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Abstract

Following the coup of 19 August 1953, the Pahlavi government employed various, and at times
innovative, strategies to neutralize the anti-regime activities of its opponents. Whereas during
the reign of Reza Shah the policy of incorporating and assimilating opponents-including
through the practice of writing letters of repentance-did not constitute a significant instrument
of state policy, this method became one of the most important strategies of the post-coup
regime. Through this process, opponents were transformed from a position of opposition
into supporters of the political system of, at least, into neutral actors. This article examines
the mechanisms through which the Pahlavi government obtained and disseminated letters of
repentance from its opponents and investigates the impact of this process on the formation
and transformation of their political identities. The research hypothesis is that, by utilizing mass
media, including newspapers, magazines, radio, and television, the government brought the
process of repentance into the public sphere and, through media representation, transformed
former opponents into harmless, neutral, or even regime-affiliated elements within the political
system. The findings demonstrate that individuals who expressed repentance can be classified
into three main categories. First, some viewed repentance as a political tactic aimed at securing
release from prison and continuing their political activities through other means. Second, for
others, repentance functioned as a process of assimilation and transformation, turning political
activists into isolated individuals who had withdrawn from political engagement. Third, some
repentant individuals became ideologues of the political system; they not only integrated into
structures of power but also became active propagandists, defenders, and, in some cases,
theorists of the ruling establishment.
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Introduction

Political opposition is one of the most important features of modern political
systems. Governments have historically adopted different approaches to dealing
with opponents, ranging from repression and exclusion to accommodation
and incorporation. In authoritarian systems, where political participation is
restricted and opposition movements are viewed as threats to state stability,
governments often employ various strategies to control, weaken, or transform
opposing forces. One such strategy has been the use of forced or encouraged
confession and repentance, through which opponents are publicly separated
from their previous political positions and presented as individuals who have
abandoned their former beliefs.

In Iran, particularly after the 1953 coup d’état, the Pahlavi government
increasingly relied on mechanisms aimed at controlling political opposition.
Among these mechanisms was the practice of obtaining letters of repentance
from political opponents, especially imprisoned activists. These letters were
not merely private expressions of regret; rather, through their publication
in newspapers, magazines, and other forms of mass media, they became
instruments for shaping public perceptions of political opposition and
demonstrating the alleged success of the government’s policies toward its
opponents.

The process of writing and publishing letters of repentance contributed to
a transformation in the political identity of those involved. Some opponents
used repentance as a temporary strategy to obtain freedom or reduce pressure
from security institutions, while others gradually distanced themselves from
their previous political activities. In certain cases, individuals who had previously
opposed the regime became supporters or defenders of the political system.
This article examines the role of the Pahlavi government in the production,
dissemination, and political use of letters of repentance between 1953 and
1979. It focuses on the mechanisms through which the state attempted to
transform political opponents and investigates the relationship between forced
confession, media representation, and the formation of new political identities.
By analyzing this process, the article seeks to explain how authoritarian
governments can use public narratives of repentance and political reintegration
as instruments for managing opposition and legitimizing state powetr.
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Materials And Methods

The data for this study were collected from government archives, newspapers,
unpublished memoirs, and the personal papers of former government
officials relevant to the subject. The research traces developments across three
decades—the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s—and examines how the policy of
obtaining written declarations of repentance (nadamat-nameh) was reflected
in newspapers and radio broadcasts, eventually becoming a public spectacle
following the establishment of state television.

Of the more than 4,000 individuals arrested between September 1953 and May
1957, 2,844 signed declarations of repentance prepared by security authorities.
These signed declarations were subsequently published in newspapers and
included the personal information of the signatories, as well as the reasons they
provided for withdrawing from the Tudeh Party.

During the eatly 1960s, the political system achieved a relative degree of
stability, and the government did not encounter any major crises. Consequently,
the number of arrests and political prisoners differed significantly from that
of the previous decade. During this period, leaders and members of several
opposition groups, including Nahzat-e Azadi-ye Iran and Jebheh-ye Melli-ye
Iran, were released after serving several years in prison. However, opposition
to the government gradually increased throughout the 1970s, leading the
authorities to revive the practice of obtaining declarations of repentance, a
policy that had largely been abandoned during much of the 1960s.

After collecting the data, the findings were organized and analyzed at three
conceptual levels. The first category consisted of individuals who completely
withdrew from political activity after signing declarations of repentance. The
second included those who modified their methods of opposition while
continuing their resistance to the government. The third category comprised
individuals who chose to cooperate with the ruling establishment.
Accordingly, the central research questions addressed in this study are: Why
did the government adopt this policy in the decades following the 1953 coup?
Through what mechanisms and methods was this policy implemented? And
through what processes were political opponents of the regime transformed
into supporters of the ruling system?
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Result and Discussion

The political detainees arrested after the coup of 19 August 1953 can be broadly
classified into two main groups: members of the Tudeh Party and other leftist
activists, and supporters of Dr. Mohammad Mosaddegh and the Jebheh-ye
Melli-ye Iran. Although a limited number of detainees were arrested for religious
reasons, the practice of expressing remorse (nadamat) was primarily directed
toward members of the Tudeh Party. These detainees were frequently stigmatized
through labels such as “traitor,” “foreign agent,” “deviant,” and “spy.”

The Tehran Military Command developed various methods for obtaining
public declarations of remorse. One of its principal propaganda strategies was
the publication of detainees’ confessions in newspapers. Some detainees wrote
articles in the magazine Ebrat, in which they repudiated the Tudeh Party and
their former political beliefs. Another method involved encouraging detainees
to participate in official state ceremonies, including commemorations of 28
Motdad, 4 Aban, 15 Bahman, 14 Mordad, and 25 Shahtivar.

Another approach involved staging theatrical performances centered on themes
of repentance and loyalty to the monarchy and the ruling establishment. These
performances were rehearsed by prisoners inside Qasr Prison and presented
with the assistance of the Tehran Military Command. Their content generally
emphasized the alleged deviations and mistakes of Tudeh Party officials.

More than a decade had passed since the establishment of radio broadcasting
in Iran, and radio provided an effective means of disseminating the repentance
statements of political opponents. Public speeches broadcast on Radio
Tehran constituted another important mechanism. Many detainees used radio
broadcasts to renounce their previous political convictions, express remorse,
and declare their support for the government and loyalty to the Shah.

By the 1970s, alongside newspapers and radio, television had become one
of the state’s most effective media for promoting the repentance of political
opponents and reinforcing the legitimacy of the regime. The Pahlavi government
appears to have achieved considerable success in implementing this policy, as
a significant number of former political activists were either incorporated into
the political system or withdrew from political activity entirely.

The findings of this study indicate that one of the principal objectives of obtaining
public expressions of remorse was to deter other political opponents-both actual
and potential-from engaging in activities against the regime. By publicizing the
consequences faced by those who opposed the government, the authorities
sought to discourage further opposition and strengthen political control.
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Conclusions

Opponents of the Pahlavi government generally faced two options after
their arrest: either continue their opposition or recant their previous political
positions. Those who maintained their opposition and had been sentenced to
death-. Those sentenced to imprisonment were expected to remain in prison
until the completion of their sentences. However, when defendants or convicted
individuals expressed remorse, their subsequent paths generally followed one of
three patterns. Accordingly, three distinct categories of “repentant’” individuals
can be identified. The first category consisted of individuals who viewed writing
letters of repentance merely as a tactical means of securing their release from
prison. After obtaining their freedom, these individuals resumed their political
activities. The second category included individuals who, after expressing
remorse, genuinely withdrew from political engagement and returned to
ordinary civilian life. The author refers to these individuals as “political retirees.”
Several prominent Tudeh Party leaders, including Yazdi and Bahrami, belong to
this group. In other words, these were individuals who had devoted many years
to political and party activities but ultimately abandoned political involvement
altogether. The third category comprised individuals who, after writing letters
of repentance, went beyond simple withdrawal from politics and entered into
extensive cooperation with the government. Over time, they became political
and ideological advocates of the regime. Figures such as Parviz Nikkhah,
Mahmoud Jafarian, and Kourosh Lashai belong to this category. According to
the author, these individuals evolved into theorists of the ruling establishment.
Through their writings, roundtable discussions, radio and television programs,
and analyses of government policies and major state initiatives-including the
White Revolution and the establishment of the Rastakhiz Party-they played a
significant intellectual role in interpreting, promoting, and providing ideological
justification for the policies and actions of the Pahlavi government
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