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Lions Club in Iran (1979-1957)

Zeynab Ghanbarynejad'| Mohammad Ali Ranjbar’

Abstract

Purpose: The Lions Club, as one of the international organizations active in the field of social
services, began its activities in Iran in the late 1950s and expanded within the framework of the
cultural policies and modernization initiatives of the Pahlavi II era. The present study aims to
examine the formation and expansion of the Lions Club in Iran over a period of two decades. The

central research question is: How did the Lions Club emerge and develop in Iran?

Method: This study is based on data collected through documentary research, drawing on archi-

val materials and library resources, and employs a descriptive—analytical approach.

Findings: From the 1960s until 1979, Lions Clubs in Iran pursued a continuous trajectory of
growth in their provision of social services. Over the course of two decades, the organization
evolved from a small institution into a nationwide network comprising approximately 300 clubs
and nearly 8,000 members. In terms of organizational structure, the Lions of Iran represented one
of the most coherent nongovernmental institutions prior to the Revolution. Through a clearly
defined geographical division, a systematic reporting mechanism, and the convening of eight-
een annual congresses, the organization ensured coordination and continuity in its activities. By
engaging urban elites and women, Lions Clubs in Iran operated within the framework of the
Pahlavi government’s cultural policies and reflected the state’s broader efforts to institutionalize

new models of social participation.
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Introduction

The Lions Club was founded in Chicago in 1917 by Melvin Jones. Its first branch in
Iran began operations on April 4, 1957, under the guidance of Shafiq Mansour, a rep-
resentative of the International Association of Lions Clubs. Since then, the club has
carried out activities in the fields of education, health, and social welfare in Iran, shaped
by the political and social conditions of the Pahlavi II era.

An analysis of the Lions Club’s activities in Iran reveals that this organization can be
understood within the framework of the Pahlavi government’s policies on cultural and
social modernization. In Iran, the Lions Club served as an example of a modern or-
ganization with an international structure, adopting its management and organizational
model from the global headquarters in Chicago and being required to submit admin-
istrative reports to the central secretariat.

This structural connection reflected a dimension of transnational ties and mutual cul-
tural influence, which was observed during the modernization policies and the pen-
etration of Western models in Iran during the 1950s and 1960s. Meanwhile, existing
security documents—including SAVAK reports—indicate that organizations such as
Rotary and Lions were occasionally evaluated as entities with foreign affiliations from
the perspective of power structures. This perspective reveals the regime's sensitivity to-
ward social networks reliant on the middle class and urban elites; networks that, while
playing a role in welfare and educational projects, were also connected to transnational
structures and values.

The holding of the 14th Lions Congress in Shiraz in May 1974 (Ordibehesht, along
with the speeches of Dr. Traban Mehran, President of the Supreme Council of Lions
Zones in Iran, serves as a prime example of this overlap. During this event, Dr. Mehran
emphasized the coordination of the organization with the development policies of the
Pahlavi government, highlighting the alignment between Lions' social goals and the
cultural policies of the time.

Despite scattered references in existing sources, the formation, expansion, and specific
activities of the Lions Club in Iran, as well as its role in the cultural and social moderni-

zation process of the Pahlavi II era, have not been systematically examined in historical
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research. Consequently, the central research question is: How did the Lions Club in
Iran form and develop?

This study, by analyzing historical documents, administrative reports, and archival ma-
terials from the Pahlavi II era, aims to explore the reciprocal relationship between the
political structure and modern social institutions within the context of the cultural

policies of that period.

Materials and Methods
This study was conducted using a data collection method based on reviewing histori-
cal documents and archival records, alongside gathering information from library and

archival sources.

The primary approach of this research is analytical-descriptive. Efforts were made to
examine the subject matter precisely and systematically, relying on credible and authori-

tative sources to ensure the accuracy of the findings.

Results and Discussion

From the 1960s until 1979, Lions Clubs in Iran experienced a continuous process of
development and expansion, driven by their goals of providing social services and
strengthening voluntary cooperation and participation. In less than two decades, this
organization transformed from a small entity into a national network comprising ap-
proximately 300 clubs and nearly 8,000 members. From an organizational perspective,
Lions in Iran was one of the most cohesive non-governmental institutions prior to the
revolution. It featured clear geographical divisions, a regular reporting system, and the
annual holding of 18 congresses to ensure coordination and continuity of activities.
The members of the Supreme Council of Lions Zones in Iran and its networks across
various regions and districts were highly diligent and active individuals. By establish-
ing a cohesive network and following up on affairs in different areas, they contributed
significantly to the cohesion and further expansion of these clubs throughout the coun-
try. The activities of these clubs ostensibly included constructing and operating clinics,
schools, nursing homes, and schools for the blind, providing scholarships, offering free

medical services, and holding educational programs in academic, vocational, and cul-

-
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tural fields. However, these services were largely confined to a few major cities.

In reality, many clubs registered across the country existed only on paper. While they
occasionally held monthly meetings and paid annual dues, they performed no tangible
charitable or welfare work. Monthly reports submitted to regional and supreme coun-
cils typically listed only active and resigned members and meeting minutes, with no
mention of any actual charitable programs. Ultimately, the Lions Club often functioned
as a tool in the hands of the regime, utilized primarily to execute political agendas
rather than to serve genuine social needs. The active participation of Lions Clubs in the
2,500-year celebration of the Persian Empire, the White Revolution festivities, and their
role as registration centers for the Rastakhiz Party—alongside their affiliation with the
Legion of Humanitarian Service—demonstrates that this organization effectively func-
tioned as the government's arm in the cultural and welfare sectors. The state utilized
this network for propaganda, cultural display, and to project a presence on the global
stage, despite the club's primary identity as a charitable institution. This close alignment
highlights the blurred boundaries between civil society initiatives and state objectives

during that era.

Conclusion

From the 1960s until 1979, Lions Iran pursued a continuous path of development,
transforming from a small entity into a national network of approximately 300 clubs
and nearly 8,000 members within two decades. Organizationally, it stood as one of
the most cohesive non-governmental institutions prior to the revolution. Through
clear geographical divisions, a regular reporting system, and the annual holding of 18
congresses, the organization ensured coordination and continuity of activities. By lev-
eraging the participation of urban elites and women, Lions Iran operated within the
framework of the Pahlavi government's cultural policies, reflecting the state's efforts to

institutionalize new models of social participation.
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