES

Abrahamian, E. (1982). Iran between two Revolutions. New Jersey, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press. 

Abrahamian, E. (2008). A History of Modern Iran. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Abrahamian, E. (2013). The Coup 1953, The CIA, and the Roots of Modern U.S.-Iranian 
Relations. New York: The New Press.  

Afary, J., & Anderson, B. K. (2005). Foucault and the Iranian Revolution: Gender and the 
Seductions of Islamism. Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Afkhami, Gh. R. (2009). The Life and Times of the shah. Berkeley, California: University 
of California Press.

Ashraf, A. (1995). From the White Revolution to the Islamic Revolution. In S. Rahnama 
& S. Behdad (Eds.), Iran after the Revolution: Crisis of an Islamic State (pp. 21-44). 
London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd. 

Bayat, A. (1983). Farhang va Ravan-e Proletar Shodan-e Kargaran-e Karkhanehjat-e 
Teheran. Alefba, 4, 85-105.

Bayat, A. (1987). Workers and Revolution in Iran: A Third World Exprience of Workers‘ 
Control. London: Zed Books Ltd.

Bayat, A. (1997). Street Politics: Poor People’s Movements in Iran. New York: Columbia 
University Press.

Beck, J. C. (2018). The Structure of Comparison in the Study of Revolution. Sociological 
Theory, 36(2), 131-161. DOI:10.1177/0735275118777004 



123HASSAN POORNIK

Chehabi, E. H. (1990). Iranian Politics and Religious Modernists: The Liberation Move-
ment of Iran under the Shah and Khomeini. London: I.B. Tauris & Co Ltd. 

Dörre, K., Lessenich, S., & Rosa, H. (2009). Soziologie-Kapitalismus-Kritik: Eine Debatte. 
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.  

Fischer, M. J. M. (2003). Iran: From Religious Dispute to Revolution. Madison: University 
of Wisconsin Press.

Fischer, M. J. M. (2010). The Rhythmic Bea of the Revolution in Iran. Cultural Anthro-
pology,  25(3), 479-543. doi: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1548-1360.2010.01068.x

Foucault, M. (1978a). Tehran: Faith against the Shah. In J. Afary, & K. B. Anderson 
(Eds.), Foucault and the Iranian Revolution: Gender and the Seductions of Islamism 
(pp. 199-203). Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 

Foucault, M. (1978b). What Are the Iranians Dreaming About? In J. Afary, & K. B. An-
derson (Eds.), Foucault and the Iranian Revolution: Gender and the Seductions of 
Islamism  (pp. 203-210). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Foucault, M. (1988). Iran: The Spirit of a World Without Spirit. In Michel Foucault: Pol-
itics, Philosophy, Culture: Interviews and other Writings 1977-1984 (pp. 211-224). 
London: Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.

Foucault, M. (2020 [1979]). Political Spirituality as the Will for Alterity: An Interview 
with the Nouvel Observateur. Trans. Sabina Vaccarino Bremner. Critical Inquiry, 
47(1), 115-120. https://doi.org/10.1086/710910 

Foran, J. (1993a). Theories of Revolution Revisited: Toward a Fourth Generation. Soci-
ological Theory, 11(1), 1-20. DOI: 10.2307/201977 

Foran, J. (1993b). Fragile Resistance: Social Transformation in Iran from 1500 to the Rev-
olution. Boulder: Westview Press.

Foran, J. (2005). Taking Power: On the Origins of Third World Revolutions. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.   

Ghamari-Tabrizi, B. (2016). Foucault in Iran: Islamic Revolution after the Enlightenment. 
Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press.

Goldstone, A. J. (2001). Toward a Fourth Generation of Revolutionary Theory. Annual 
Review of Political Science, 4, 139–87. DOI:10.1146/annurev.polisci.4.1.139

Hakimian, H. (1988). Industrialization and the Standard of Living of the Working Class 
in Iran, 1960-79. Development and Change, 19, 3-32.

Halper, L. (2011). Authority, Modernity and Gender-relevant Legislation in Iran. In 
R. Bahramitash, & E. Hooglund (Eds.), Gender in Contemporary Iran: Pushing the 
Boundaries (pp. 11-23). London: Routledge.

Hantington, P. S. (1968). Political Order in Changing Societies. New Haven: Yale Univer-
sity Press.

Hooglund, J. E. 1982. Land and Revolution in Iran 1960-1980. Austin: University of Tex-
as Press.

Katouzian, H. (1981). The Political Economy of Modern Iran: Despotism and Pseudo-Mod-
ernism, 1926-1979. London: London: Macmillan.

Kazemi, A. (2017). Amr-e Roozmareh dar Jameh-e Pasa-Enghelabi. Tehran:  Farhang-e 
Javid. 

Keddie, R. N. (2006). Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution. New Haven, Con-



124 SOCIETY REGISTER 2022 / VOL. 6, NO. 3.

necticut: Yale University Press.
Keshavarzian, A. (2007). Bazaar and State in Iran: The Politics of the Tehran Market-

place. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Kurzman, Ch. (2004). The Unthinkable Revolution in Iran. Cambridge, Massachusetts: 

Harvard University Press. 
McDaniel, T. (1991). Autocracy, Modernization, and Revolution in Russia and Iran. 

Princeton: Princeton University Press.
Mahdavi, H. (1970). The Patterns and Problems of Economic Development in Rentier 

States: The Case of Iran. In M. A. Cook (Ed.), Studies in Economic History of the 
Middle East: From the Rise of Islam to the Present Day (pp. 428-467). Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press.

Marashi, A. (2008). Nationalizing Iran: Culture, Power & the State, 1870-1940. Washing-
ton: University of Washington Press. 

Mirsepassi, A. (2004). Intellectual Discourse and the Politics of Modernization: Negotia-
tion Modernity in Iran. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Mitchell, T. (2013). Carbon Democracy: political Power in the Age of Oil. New York: Verso. 
Moeini, S. H. I., Arefian, M., Kashani, B., & Abassi, G. (2018). Urban Culture in Tehran. 

Cham: Springer International Publishing.
Najmabadi, A. (1991). Hazards of Modernity and Morality: Women, State and Ideology 

in Contemporary Iran. In D. Kandiyoti  (Ed.), Women, Islam, and the State (pp. 48-
75). Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Opp, K.-D. (2009). Theories of Political Protest and Social Movements: A Multidisciplinary 
Introduction, Critique, and Synthesis. London: Routledge Press.

Rajaeee, F. (2007). Islamism and Modernism: The Changing Discourse in Iran. Austin: 
University of Texas Press.  

Ritter, P. D. (2015). Iron Cage of Liberalism: International Politics and Unarmed Revolu-
tions in the Middle East and North Africa. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Rosa,  H. (2005). Beschleunigung: Die Veränderung der Zeitstrukturen in der Moderne. 
Frankfurt: Suhrkamp.

Rosa, H. (2010). Alienation and Acceleration: Towards a Critical Theory of Late-Modern 
Temporality. Copenhagen: Aarhus University Press. 

Rosa, H. (2015). Resonanz: Eine Soziologie der Weltbeziehung. Frankfurt: Surhkamp. 
Rosa, H., Dörre, K., & Lessenich, S. (2017). Appropriation, Activation and Acceleration: 

The Escalatory Logics of Capitalist Modernity and the Crisis of Dynamic Stabili-
zation. Theory, Culture & Society, 34(1), 53-73. DOI: 10.1177/0263276416657600

Sabahi, F. (2004). Literacy Corps. Retrieved from http://www.iranicaonline.org/arti-
cles/literacy-corps-1

Safir, P. H. (2019). Soziale Beschleunigung in Nicht-Westlichen Gesellschaften. Bielefeld: 
Transkript. 

Sedghi, H. (2007). Women and Politics in Iran. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Skocpol, T. (1982). Rentier State and Shi’a in the Iranian Revolution. Theory and Soci-

ety, 11(3), 265-283.
Tazmini, G. (2012). Revolution and Reform in Russia and Iran. London: I.B. Tauris & Co 

Ltd. 



125HASSAN POORNIK

Van der Loo, H., & Van Reijen, W. (1997). Modernisierung: Projekt und Paradox. Dtv 
Verlag.

Walton, T. (1980). Economic Development and Revolutionary Upheavals in Iran. Cam-
bridge Journal of Economics, 4(3), 271-292.

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE 
Hassan Poornik is a lecturer in Iran and Islam study at the University of Teheran, Faculty of World Stud-

ies (FWS). He researches modernization processes and social changes in non-western societies with a 

focus on the temporal dimension of society and social acceleration.

OPEN ACCESS: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 

Non-commercial License (CC BY-NC 4.0) which permits any non-commercial use, and reproduction in 

any medium, provided the original author(s) and source are credited.

JOURNAL’S NOTE: Society Register stands neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published 

figures, maps, pictures and institutional affiliations.

ARTICLE HISTORY: Received 2021-12-15 / Accepted 2022-07-28




