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Constructing Nationalism in Iran

Nationalism has played an important role in the cultural and intellectual
discourse of modernity that emerged in Iran from the late nineteenth cen-
tury to the present, promoting new formulations of collective identity and
advocating a new and more active role for the broad strata of the public in
politics. The chapters in this volume seek to shed light on the construction
of nationalism in Iran in its many manifestations; cultural, social, political
and ideological, by exploring ongoing debates on this important and pro-
gressive topic.
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A note on transliteration

As this work includes names and terms from both Persian and Arabic and
cites sources in Persian and Arabic, it makes use of two transliteration
schemes. Persian names, terms and references follow the scheme prescribed
by Iranian Studies. Arabic follows the International Journal of Middle East
Studies (IJMES) scheme. While diacritical marks have been omitted, ‘Ayn
and hamza are preserved as ¢ and ’ in the text, except for the initial
hamza, which is dropped. The word ‘the’ is retained along with the defi-
nite article ‘al-.’

The plural of transliterated terms that appear frequently is formed with an -s
(kargozars, shaykhs, etc.). Words found in Merriam-Webster’s are spelled as
they are in that dictionary and not italicized (for example shah, dhow and
nakhoda). Place names are spelled in accordance with the most common
contemporary English usage, for example Achaemenid, Cyrus, Darius, Islam,
Isfahan, Parthian, Sassanid.
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1 Introduction

Meir Litvak

Nationalism in its many forms has proven to be the most potent and popular
ideology of modernity, and in many ways the surrogate religion of moder-
nity.! It has been interwoven with contemporary social, cultural, economic
and political institutions, and deeply embedded in political psychology. In
addition, it has been influential in the shaping of human identity and socio-
political behavior.? Concurrently, nationalism has always been Janus-faced,
in the words of Tom Nairn, as it contains several contradictions and para-
doxes.> While it stands over the passage to modernity it must look back into
the past, to gather inspiration and strength for the ordeal of ‘development.’
In addition, it simultaneously embodies claims to distinctive cultural identi-
ties and social solidarities as well as to legitimate global standing. Thus it was
both an essential source and the principal glue of state legitimacy, but also
a powerful divisive ideology. Likewise, while it often served as a liberating
force and as a lever of political emancipation as a part of modernization,
it was also used to oppress minorities in the name of national uniformity.
Moreover, as an ideology and a movement it is responsible for immense
bloodshed.*

These maxims hold true for Iran from the late nineteenth century to the
present. As in other countries, nationalism in Iran became, in John Hutchin-
son’s words, “a zone of conflict,”’ and an arena of multiple constructions
of identity in view of Iran’s long history as well as of its multi-ethnic and
multi-religious composition. A major contested issue has been the relative
importance or tension among the three pillars, or repertoires, of symbols and
ideas that form Iranian identity, that is Persian ethnicity and culture; Shi‘i
Islam and statehood. Shi‘i religious and cultural identity, which is shared by
about 90 percent of the population, alleviates but does not eliminate frictions
between the dominant Persian culture and other minority cultures and iden-
tities. Concurrently, tensions exist between the concepts of Iraniyat (being
Iranian based on the pre-Islamic Persian heritage) and Islamiyat (which cen-
ters upon the country’s Shi‘i-Islamic heritage). Both frameworks exclude
minorities, although different ones aside from the Baluch and some Kurds.

Nationalism has played an important role in the cultural and intel-
lectual discourse of modernity that has emerged in Iran, promoting new
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formulations of collective identity and advocating a new and more active
role for broad social strata in politics. Similarly, every social movement in
Iran since the 1891 Tobacco Rebellion to the 2009 post-election protests
was at least partially motivated by nationalism and harbored nationalist
goals. Nationalism also served as the dominant state ideology under the
Pahlavi dynasty (1925-1979) and as a major operative ideology and means
of legitimacy under the Islamic Republic thereafter. Overall, it “has been the
ideological reference point to which all competing ideologies had to adhere,
and within which most have been subsumed.”*

As elsewhere, Iranian nationalism has been Janus-faced. It often looked at
the past as a source of comfort or inspiration as Iranians faced their coun-
try’s often gloomy situation during the past two centuries. However, the
choice of the usable past to cling on — the pre-Islamic imperial era or the Islamic
one — became an ideological and political bone of contention throughout the
twentieth century. Similarly, while nationalism and liberal constitutionalism
were intertwined during the Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) and the
Mosaddeq movement (1951-1953), nationalism helped impose authoritar-
ian and centralized state power on the periphery as well as cultural unifor-
mity on ethnic minorities under Pahlavi rule and to some extent under the
Islamic Republic.

The unprecedented horrors and bloodshed of the world wars, in which
nationalism played an important ideological role, tarnished it in the eyes of
many scholars. A prevalent theme in scholarship from the 1920s onwards
contrasted the ‘civic-territorial nationalism” of Western Europe and North
America, which was a product of the Enlightenment and aimed at securing
civil rights of the people with the more ‘reactionary’ and exclusivist Eastern
ethnic nationalism, associated with Central and Eastern Europe as well as
large parts in Asia and Africa. Accordingly, the latter type was embedded
not on reason but on emotion, not in the present but in the past and was
turning inwards, to the imagination, to tradition, to history and to nature.”
In addition to reflecting a strong Eurocentric bias, this categorization ignores
illiberal aspects of civic nationalism such as the enforcement of cultural
homogeneity on ethnic minorities. Iran, in this context, is a prime example
of civic-territorial nationalism in a third-world country that has grappled
with these dilemmas.

Moreover, the disdain toward various aspects of nationalism led scholars
to reject its authenticity and regard it as false consciousness. Such views,
however, aside from reflecting condescension toward their subject matter,
ignore “the clear evidence that ethnies often sacrifice economic interests in
favour of symbolic gains” and that “nationalism matters because people die
for it.”® Nationalism in Iran too has been occasionally dismissed as false
or as a construct of European Orientalists.” Yet, even the Islamic Republic,
which had held strong reservations toward, or even opposed nationalism
shortly after the 1979 Revolution, resorted to nationalist discourse as the
war with Iraq dragged on.
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The scholarship on nationalism, which seemed to decline after World
War II, rebounded and bloomed since the 1980s. The study of Middle
Eastern nationalisms, however, lagged behind this trend.!® The failure of
pan-Arabism and the rise of Islam as a political ideology and movement
contributed to this gap, as nationalism appeared to be out of tune with the
changing regional realities. The 1979 Revolution could have been seen as
affirming this trend with the rejection of Pahlavi nationalism and the victory
of the Islamic forces. Yet, the Revolution was also a nationalist one, express-
ing widespread rejection of foreign domination. Moreover, subsequent devel-
opments, be it the resurgence of ethnic discontent and particularly the war
against Iraq, showed the vitality of nationalism. These developments were
also reflected in resurgence of scholarship of the field.!!

As the study of nationalism in Iran progressed, its complex and multifac-
eted nature has emerged ever more intriguing and the gaps in our knowledge
and understanding appeared clearer and no less in need of addressing than
before. The present volume, which is the outcome of an international con-
ference held in June 2013 at the Alliance Center for Iranian Studies at Tel
Aviv University, seeks to address and fill some of the gaps in the study of
this fascinating topic.

The premise of this volume is that nationalism, like any other collective
identity, is the product of continued construction and reconstruction that
evolve as the outcome of historical processes as well as of conscious and
unconscious collective actions of human beings. In addition, it is the subject
of negotiations or conflicts as well as processes of inclusion and exclusion
among social groups and political forces. Put in other words, identity is a
story of human drama. Whether nations actually exist is a hotly debated
question among scholars.'? Yet the construction of collective identities, and
in our case nationalism, responds to deep human psychological and social
needs of belonging to a meaningful community. Moreover, unlike buildings,
which are created ex nihilo, Iranian identity or identities, in whatever form,
have deep historical roots.

The construction of nationalism in Iran in its many manifestations —
cultural, social, political and ideological — is of particular interest because of its
multifaceted nature and the passionate political, cultural and social struggles
and scholarly debates that it has elicited. The impressive progress in schol-
arship on nationalism in general, and on the Iranian case in particular, has
only added to these debates. A major issue, alongside the Iraniyat-Islamiyat
conflict, has been the tension between Iran’s ethnic diversity and the homog-
enizing tendencies of nationalism, which has focused on the centrality of the
Persian language and history. The definitions and categorizations of ethnic
groups in Iran are not devoid of difficulties. It is therefore useful to adopt
Rasmus Elling’s statement that Azeri, Kurd, Arab and Baluch “were origi-
nally socioeconomic, geographic and linguistic categories used situationally
according to changing contexts throughout history.” What matters, then,
he adds, “is how people identify themselves, when their identification labels
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change and why.”*® The conflicting figures over the size of the linguistic-ethnic
minorities and the debate whether all Persian speakers can be described as
belonging to a Persian ethnicity reflect the complexity of the situation. These
issues are not merely academic; they have had significant ramifications on
governmental policies as well as on sociopolitical struggles pertaining to
Iran’s cultural, ideological and political orientations.

Scholars both in and outside of Iran were engaged in these debates as well,
but also deliberated the historicity or ‘invented nature’ of Iranian national-
ism, the time and processes of its emergence and development as well as
questions of inclusion or exclusion, from above and below, of ethnic or reli-
gious minorities. Yet, while our knowledge and understanding has advanced
considerably in recent years, much more research still needs to be done.

Structure of the book

These complexities and the multifaceted nature of nationalism as an ideol-
ogy, culture, social movement and state policy are brought to light by the
various chapters of this volume. The book is arranged chronologically, while
emphasizing different themes in each period.

The first four chapters offer diverse overviews of nationalism in Iran.
Meir Litvak opens with an historical overview of the development of Iranian
identity.

Azar Gat asserts that contrary to modernist views, Persia-Iran has a claim
to being one of the world’s oldest nations and a distinctive two-pillar, Persian-
Iranian, ethnopolitical identity has been in existence almost continuously
since the Achaemenids in the sixth century BCE. The Perso-Iranian cultural
and linguistic identity underpins and explains this remarkable political
endurance during Parthian, Sassanid, Safavid and Qajar times.

Nasrin Rahimieh examines the link between literature and nationalism
in Iran during the past two centuries. Westernized Iranian intellectuals and
literati became the conduits of a concept of literature as a platform for forg-
ing a national identity that would inform and reform all aspects of Iranian
culture, society and politics. All of these voices exemplify a desire for a mod-
ern national identity that actively rewrites history and occasionally offers
anachronistic readings of premodern and early modern Persian literature.
The history of modern Persian literature, Rahimieh concludes, is inextricably
interwoven with the construction of a national identity.

Eliz Sanasarian calls for a paradigm shift in the study of Iranian nation-
alism, where gender, class, ethnicity, minorities, provincial identities and
even community development issues dominate the discourse. Drawing on
biographical sources from the Pahlavi period, she highlights the deep-seated
ethnic and local identities and rivalries as well as prejudices among religious
groups, thus questioning the meaning of Iranian national identity.

The late Qajar period is the subject of the next two chapters. Sivan Balslev
analyzes the links between masculinity and nationalism in the Iranian
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nationalist discourse during the years surrounding the Constitutional
Revolution (1905-1911). She demonstrates how this discourse employed
terms loaded with gendered meanings as a vehicle for mobilizing men for
the nationalist cause under the threat of losing their masculinity. Moreover,
members of the Western-educated elite appropriated patriotism and the
model of westernized masculinity as part of their attempt to monopolize
power and hegemony in Iranian society.

Turning to nationalism in the provincial setting of Isfahan during the Con-
stitutional Revolution, Meir Litvak maintains that Nationalism in Isfahan
was manifested inter alia in the adoption of a new modernist discourse, in
the struggle to preserve national crafts against foreign economic imperial-
ism, and in coordination with other cities against foreign incursions. The
sociopolitical dominance of the local clerical elite meant that nationalism
in Isfahan was suffused by Shi‘i symbolism and that the imagined national
community was that of a Muslim Iran, thereby excluding the non-Muslims.

Linking the Qajar and Pahlavi periods, Ali Ansari reassesses the prevalent
narrative, which holds that race, particularly Aryanism, was central to the
foundation of Iranian identity. He argues that the narrative of Aryanism as
a racial construct of superiority, while popular among sections of society,
was neither widely supported by ideologues of Iranian nationalism nor left
unchallenged. Quite a few of these ideologues promoted a cosmopolitanism
inspired by central tenets of the Enlightenment, which saw the salvation of
humanity through the pursuit of education. ‘Iranianness,” Ansari concludes,
was re-imagined as a means of transcending ethnicities in order to bind
together disparate peoples in a revitalized imagined community imbued with
a renewed spirit of civilization.

The Pahlavi period (1925-1979) could be regarded as the heyday of
nationalism in Iran. Shifting the discussion to the territorial aspect, Chelsi
Mueller shows how the Persian Gulf was a central theme of the anti-colonial
nationalist discourse during the Reza Shah period. Nationalism was
expressed in territorial terms, which depicted the entire Gulf, including its
southern Arab littoral, as usurped Iranian lands. Mueller concludes that
Reza Shah’s centralizing and nationalist policies in the Gulf prompted waves
of emigration from Iran’s southern shore areas to the Arab sheikhdoms of the
lower Gulf. Similarly, heavy-handed treatment of travelers disrupted centu-
ries of movement and exchange between the two shores and forged a sharper
dichotomy between Persian speakers and Arabs in the Gulf.

Iranian nationalism served as the main ideological basis of the Pahlavi
state. Yet, as Raz Zimmt shows, Iran under Mohammad Reza Shah put
emphasis on different components of its national identity in order to con-
solidate its regional stature. In its relations with Arab and Muslim states,
Pahlavi Iran emphasized its Islamic religious nature. In its relations with Shi‘i
societies in Lebanon, Iraq and the Persian Gulf, it highlighted the Shi‘i com-
ponent, but used its Persian identity to promote relations with non-Muslim
neighbors who were culturally and linguistically close to Iran.
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Camron Michael Amin examines the role of mass media as a forum for
studying the dynamics of Iranian nationalism and as a means of constructing
the ‘national self’ in reference to ‘the other.” He focuses on the travelogues
of ‘Abbas Mas‘udi, publisher of Iran’s main daily Ettela‘at and occasional
surrogate for Pahlavi foreign policy initiatives, which were published follow-
ing Mas‘udi’s visits to the southern Persian Gulf in the late 1960s and early
1970s. In his travelogues, Mas‘udi tried to place Iran in a global context and
compared it with the countries visited. His definitions of Iranianness were
always at hand to clarify the essential differences between Iranians and oth-
ers. He was at pains both to justify Iran’s historical claim on the southern
Gulf, and to admit that the Arab character of the region made such claims
impractical.

Menahem Merhavi analyzes the dual attitudes of both admiration and
aversion that the Pahlavi state and modernized Iranians showed toward rural
Iran until the mid-1970s. Alongside the cultivation and dissemination of the
Pahlavi vision of the ‘great civilization’ (tamaddon-e bozorg), rural Iranians
were simultaneously perceived in two opposite ways. On the one hand, they
epitomized the pristine values and naiveté of Iran, preserving some of its
old traditions, arts and dialects, while on the other hand, they represented
a backwardness that needed to be modernized and ‘civilized.” Merhavi con-
cludes that the exoticizing of rural Iran was part of a wider search for iden-
tity that has been identified by researchers as a hallmark of Iran in the decade
preceding the Islamic Revolution.

The inclusion or exclusion of minority groups has been a central issue in
every national movement or nation.'* In surveying popular images and ste-
reotypes of Jews in modern Iranian culture, Orly Rahimiyan argues that the
Jews have provided many Iranians with a negative mirror image, an ‘Other’
against whom they could define their own national identity. Most important
were religious prejudices, which entailed far-reaching sociopolitical ramifica-
tions. In the twentieth century, Western cultural influence introduced themes
of European antisemitism to Iran. Although the establishment of the state
of Israel in 1948 produced a shift from the image of the ‘cowardly Jew’ to
that of the ‘heroic Jew’” who was founding a new nation, this too reverted
to negative connotations after the 1967 war. Following the 1979 Revolu-
tion, the hostile relationship between Iran and Israel negatively influenced
representations of Jews.

Addressing the problem from the Jewish perspective, Miriam Nissimov
examines the deliberations of Iranian Jews regarding their national identity.
Suffering from discrimination and exclusion under the Qajars, Iranian Jews
described themselves as the people of ‘Israel’ and the Muslims as gentiles
and ‘Ishmaelites.” However, following the Constitutional Revolution, and
particularly thanks to Pahlavi reforms, they attempted to become Jewish
Iranian, thereby giving precedence to the Iranian component of their identity
over the Jewish one. To link these two identities, they glorified King Cyrus
for founding the Persian Empire and for awarding the Jews their rights. They
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equated Cyrus with the benevolence that Mohammad Reza Shah showed
toward the Jewish minority, and reciprocated by professing loyalty to him
and by endorsing the Pahlavi national narrative.

Relations between nationalism and Islam have become more complex with
the resurgence of religion as a political force in Iran since the 1960s, and
particularly after the establishment of the Islamic Republic. Alexander Grin-
berg analyzes the formation of religious nationalism in the writings of three
figures: Navab Safavi, founder of the radical Feda’iyan-e Islam; Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini, founder of the Islamic Republic; and Ayatollah Mortaza
Motahhari, the leading intellectual among the Shi‘i clergy in the late Pahlavi
period. Grinberg shows that while all three rejected Western-type national-
ism, they accepted as a given the existence of an Iranian nation, with Safavi
and Motahhari acknowledging the importance of the pre-Islamic past. More-
over, Islam serves for all three as the core of Iranian identity.

Bernard Hourcade maintains that thirty-seven years after the 1979 Revo-
lution, the Islamic government had built up a stronger and more balanced
Iranian nationalism than ever before. Following the revolution, nationalism
was a battlefield between political Islam and republican values. The forging
of a strong Iranian nationalism was not a theoretical ideological project,
but the outcome of sociopolitical and cultural developments, in addition to
external pressure like the war with Iraq. The expansion of the state bureau-
cracy to all parts of the country, and the participation of the population in
numerous election campaigns and even in protest actions, have contributed
to the country’s unification. Ethnic particularism remains strong and signifi-
cant in the personal realm, but its threat to national unity has been mitigated
by the spread of education, urbanization and the challenges of globalization,
he concludes.

Geoffrey Gresh adopts a more skeptical view of the nationalist project
under the Islamic Republic; he takes a close look at prevailing ethnic ten-
sions, analyzing how the cultural effects of globalization have influenced
ethnonational unrest among the Azeris, the largest ethnic minority in Iran.
Gresh employs Arjun Appadurai’s framework for understanding globaliza-
tion’s complexities in analyzing the rise of Azeri ethnonationalism since the
beginning of the twenty-first century, looking at ethnoscapes, mediascapes,
technoscapes, financescapes, and ideoscapes. In particular, he examines how
the cultural forces of globalization have influenced the ethnic mobilization of
Iranian Azeris in the struggle for greater cultural and political rights.

Wars have often helped to consolidate nationalism, as shown in Annie
Tracy-Samuel’s discussion of the way the Islamic Revolutionary Guards
Corps (IRGC) represents the Iran-Iraq War. As the 1979 Revolution rede-
fined Iran as an Islamic nation, the task of protecting it during the war
became a religious and national imperative. While fusing together national-
ist, religious and revolutionary motifs, IRGC sources describe the war as one
between sovereign states in which Iran served as defender and corrector of
the international system, and in which the preservation of Iran’s territorial
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integrity was a sacred duty. The IRGC’s espousal of nationalism, Tracy-
Samuel concludes, was not a vacuous mobilization ploy, but rather central
to the way the IRGC viewed the war.

Finally, shifting the discussion to Egypt, Israel Gershoni enables the
reader to review Iranian nationalism from a comparative perspective. Ger-
shoni offers a revisionist approach, which purports reciprocity between
state and society in constructing nationalism. During the years 1919-1952,
the reciprocal convergence between the Egyptian territorial state and the
idea of Egyptian territorial nationalism produced a liberal, civil and plu-
ralistic nation-state. The military revolution of July 1952 transformed the
Egyptian nation-state into an authoritarian revolutionary republic. Arab-
Egyptian ethnic nationalism became hegemonic and the state was destined
to serve its declared goals. Yet, in the broader historical perspective, and
considering both the Nasserite and post-Nasserite eras, Gershoni concludes
that the historical Egyptian nation-state survived, based on a specific well-
defined territory and history.

The various chapters in this volume demonstrate the many ways Iranian
nationalism has been constructed as well as the ongoing debates among
scholars. Chief among them are the interplay between nationalist construc-
tion from above and below and its many manifestations, from constitutional
measures to literary fiction; from intellectual writings to a foreign policy tool;
continuity and changes in the conflicting roles of ethnicity, state and reli-
gion; forced and voluntary homogeneity versus the persistence of minority
identities; center and periphery combined with the inclusion or exclusion of
minorities. This volume, like any other study, is not definitive, as scholarship
is a never-ending endeavor. That said, the chapters here offer new interpreta-
tions and fresh insights that we hope will advance our understanding of two
ever-evolving fields of study: Iranian history and Iranian nationalism.
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2 The construction of Iranian
national identity

An overview

Meir Litvak

Iranian national identity stands on three pillars, or repertoires of symbols
and ideas: the predominantly Persian ethnic-linguistic (Iraniyat), the ter-
ritorial, and the religious-Islamic (Islamiyat).! A territorial conception of
Iran, including the terms iranshabr and iranzamin, goes back to the Sassanid
period (224-651 cE), although it was imprecise and underwent changes over
the centuries.? But Iran as a cultural and political entity can be traced to antiq-
uity, starting with the evolution of Zoroastrianism as a ‘unifying’ religion,
and subsequently with the emergence of the Achaemenid (550-330 BCE)
empire. According to Anthony Smith, the Sassanid state sought to make
Zoroastrianism the dominant religion in order to subjugate and bind an
ethnically heterogeneous population to the dominant Persian ethnie and its
Zoroastrian creed.’

The seventh-century Arab-Muslim invasion, which destroyed the Sassanid
empire, produced a major religious change when Islam replaced Zoroastri-
anism as the dominant religion. For the next nine centuries, the territory of
present-day Iran was either part of larger empires or divided among smaller
political units. Even so, several historians speak of the existence of a “con-
sciousness of a distinct identity . . . ‘traniyat,” (‘being a Persian’)” in the medi-
eval period or of a “collective feeling” among the educated Persian-speaking
classes of “a people joined by their shared tie to Iran-zamin [land of Iran].”*

It was the Turkic-speaking Safavid dynasty (1501-1722) that restored
Iran’s political unity, thereby making it one of the oldest states in the modern
world, and introducing the second pillar of Iranian identity: the bounded ter-
ritory. This territory, although based on a Persian ethnic core, lacked a clear
definition. Nor did it coalesce around a stable sacred core. Rather, it was the
outcome of conscious kingdom-building efforts, and its borders fluctuated
following the fortunes of war.

Lewis Namier’s statement that “religion is a sixteenth century word for
nationalism,” or at least served as the potential cement for what would
become nationalism,’ applies to Safavid Iran. With the declaration of Shi‘ism
as the state religion and the forced or voluntary conversion of the majority
of the population, Shi‘ism became a chief marker of a new ethnoreligious
identity within the geographical boundaries of the Guarded Domains of Iran
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(Mamalek-e Mahrusa-ye Iran), as the Safavid Empire came to be known.®
Moreover, Mohammad Bager Majlesi (d. 1110/1699), the powerful shaykh
al-Islam of Isfahan awarded religious merit to Persian ethnicity (in what could
be described as a precursor to modern-day religious nationalism) when he
claimed that “in the matter of faith, the Iranians are superior to the Arabs.””

Like other rulers of foreign origins, the Safavids adopted elements of Per-
sian culture and later the Persian language — the language of the majority
and of high culture. The process was manifested inter alia by a large-scale
state-sponsored Persian ethnocultural revival including traditional represen-
tational art forbidden by Sunni Islamic teachings. The Safavids presented
themselves inter alia as successors to the glorious mythical kings of ancient
Persia (Faridun, Jamshid, and Kaykavus). They instituted the commemora-
tions of Nowruz and ‘Ashura and helped popularize the myth of the maternal
Persian origins of the Shi‘i Imams in order to portray Shi‘ism as inherently
Persian-Iranian.® The emphasis on the Persian element and the country’s reli-
gious homogenization diminished but did not nullify the importance of Iran’s
ethnic and linguistic diversity. While ethnicity did not play a legitimizing role
in politics, tensions among rival elite groups during the Safavid period had
a clear ethnic dimension.’

Iran’s increasing identification with Shi‘ism enhanced its distinction and
separation from its Sunni neighboring and rival polities, the Ottomans and
Uzbeks. The frequent wars between them contributed to the evolution of the
Shi‘i community in Iran into a political one, and to the conflation between
religion, state and eventually nationalism. A series of European maps from
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which placed the Iranian lands
generally between the Caspian Sea and the Persian Gulf, labeled the Iranian
domains collectively as ‘Persia’; this not only reflected the country’s political
unity, but helped instill its image as a political-cultural entity in the minds of
Iranians and foreigners alike.!® In other words, with the consolidation of the
Safavid state, the three pillars of modern Iranian identity came together: a
unified and bounded state territory, ‘national’ religion and the rejuvenation
of Persian ethnic symbols as the country’s dominant ethnic identity.

Still, these processes raise several questions regarding premodern Iranian
identity: how widespread was this evolving identity? Which urban social
classes did it encompass? Did it spread outside cities, or were local identities
paramount in rural and tribal areas? Was it confined only to Persian speakers
or did it resonate among the various other ethnic-tribal groups? What politi-
cal meaning did it have? And finally, can this identity be equated with nation-
alism, or was there a substantial difference between the two phenomena?

Modern nationalism

Even without trying to answer these questions, it may be safe to argue
that the major upheavals that Iranian society experienced during the nine-
teenth century resulted in the emergence of modern nationalism. As various
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scholars have shown, this nationalism grew from below and was simulta-
neously promoted from above. Intellectuals disseminated nationalist ideas
borrowed from Western Europe as a means to rejuvenate the country from
its perceived crisis. In what can be described as the first phase of national-
ism, the heritage-gathering stage,!' some of them took advantage of the new
discoveries in archeology in order to construct an idealized pre-Islamic past
that served as a counter for its dismal situation at the time and as a source
of inspiration for its future.'? This type of nationalism was, in Hutchinson’s
words, a ‘hot’ didactic and transformative nationalism that aims to instill
the idea of the nation as an object of worship for which people must make
sacrifices. It provided exemplary forms of conduct in order to unify all the
components (of class, region, religion and gender) of the purported nation.'
In many ways, this form of nationalism persisted throughout the first half
of the twentieth century.

The emergence of the modern press, which operated mostly outside Iran’s
borders, boosted these efforts by disseminating the national discourse among
broader constituencies. The economic and political threats of Western impe-
rialism not only enhanced collective identity vis-a-vis the foreign other, but
also produced broad mobilization and collective action to save the country
from being subjugated by foreigners.'* At the same time, the burgeoning
nationalism from below gave birth to the dispute, which has continued till
the present day, over the relative role of religion and the pre-Islamic Persian
elements in modern Iranian identity.

The Qajar elite cultivated nationalism from above. As Kashani-Sabet
has shown, the territorial enclosure of Iran following the fixed demarca-
tion of its borders with its neighbors due to pressure by Russia and Britain
prompted the Qajars to integrate the disparate provinces of their kingdom
into a more unified polity, thereby affirming the centrality of land and
frontiers in the process of Iranian nation formation.! The relative fixity
of borders provided the ground upon which Iran could be conceived as a
unified homeland (vatan) with a distinct character, identity, history, and
culture. Iran was described by Tavakoli-Targhi as a “home headed by the
crowned father.” Vatan veneration and Shah adoration became the nodal
points of a patriotic nationalist discourse that imagined the Shah as the
father of vatan, who should be revered and obeyed.!® Nasir al-Din Shah’s
(d. 1896) centralization efforts, although less successful than the Ottoman
Tanzimat, contributed to the consolidation of this form of nationalism.
In Imperial Germany and the Habsburg Empire, this type of paternalist
nationalism from above was motivated by fear of urban mass society and
the loss of religious legitimation. In Iran, it served mostly to reinforce
Qajar legitimacy that was shaken by its inability to stave off imperialist
encroachment.!” Conceivably, the cultivation of nationalism from above
came about because the Qajars believed that it would appeal to large
segments of society, a very different case from the importation of other
Western concepts.
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The evolving nationalist discourse from below had a clear gender dimen-
sion. The nation (mellat) was visualized as a male brotherhood whereas the
homeland (vatan) was imagined and represented as a female beloved and/
or as a mother, which was endangered or even violated by foreign intrusion
and by the Qajars’ failure to protect it. Therefore, the rescue of the home-
land and nation were to be tasks for a new masculine patriot citizenry. The
honor (namus) of the male patriots depended on their readiness to protect
the woman/vatan from the sexualized foreign threat.'s

Political developments following Mozaffar al-Din Shah’s accession to
the throne in 1896 facilitated the second phase of national construction,
when rudimentary organizations were formed and cultural activities such as
schools and publications initiated. This phase also demonstrates the synergy
between nationalism and modernity, mainly in the response to increasing
foreign encroachment and in the realm of ideas, since nationalist ideology
views the people as important actor and agent in history and not as passive
objects. Modern education was regarded as essential for enabling Iranian
society to withstand external challenges. Concurrently, by spreading Persian
literacy, it started the process of cultural homogenization.

The Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) launched the third phase —
the political movement — in the evolution of Iranian nationalism, with the
creation of parties and other organizations that allowed participation and
representation in the political process.!” One of the movement’s major goals
was the formation of a strong state in order to protect the local economy
from European takeover and save Iran from the fate of India, Egypt and
Bokhara, which were incorporated into European empires. The establish-
ment of an elected assembly (majles-e shura) was the major gain of the con-
stitutionalists, and the assembly’s designation as national (melli) over Islamic
(Islami) reflected the conflict between the different poles of collective identity
or between two ‘imagined’ communities, nationalist or religious.

The press, which boomed during the Revolution — over 200 new publica-
tions appeared from 19061911 — was instrumental in disseminating nation-
alist ideology by introducing nationalist terminology and ideas among the
readers. In addition, as the newspapers reported and discussed events that
were taking place throughout the country, they helped shape the cognitive
map and boundaries of Iran as a territory and community in the minds of
their readers.?

At the same time, the Constitutional Revolution set off the ideological
struggle over the nature or direction of Iranian nationalism: territorial and
therefore more secular and inclusive versus religious and therefore more illib-
eral and exclusive. A major point of dispute between the secularist radicals
and the conservative clergy revolved around the inclusion or exclusion of the
religious minorities within the national community.?! For some members of
the minorities, nationalism provided not only a means to integrate within
society at large, but also a venue to modernize their own communities. Con-
currently, the collaboration of Mohammad ‘Ali Shah and his supporters
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with Russia in suppressing the constitutional movement, even at the cost
of foreign invasion, showed their preference for the preservation of elite
privileges over nationalism.

Nationalism emerged as the dominant ideology of the Pahlavi state, and
its construction followed a broader pattern accompanying the change from
empires to modern nation-states. The trans-ethnic, universal principles of
imperial rule, such as a religious charisma of the ruling dynasty, gave way to
the ideal of national self-rule, which aspired to systematically homogenize
the populace.?? The basis for this nationalist sentiment was territorial, aiming
at building a strong centralized state. Hence, during his ascent from army
commander to Shah (1921-1925), Reza Khan initially focused his efforts
on establishing the state’s authority over rebellious or semi-independent
peripheral entities, for example the Soviet Gilan republic in the north and
the British-protected Muhamara sheikhdom in the south. He also sought,
unsuccessfully, to restore Iran’s sovereignty over Bahrain and other Persian
Gulf areas. Once securing the territory, he sought ethnonational homogene-
ity based on Persian ethnicity by pursuing several inter-related measures:
the reconstruction of historical narrative and memory, with an emphasis on
Iran’s pre-Islamic Persian past, through the expanded and reformed educa-
tional system; and the organization of ceremonies and commemorations.
Both, according to Afshin Marashi, emphasized secular national symbols.?
Other measures included the ‘purification’ of the Persian language from
Arabic and Turkish loanwords, the promotion of Persian literacy and the
suppression of ethnic languages and dialects as well as the closure of foreign
schools; the use of the army to transform conscripts from an ethnic multitude
into full-fledged Iranians; and outlawing ethnic clothes and imposing Western-
styled dress on adult males. Unlike the European pattern, the Iranian rul-
ing elite remained ethnically diverse, but they all had to accept the central
and dominant role of Persian culture. Similar to various European countries
that sought to settle their Roma population by force, Reza Shah resorted to
forced tribal sedentarization. As Ali Ansari has observed, this policy was
framed in racial terms, with the tribes invariably defined as Turkic.?* The
third pillar of Iranian identity, Shi‘i Islam, was marginalized in this process.

The use of harsh coercive means in order to impose national uniformity
aroused deep resentment among minorities and often reinforced local or
ethnic differences that checked the process of national and social integra-
tion.” The outbreak of ethnic strife, for example between Azeris and Kurds
following Reza Shah’s fall in 1941, the emergence of the Kurdish separatist
republic of Mahabad, and certain popular support for the Soviet-dominated
autonomous movement in Azerbaijan indicate the fragility of the constructed
and imposed nationalism from above and the salience of sub-state ethnic
identities.?

Under Mohammad Reza Shah (r.1941-1979), nationalism had a double
use as an instrument of modernization and of legitimization. In the early
phases of the nation-building process, the emphasis was on the link between
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nationalism and modernity. In the Cold War period, nationalism started
to be more closely tied with security, resulting in the securitization of the
nationalist discourse.

Mohammad Reza Shah emphasized the ethnolinguistic dimension of Ira-
nian identity, coupled with the promotion of an ardently secular national-
ism, manifested in the glorification of Iran’s pre-Islamic past. This form of
nationalism served as an instrument of legitimization to compensate for the
regime’s loss of religious legitimacy and to mitigate the appeal of radical
ideologies to the emerging urban mass society.?” The monarchy’s attempts to
mold a secular Iranian nation-state were accompanied by a rapid process of
top-down modernization and state centralization whose avowed goal was to
lead Iran toward a new order, the Great Civilization (tamaddon-e bozorg).?®
The slogan ‘Great Civilization’ reflects the Janus face of Pahlavi national-
ism, as it spoke of restoring Iran’s glorious past while seeking to integrate
monarchical tradition with ‘modernity’ in the shape of a modern secular
Iranian nation-state. At bottom, it was intended to endow the Iranian state
and nation with a special aura that would compete with that of Islamic
civilization.

The outcome of these integration efforts, however, was no more successful
than the questionable social advancement promised by the reforms. Thus,
Mohammad Reza Shah’s policy and attitude toward the non-Persian ethnic
cultures was more of neglect than outright coercion, as had been the case
with Reza Shah. Moreover, his pro-capitalist policy favored the center and
deepened the gaps with the periphery, which was overwhelmingly inhabited
by ethnic minorities. Whether the neglect was due to the different ethnic
composition of the periphery or more to its distance from the corridors of
power is less important than the fact that the widening center-periphery gaps
belied the claim for national integration, and contributed to the perpetuation
and even deepening of ethnic divisions. During the late 1960s, for example,
the political elite was almost exclusively Tehran-based, and the only linguis-
tic minority from which some members achieved high government positions
was the Azeris.?” At the same time, state attitude toward some of the non-
Shi‘i minorities, particularly Jews and Baha’is, was accommodating and the
two communities enjoyed unprecedented prosperity.*°

The glorification of the pre-Islamic past culminated in the 1971 celebra-
tions of 2500 years of Persian monarchy held at Persepolis, the burial place
of the Achaemenid kings. The ceremony intended to present the Shah as the
heir of Cyrus the Great, the founder of the Achaemenid Empire, and por-
tray the monarchy as the linchpin of Iranian collective identity throughout
history. While highlighting the continuity of Persian/Iranian ethnic identity,
it also sought to demonstrate the universal elements of Iranian culture and
nationalism, such as tolerance, humanism and aspiration for peace, which
inspired other cultures in history.>!

Yet, the celebrations failed to achieve the goal of legitimizing the mon-
archy, as they aroused widespread resentment in society. Clerical criticism
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focused on the glorification of the pre-Islamic past as the sole source of
Iranian identity. It viewed the celebrations as part of the Shah’s broader secu-
larization policies, which sought to marginalize Islam as a component of this
identity.’? Non-Islamist critics were offended by the glaring contrast between
the regime’s portrayal of Iran as the source of universal human rights as well
as a model for all nations, and the Shah’s oppressive regime coupled with his
apparent subservience to the United States. In other words, the opposition
criticized the Shah’s political use or manipulation of nationalism in promot-
ing his regime, but did not reject the nationalist ideology per se.

Indeed, opposition to the Shah — including from religious groups — from
the fall of Mosaddeq in 1953 well into the 1979 Revolution was often
framed in nationalist terms. The popular term gharbzadegi (weststruckness),
coined as early as the 1950s, reflected anger at the loss of national culture
and identity in the face of Western cultural onslaught and fear of political
subjugation to the United States, both identified with the Shah’s policy and
overall orientation. The turn against the West, as Merhzad Boroujerdi noted,
was an expression of nativism, the intellectual doctrine “that calls for the
resurgence, reinstatement or continuance of native or indigenous cultural
customs, beliefs, and values.”** The platform of the Freedom Movement
of TIran (Nahzat-e Azadi-ye Iran), representing the moderate wing of the
Islamist opposition, fused religious modernism and moderate nationalism.**
Even Khomeini, who would later reject nationalism as an ideology alien to
Islam, voiced his criticism against the Shah mostly in nationalist terms until
his deportation in 1964.35 As Kamran Aghaie has shown, while the Shah’s
emphasis on the pre-Islamic period as the focal point of Iranian national-
ism encountered widespread opposition, most Iranian thinkers — regardless
of their ideological orientation — accepted the primordialist notion of the
Iranian nation originating in antiquity. What they disagreed upon was the
relative weight of this period compared with the Islamic era.** Yet each of
these rival approaches “imagined” Iran differently, to use Anderson’s famous
statement, depending on which of the three elements (ethnolinguistic, reli-
gious, or territorial) they stressed. The debate had obvious political and
social ramifications as the different ruling elites — the Qajars, Pahlavis and
Islamic Republic — focused on different elements as part of their effort to
enhance their legitimacy and control.

The Islamic Republic and nationalism

The contestation over the construction of national identity continued after
the 1979 Revolution, although it took a different form. The tension and con-
flict between Iraniyat and Islamiyat far from disappeared. Yet it produced, in
a dialectic process, a synthesis in the form of religious nationalism, combin-
ing Islamic and pre-Islamic culture, and incorporating a primordialist view of
the Iranian nation. Put differently by Malesevic, while the dominant norma-
tive ideology in the Islamic Republic was universal Islam, the operative level
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of ideology was national. Although Islamic principles have been highlighted
in culture, politics, economy and the social sphere, they are largely couched
in nationalist terms.%”

On the one hand, the Islamic Republic repudiated nationalism (nasyonal-
ism in the official parlance) and advocated Islamic unity. During the 1980s,
school textbooks, which serve as essential tools of socialization in every
modern state, criticized nationalism as directly opposed to the teachings of
Islam. The twelfth grade social science book, for instance, repudiated nation-
alism as the “most destructive colonial device to lessen the unifying influence
of Islam and prevent the formation of a single Muslim community.” Other
books described nationalists as “soil-worshippers” (kbhak-parastan) whose
beliefs and values have been shaped by the West and are, therefore, opposed
to the indigenous culture.’® Various scholars have claimed that the Islamic
government sought to crush any sign of secular nationalism, and posited
Islam as the only authentic identity for Iranians.?

At the same time, the preamble of the 1979 constitution contains clear
nationalist ideas, when it speaks of “The people of Iran,” although in some
places it speaks of “the Muslim people” (mardom-e musalman) or of “the
Muslim nation of Iran” (mellat-e musalman-e Iran), thereby excluding the non-
Muslims from the national community. The constitution attributed the
failure of the previous nationalist movements to not being religious, but
also took pride that “the nation’s conscience has awakened” to Khomeini’s
leadership. In other words, it did not oppose nationalism, merely its secular
aspects. Likewise, clause 11 of article 3 of the constitution highlights the
importance of strengthening “the foundations of national defence” for the
sake of “safeguarding the independence, territorial integrity, and the Islamic
order of the country,” all principles of state-based nationalism.*’ In addition
to the territorial factor, school textbooks highlighted the necessity of the
country’s independence from foreign rule.*! Moreover, the Islamist regime
did not eliminate Persian holidays, most importantly the popular Nowruz
(New Year) Holiday. While it revoked Mohammad Reza Shah’s imperial
calendar, it has restored the Iranian solar one as the state calendar, whereas
the Islamic lunar calendar has been reserved only for religious holidays.

The Iran-Iraq War served as an important catalyst in the full scale endorse-
ment of nationalism when the authorities realized its effectiveness in mobiliz-
ing the population for the war effort alongside religion. The endorsement
was manifested in the frequent use by Khomeini of terms such as “the noble
Iranian nation,” “our beloved country,” or “beloved Iran.” He also spoke of
the need to “protect our border now that we have our own Islamic country.”
In other words, Khomeini acknowledged the bond between the people and
the territory of Iran, both having a particular history and culture, of which
the distinguishing feature was the Shi‘i religion.*?

The then president Sayyid ‘Ali Khamene’i went further. In 1988 he gave a
speech at a conference on the “Persian Language in Radio and Television,”
bearing the programmatic title: “The Greatness of the Persian Language,
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and the Necessity of Protecting It.” Addressing the issue in a way unthink-
able a few years earlier, Khamene’i spoke of the “revolutionary duty” to
promote the national language, and that national language constitutes the
most important and original determinant of cultural identity for any nation.
He highlighted the Persian language’s international importance, past and
present, in the Islamic world, and concluded that: “Persian is the language
of true . . . and revolutionary Islam.”*

In other words, under Khomeini a new type of religious nationalism
emerged as the dominant discourse, in which Islam, defined as a belief sys-
tem and culture, was regarded as a constitutive basis for Iranian national
identity. Thus, while non-Muslims are officially regarded as members of the
Iranian nation, religious nationalism identifies the nation as a Muslim one
and sought to Islamize aspects of Iranian culture. In addition, it appeared to
have instilled a certain national element into Islam. Yet, unlike other models
of religious nationalism, for example the Jewish or Palestinian-Islamist, the
Iranian one did not ascribe to the Iranian nation any special status such as a
‘chosen people’ nor did it attribute religious sanctity to the territory of Iran.*

After assuming the mantle of Supreme Leader in 1989, Khamene’i became
a leading advocate of Islamic-Iranian nationalism. He repeatedly spoke of
the Iranian nation (mellat-e Iran), and asserted that “being national is tanta-
mount to being Islamic.” At the same time, he insisted that “Islam is the most
important pillar of our national culture,” and concluded that the “collective
and national identity of the nation of Iran is the Islamic system, which is
even more . . . attractive and influential than Iranian identity.”* Yet, in 1990,
he established a council to ‘purify’ the national language, and expressed his
commitment to “strengthening Persian and preserving its authenticity.”*®

The reformist President Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005) rejected the
two extremist and mutually exclusive Islamiyat and Iraniyat approaches.
Instead he advocated the synthesis of Islamist-Iranian identity. He acknowl-
edged that Iranians before Islam “had a civilisation and things to be proud
of,” but insisted that Islam constituted “the basis” of Iran’s national identity.
Similarly, although he expressed respect for the non-Muslim minorities and
incorporated them within the Iranian nation, Khatami maintained that Islam
was responsible for the greatness of the Iranian nation and that “the most
important basis of our cultural identity, whether Muslim or non-Muslim, is
Islamic culture.”*

Mahmoud Ahmadinejad was elected as president in 2005 promising to
restore the Revolution to its original purity, implying a preference for Islami-
yat in the struggle for national identity. Yet, as part of his populism, he
propagated brazen religious nationalism. His particular version endorsed
Iran’s pre-Islamic past, but also propagated the idea of the “Iranian School
of thought” (Maktab-e Irani) of Islam, which maintained that Iran is the
holder of the true message of Islam.*® He further declared that Iran had “a
culture that is sublime and transcends geography and race.” He pointed
to the central role of Iran in Islam by claiming that Ferdowsi (d. ca.1020),
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author of the Shabnameh epic, which was revered as symbolizing Iranian
historical memory, “saved the religion of the dear Prophet.”*” Ahmadine-
jad’s statements, which seemed to have privileged Iran over Islam, aroused
widespread criticism by conservatives who denounced the idea as a serious
deviation and declared their devotion to “an Iran that is devoted to Islam,
not an Islam that is at the service of Iran and is devoted to Iran.”*°

As a religious government, which puts great emphasis on moral and spiri-
tual guidance, the Islamic Republic has established an impressive publication
industry covering all aspects of the humanities and social sciences. Most of
the hundreds of journals that came out since 1979 focus exclusively on Iran,
from geography (over 39) to the arts. As there is no national identity with-
out the formation of collective memory and history, a particular effort was
given to historical journals (over 70), which deal with Iranian history from
antiquity to the present. The many hundreds of history books, thousands
of articles and historical TV docu-dramas have forged a meta-narrative of a
continuous and well-integrated Iranian history from antiquity to the present.
This historical narrative was not devoid of problems or tensions. A salient
example was the attitude toward the seventh-century Arab-Islamic conquest
of Iran, either as Islamic liberation from oppressive pagan rule or as foreign
Arab occupation of Iran. Shortly after his return to Iran, Khomeini stated
that “before Islam, the lands now blessed by our True Faith suffered miser-
ably because of ignorance and cruelty. There is nothing in that past that is
worth glorification.”! Conversely, ‘Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, serving
then as president, became the first revolutionary leader to pay an official
visit to Persepolis in April 1992, where he declared that “the nation’s dignity
was all-important and must be strengthened. Our people must know that
they are not without a history.”*? The legitimization of Iran’s pre-Islamic
past extended even to the realm of school textbooks.’* The rehabilitation
of Cyrus the Great received a major boost under Ahmadinejad. In 2010
he presided over the ceremony celebrating the coming to Iran of the Cyrus
Cylinder, containing Cyrus’s famous declaration on religious liberties, which
was issued upon his conquest of Babylon in 539 BcEe.*

In discussing the modern period, the official historical narrative presented
the “oppressed Iranian nation” as fighting to maintain its political inde-
pendence and religious identity against predatory Western colonialism. It
portrayed various monarchs, particularly the Pahlavis, as either voluntary
or unwitting servants of Western imperialism. Conversely, the ‘ulama have
been presented as the true leaders of the people and as the only genuine fight-
ers to preserve Iran’s independence and territorial integrity. In other words,
while serving Islam first and foremost, they are also the flag-bearers of true
Iranian nationalism.

In addition to genuine ideological conviction, the advocacy of Islam as the
primary pillar of Iranian identity was motivated by the need to overcome the
challenge of Iran’s ethnic diversity and fear of ethnic secession. The revolu-
tion had raised high hopes among all ethnic minorities as they had taken an
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active part in the protest movement against Mohammad Reza Shah. Many
minority activists pledged their allegiance to Khomeini in the hope that the
new regime would abolish the discrimination they had experienced under
the Pahlavis. All ethnic minorities demanded cultural rights and some, for
example Kurds, Arabs and Baluch, also requested regional autonomy, as
they had done before.”

The 1979 constitution acknowledged Iran’s cultural diversity, and article 19
of Chapter Three promised that “all people of Iran, whatever the ethnic
group or tribe to which they belong, enjoy equal rights; and color, race, lan-
guage, and the like, do not bestow any privilege.”* However, the picture was
very different regarding collective rights. Khomeini rejected the use of the
term minorities since “in Islam there is no difference between Muslims who
speak different languages.” Moreover, he charged that “such problems have
been created by those who do not wish the Muslims to be united . . . Their
plan is to destroy Islam.”*” The Sunni identity of some of these minorities, for
example the Baluch, most Kurds, some of the Turkomans and some Arabs,
probably enhanced Khomeini’s antipathy toward giving them any recogni-
tion. In a speech given as a Friday preacher, Rafsajani described his feelings
toward the Arabs, “who are the Prophet’s people and speak the Prophet’s
language,” as “humble,”*® but such feelings did not bring about any collec-
tive rights for the modern Arabs in Iran.

When the Kurds and Baluch resorted to rebellion in order to gain insti-
tutional autonomy, the Islamic regime suppressed them. Furthermore, the
eight-year war with Iraq made political leaders insist on national unity to
the extent that demands from minorities were tabooed and outlawed. Thus,
while the constitution promised personal equality, Iran’s minorities, accord-
ing to Elling, “faced war, uneven development, regional disparity, political
inequality, constitutionally embedded discrimination, and a range of coercive
measures” in the first decades of the Islamic Republic.” The prevalence of
protest activities by the minorities throughout the twentieth century indicate,
according to Mehrzad Boroujerdi, that while the Iranian ruling elites suc-
ceeded in creating countrywide economies and in building state-wide gov-
erning machineries, they have failed in forging a genuine sense of national
cohesiveness among the citizenry.*

The dominant role of the state in the economy brought about by the
necessities of the war, and by populist egalitarian interpretation of Shi‘ism,
reinforced the centralizing tendencies of the Islamic Republic, which also
worked to enhance the Persian-speaking core of society. Similarly, the adop-
tion of state nationalism meant in practice a centralized unitary polity, which
perpetuated the Persian element as the dominant culture at the expense of
the ethnic peripheries.

The struggle between Islamiyat and Iraniyat put the ethnic minorities in a
certain bind. A strict Islamiyat approach denied the minorities any collective
rights, on the ground that Islam did not recognize such differences. The Ira-
niyat approach included the minorities as part of the Iranian nation, but the
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legitimation of Iran’s pre-Islamic past was confined to the Persianate element.
While the state-based nationalism was inherently more inclusive than the
two other approaches, the framing of ethnic differences in Friday sermons,
a major venue of disseminating government ideology, showed, according to
Ludwig Paul, that the various ethnic groups constituting the Iranian nation
were not attributed the same degree of Iranianness. Rather, a certain implicit
hierarchy emerged in which Shi‘i Persian-speakers and the Shi‘i Azeri Turks
stand at the top, Sunni groups hold an intermediate position, and the non-
Muslim official minorities follow at the bottom.*!

Following Khatami’s election in 1997, his cabinet declared that “strength-
ening national unity and harmony while respecting local cultures” was part
of its policy. For the first time since the revolution, minority members were
appointed to key positions in local and provincial administration. The gov-
ernment broadened the limits for minority cultural activity, and the number
of independent minority language media rose sharply.®> One manifestation
of the intellectual resurgence of the Khatami period, which reflected the
ongoing concern of the Iranian elites over the ethnic issue, was the establish-
ment of a professional journal, Faslnameh-ye Motalle ‘at-e Melli (National
Studies Quarterly), dedicated to the study of nationalism,* and the literally
hundreds of articles in scholarly and ideological journals in Iran discussing
national and ethnic identities.

At the same time, socioeconomic dynamics seem to have enhanced post-
revolutionary ethnic intermixing and exchange. The practice of sending
soldiers to serve outside their region of birth and of allocating university
seats throughout the country helped introduce different communities to each
other, and increased rural-urban migration and trade. Members of some
minorities, particularly Azeris, have climbed to the topmost echelons of the
state. The rapid spread of Persian literacy among minorities after the revolu-
tion has made millions of non-Persian speakers able to consume the products
of the nationwide Persianate media.®* Some scholars argue that since ethnic
sentiments were put aside in order to defend the nation-state, Iranian nation-
building reached its apex during the war. Indeed, state-sponsored literature
and minority members who seek to assert their rights routinely praise the
participation of minorities in the war effort.®* In a bid to fulfill his elec-
tion promises to the minorities that overwhelmingly gave him their votes,
President Hasan Rouhani announced in August 2015 the opening of the
first Kurdish Language and Literature program at an Iranian university. This
change also brought about the publishing of news in the Kurdish language
by the official Islamic Republic News Agency.*

Still, ethnic demarcation and delineation have far from disappeared. Dur-
ing the 1980s and *90s it was possible to speak of a clear policy, which took
into consideration the ethnic origins of various officials, for example pro-
vincial governors, and there is no clear indication of change in this regard
since the beginning of the twenty-first century. Full economic integration
is visible in Azerbaijan, but only a partial one in the Kurdish and Baluch
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areas. Ethnic mobilization is evident in election campaigns, and interethnic
violence has flared in some minority areas, most notably Baluchistan. Yet, it
is impossible to speak of full-scale ethnic conflicts.®” Viewed in the context
of the disintegration of various Arab states since 2011, the construction of
nationalism in Iran in this respect has been successful so far.

Another indication of Iranian nationalism’s success up to this point has
been the pervasiveness of “banal nationalism,” to use Michael Billig’s term,
under the Islamic Republic. To cite just a few examples: innumerable Iranian
flags have adorned major streets in Tehran and other cities for years. The
speeches of Khamene’i and other leaders are replete with the term “the
nation of Iran” (mellat-e Iran). In 2014, hundreds of thousands of Iranians
celebrated in the streets when their country qualified for the football World
Cup; many also rejoiced when the movie Separation (Jodai-ye Nader az
Simin) received the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film in 2012.
Its director, Asghar Farhadi, was the subject of many celebratory posts in
the Iranian press. These manifestations reflect how “daily, the nation is indi-
cated, or ‘flagged,” in the lives of its citizenry. Nationalism, far from being
an intermittent mood . . . is the endemic condition.”

Some theoretical dilemmas

The great progress in the study of nationalism has advanced our understand-
ing of Iranian nationalism, but simultaneously produced a certain paradox.
The complexity of Iranian nationalism — the tension among its three pillars
as well as the problem of cultural heterogeneity and ethnic diversity — poses
a challenge to the various explanatory models of nationalism. In a way,
nationalism in Iran can be explained by almost any of the different theoreti-
cal approaches, but at the same time it challenges all of them.

A major debate among scholars of Iranian nationalism revolves around the
question of origins, producing, in Ahmad Ashraf’s words, three approaches:
the romantic nationalist view that looks back to antiquity; the modernist or
even post-modernist approach, which views Iranian nationalism as a mod-
ern construct; and the historicizing perspective, which acknowledges the
modernity of the civic Iranian nation, but rejects the radical break with the
past.®” The various chapters in the present volume echo many aspects of
these debates.

The dominant school in nationalism follows the modernist approach,
which argues that nations are products of novel political, economic and cog-
nitive processes, and therefore views modern nations as significantly differ-
ent from premodern collectives. Highly influential among the modernists is
Ernest Gellner, who demonstrates how nationalism has a vital function in the
creation of a modern society whereby the state and culture are fused through
the establishment of a state monopoly of education. Modern industrial soci-
ety depends on economic and cognitive growth, which, in its turn, requires
a homogeneous culture. A crucial factor is the centralization of resources by



Construction of Tranian national identity 23

the state in order to run an educational system that can instill a standardized,
literacy-based high culture. Therefore, Gellner viewed nationalism as the
outcome of the conscious efforts of a country’s rulers to make a multicultural
population culturally homogeneous and generate a ‘high culture.’”

Gellner’s statement that nationalism “is not the awakening of nations to
self-consciousness: it invents nations where they do not exist — but it does
need some pre-existing differentiating marks to work on””! is particularly
useful when applied to the multiethnic society in Iran. It was the state, start-
ing from the Safavids, which established the boundaries of what evolved
into a national community in Iran, but it was the nationalist idea and move-
ment that implanted, disseminated and instilled feelings of the national bond
among the various communities beyond the shared Shi‘i belief, and which
distinguished them from others. Whatever the modern idea and sense of
shared identity in Iran is, it is clearly the product of nationalism. In addi-
tion, Gellner’s model is helpful in explaining important aspects of nation
formation under the Pahlavis and the Islamic Republic. Both regimes sought
a centralized and modernized state. Consequently, both promoted cultural
homogenization primarily by expanding Persian language literacy and edu-
cation, although they differed in the means they used, and each emphasized
different elements of high culture.

Still, Gellner fails to explain major features of nationalist construction in
Iran. Although the Iranian state played a crucial role in promoting national-
ism, industrialization was not the prime motivation at any period, particu-
larly not under the Qajars, who launched the nation-building effort from
above. Rather, the need for internal consolidation and cohesion in order to
withstand potential threats from the outside and forces from the inside was
the dominant motivating force for all rulers from the nineteenth century to
the present. Equally important, popular forces from below played a central
role in promoting and disseminating Iranian nationalism, largely in reac-
tion to foreign encroachment. This nationalism often challenged the rulers,
particularly when they were perceived as too subservient to foreign forces,
as was the case under the Qajars since the late nineteenth century and under
Mohammad Reza Shah. In addition, some of the most ardent Iranian nation-
alists were Azeris or of Azeri origin, who fought for a strong and unified
Iran, but who also opposed the suppression of the various ethnic cultures
and identities. In other words, Gellner explains why the states and elites have
a vested interest in exploiting nationalism, but this still does not tell us why
Iranian nationalism appealed to so many people outside the elite.”

Looking at the Iranian case study, Gellner appears to exaggerate the suc-
cess of state homogenization policies, and his explanation of the survival or
emergence of ethnic or national identity among minorities is unhelpful, as he
seems to underestimate their attachment to their ethnic culture. He attributes
the evolution of ethnic or national sentiments among minorities to the dif-
ficulties of assimilation into the dominant culture, which rural immigrants
encounter in the industrial cities to which they move, and to the feelings
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of intellectuals that they would fare better as new elites in their smaller
polities than in the bigger state. He acknowledges “the unassimilability of
certain cultural groups” distinguished by color or adherence to scriptural
religion.” While this observation maybe helpful regarding the Sunni Kurds
and Baluch, it fails to explain ethnic sentiments among the Shi‘i Azeris. Here
Gellner seems to belittle the possibility that assimilation would be resisted if
it is accompanied by state repression, as was the case under Reza Shah and
Khomeini, or with serious neglect of the periphery, as was the case under
Mohammad Reza Shah. Finally, Mohammad Reza Shah’s failure to instill his
nationalist narrative challenges Gellner’s belief in the state’s ability to mold
national identity as it pleases in disregard of popular feelings and cultural
practices.

Political power and the struggle over control of the state are the essence of
nationalism according to John Breuilly, who defines nationalism as “move-
ments seeking or exercising state power and justifying such action with
nationalist arguments.” Accordingly, a nationalist argument is a political
doctrine built upon three assertions: (1) there exists a nation with an explicit
and peculiar character; (2) the interests and values of this nation take priority
over all other interests and values; (3) the nation must be as independent as
possible. Breuilly focuses mostly on opposition politics, adding that a nation-
alist opposition can seek to break away from the present state, to reform
it in a nationalist direction, or to unite it with other states. Nationalism is
able to seize power in the state because it can generate mass support, bring
different social groups together and provide an underlying rationale for their
separate social interests.”

Breuilly’s explanation helps elucidate the emergence of Iranian national-
ism from below as part of the struggle for reform before and during the
1905-1911 Constitutional Revolution as well as its key role in the Pahlavi
legitimization effort. Reza Shah was portrayed as saving Iran from national
decline and disintegration, and his son promoted nationalism as a major tool
in his struggle against the clergy. Even the Islamist opposition to Pahlavi rule
employed nationalist arguments in portraying the monarch as compromising
Iran’s national sovereignty and interests.

Yet Breuilly’s view of nationalism as an attempt to bridge the chasm
between state and society, which developed in the modern era of capitalism,
bureaucracy and secularism, does not explain its emergence in nineteenth-
century Iran. Capitalist development in Iran at that time was only beginning,
Qajar bureaucracy was weak and far from intrusive, and secularism was
confined to segments of the intellectual and bureaucratic elites. Nationalism
was less a remedy for the loss of religious belief among intellectuals than it
was a weapon against religious conservatism. Concurrently, various clerics
endorsed nationalism because they associated it with a Shi‘i Iran. In other
words, Breuilly does not accord culture any role in forging identity and in
facilitating nationalism, a major handicap in explaining the Iranian case.
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More important, while pointing to nationalism’s capacity to mobilize
people for political struggles, Breuilly pays little attention to the question
of why it was nationalism and not some other ideology that has had such
power and attraction over people. He concedes that people “yearn for com-
munal membership, do have a strong sense of us and them, of territories as
homelands, of belonging to culturally defined and bounded worlds which
give their lives meaning.” But implying that such feelings constitute false
consciousness, he states that since they are essentially irrational, they are
“beyond rational analysis,” and therefore beyond the explanatory powers
of the historian.” Such an approach, if extended to other fields such as reli-
gion or racism because of their irrationality, would excessively diminish the
scope of scholarship, but more importantly it goes against the very idea of
scholarship as it has evolved in the past century.

Benedict Anderson’s famous term “imagined communities” has become
a sine qua non in any analysis of nationalism, Iran included. Anderson goes
beyond the narrow political realm to describe the nation as a sociocultural
artifact evolving out of major historical ruptures.” Such a process took place
in the Iranian case during the past two centuries. Similarly, the different
applications or disputes over the proper “imagined community” were a key
feature in the construction of nationalism in Iran.

Anderson’s insights as to the importance of print capitalism are also of
great value, particularly when taking into consideration the role of the press
before and during the Constitutional Revolution.”” Yet unlike the European
case, the importance of the Iranian press did not lie in the transformation of a
vernacular into a written language, which distinguished the evolving national
communities from each other. Rather, the press helped disseminate written
high Persian among the disparate provinces of Iran, thereby helping create
“unified fields of exchange and communication.” Moreover, the print media
served as an invaluable means of disseminating the ideas of nationalism and
establishing the boundaries of the Iranian community. The Iranian press,
which was published outside Iran, helped cement a joint national community
inside it and across the borders of the Ottoman Empire and India. Similarly,
local newspapers that emerged in various cities disseminated a nationalist
discourse and consciousness by discussing the woes of the Iranian nation. As
they addressed events throughout Iran, they expanded the cognitive map of
their readers from the city and province to the entire country.

Anderson’s view, which is deeply steeped in modernization theory and
accepts a sharp dichotomy between traditional and modernized societies or
phases in history, links the rise of nationalism in Europe to the decline of
universalist religions. While secularization helped the emergence of national-
ism in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Iran, this linkage encounters
difficulties in explaining the power and persistence of religious nationalism
among large segments of Iranian society from the Qajar period to the Islamic
Republic.
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The ethnosymbolic approach, which maintains that modern nations
have evolved from premodern ethnic groups, is crucial for understand-
ing the evolution of premodern ethnic identities, particularly the Persian
one, into modern Iranian nationalism, as well as the persistence of ethnic
divisions in Iran. Accordingly, ethnic communities have been undergoing
a set of social processes that, through time, have changed their structure,
dominant culture and patterns of social interaction. The processes that
are necessary for the formation of the nation are self-definition, myth and
memory-making, territorialization, public culture and legal standardiza-
tion. Of particular importance in this regard is the centrality of symbolic
elements: myths, memories, traditions, values, rituals and symbols. Many
of these elements derive from prior ethnic and ethnoreligious symbols,
myths, memories and traditions among the same or related populations.
Such ethnosymbolic elements, although subject to change, can resonate
among populations for prolonged periods, even before the age of modern
nationalism.”®

The historical processes delineated at the beginning of this introduction,
whereby ethnic identities underwent politicization and transformation as a
result of sociopolitical and cultural changes, proceeded in many ways along
the lines prescribed by the ethnosymbolic school, and need no repetition
here. Moreover, as Iranian nationalism evolved out of multiple heritages,
it experienced long-running cultural conflicts that revolved around the
structure of politics, the status of ethnic and religious minorities, relations
between various regions as well as between the countryside and the city, and
disputes over economic and social policies and foreign policy.

Two arenas of contention, which the ethnosymbolic school highlights,
stand at the center of the nationalism debate in Iran: majority versus minor-
ity ethnic identities and struggles over the usable and meaningful past. The
observation made by Anthony Smith, the doyen of this school, that success-
ful civic or territorial nationalism requires a dominant ethnic group explains
the relative success of the Iranian case study.” Yet Smith himself points to
the persistence and adaptability of ethnic identities, often in opposition to the
coercive power of the state. Put differently, contrary to the expectations of
liberals and socialists, the process of modernization in Iran affected differ-
ent groups within the various ethnic groups differently. While advancing
homogeneity, modernization also increased ethnic conflict.

Moreover, Iran’s largest minorities are located in the outer provinces,
hence their identities have become associated with specific territories, or
in Smith’s term “ethnoscapes,” that is, the historic or ancestral homeland,
a poetic landscape that is an extension and expression of the character of
the ethnic community.*® In other words, there is a mutual association of the
Azeris, Kurds and Baluch with territories that carry their names and are
historically identified with them.

The other major contest in the construction of nationalism in Iran is, in
Smith’s words, between genealogical and ideological pasts, that is, between
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Iraniyat and Islamiyat. Smith identifies the former as conservative and
couched in the idiom of biology, custom and continuity, and the latter as
radical, claiming spiritual affinity with a remote but ‘authentic’ past whose
restoration would overthrow the present corrupt order.’! Tronically in the
Iranian case, the application of conservative and radical to these two pasts
changed in the course of modern history. Initially, the westernizing elites
highlighted the genealogical Iraniyat school as part of their effort to shape a
modern secular nationalism and change the status quo. Conversely, the
Islamic Republic initially championed the ideological Islamiyat version of
the past. While certainly radical in many ways, the Islamiyat approach
can also be seen as conservative in its rejection of westernized modernity
although not of modernization per se. It is not a mere coincidence that the
reformists within the Islamist elite have sought a compromise between the
two approaches.

Still, the ethnosymbolic approach provides only a partial explanation of the
identification of many members of the minorities with Iranian nationalism,
alongside their ethnic identity. The prominent role of Azeris in the Constitu-
tional Revolution and during the Iran-Iraq War is the most glaring example in
this regard. The ethnosymbolic school points to the role of religion — Shi‘ism
in the Iranian case — and particularly of religious nationalism in cementing
national identity. But in Iran, the role of the state is also indispensable. In
addition to coercive homogenization as part of modernization and centraliza-
tion processes in the twentieth century, the longevity of the Iranian state was
instrumental in shaping a shared political culture and even collective memory,
at least among various elite groups.

Viewed separately, each of the various theoretical approaches illuminates
important aspects of nationalism in Iran, but none of them fully explains its
evolution and nature. Still, bringing them together highlights the multifac-
eted and complex character of Iranian nationalism as well as the tensions
among its conflicting manifestations. Historians, while recognizing the indis-
pensability of the theoretical tools for producing historical analysis, can only
marvel at the complexities of nationalism in Iran, which defy simplistic or
overly rigid structures.

These complexities evoke the doubts, which Rogers Brubaker raised,
whether nations exist as “real groups” or “substantial entities,” as he warned
of the “reification of nations in practice.”®? Anthony Smith defines the nation
as a named human population with shared myths and memories occupying
an historic territory or homeland and possessing a common public culture, a
single unified economy, and common legal rights and duties.** Looking at
Iran, it is difficult to ignore the often deep cultural differences among vari-
ous ethnic groups, the absence of shared myths of origins and possibly the
conflicting memories of the past. Still, it is impossible to deny shared cultural
traits and memories, particularly those related to the more recent past, for
example the impact of the Mosaddeq period, widespread resentment toward
Mohammad Reza Shah, and the war against Iraq. Many Iranians do speak
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of an Iranian nation (mellat-e Iran), and such feelings constitute an impor-
tant criterion for national identity; more importantly, the conduct of large
segments of Iranian society during the war with Iraq can be seen as pointing
to the existence of an Iranian nation. Seeking to give a definite answer to
this question is beyond the scope of this volume and introduction. But even
a skeptic like Rogers Brubaker highlights the reality and power of national-
ism.** Similarly, the contributors to this volume may differ over the degree
of reception of Iranian nationalism among the various groups in Iran. Yet
they all agree on the importance of nationalism, and of the struggles over its
construction, in the modern history.
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3  Persian-Iranian national
identity

The longue durée, from
Achaemenid times onward

Azar Gat

This book suggests that modern Iranian national identity has its roots in
Iranian history prior to the late nineteenth century. This goes against the
hegemonic discourse that links nationalism with modernization and pro-
claims the premodern Middle East in particular to have been unfamiliar with
nations or nationalism. My chapter is yet bolder. It argues that a highly
distinctive two-circle, Persian-Iranian, ethnopolitical identity has existed
almost continuously not merely for the last century or two but, rather, for
two and a half millennia, since the first unification of the Iranian plateau
under the Achaemenids in the sixth century BCE. The strong Persian-Iranian
cultural and linguistic identity underpinned and explains this remarkable
political endurance during Parthian, Sassanid, Safavid and Qajar times. It
proved resilient enough to survive the demise of Zoroastrianism, the national
religion during the first thousand years, and conversion to Islam — as well
as all foreign takeovers. Persia-Iran has a claim to being one of the world’s
oldest nations.

I offer this study with humility, as T am a scholar of neither Iran nor the mod-
ern Middle East. The chapter is based on my book (together with Alexander
Yakobson), Nations: The Long History and Deep Roots of Political Ethnicity
and Nationalism (Cambridge University Press, 2013). The book rejects the
modernist claim that nationalism is a recent historical invention, a claim that
has dominated the discourse on nationalism over the last decades. Rather
than a detailed analysis of Persian-Iranian national identity throughout his-
tory (which is any case not possible in such a short framework), my aim is to
offer a critique of the modernist view as applied to Asia, and outline a broad
alternative understanding of Persian-Iranian national identity.

Semantic and factual elements are variably combined in modernist theoriz-
ing. Semantics is not the issue. Most modernists insist that equal citizenship
and popular sovereignty — both overwhelmingly modern — are inseparable
from the concept of the nation. In my vocabulary, they are among the hall-
marks of modern nationalism. However, more significant than semantics is
the interpretation of history. I embrace — indeed, apply to Iran — modernist
theorist Ernest Gellner’s definition of the nation as a rough congruence
between culture or ethnicity and state.! Yet I argue that he and other
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modernists have erred in claiming that such congruence, and connection,
between ethnocultural identity and statehood was confined to modern times.
In fact, it goes back to the beginning of statehood itself — millennia ago. To be
sure, not all premodern polities were national states. There were other forms
of statehood, such as city-states and empires. In all of them, however, eth-
nicity was highly political. Moreover, in addition to city-states and empires,
there were what sociologists have called territorial states or dynastic king-
doms, in effect national monarchies, where state and ethnocultural identity
were intimately linked.

Needless to say, no ethnocultural identity or people come neatly pack-
aged with an unchanging essence. Ethnogenesis, processes of ethnic and
national fission and fusion, changes of identity and cultural transformation
take place all the time. Still, while always in flux, ethnic and national identi-
ties are among the most durable and most potent of cultural forms, and they
have always played a key political role. Shared linguistic, cultural and ethnic
attributes immeasurably fostered the people’s loyalty, legitimized political
rule and helped to sustain the state’s integrity and independence. Contrary
to a widespread view, state-building in a pre-existing ethnic space has been
exceedingly easier than ethnos-building. The state, in turn, greatly reinforced
the ethnocultural unity of its realm. Ethnicity made the state and the state
made ethnicity in a reciprocal and dialectical process. Indeed, both these
threads of causation reveal how highly political ethnicity has always been.

After shared language, the main bonding elements of premodern peoples
and a major instrument of state- and nation-building were the premodern
mass cultural forms of epos, ritual and religion. These were widely dissemi-
nated by the dense clerical and cultic network spread throughout the coun-
tryside and reaching into every town and village. Herein was the primary
and most powerful medium of the premodern national ‘imagined commu-
nity’ which Benedict Anderson has so sorely missed.? The nation was widely
imagined — and as holy and God’s chosen one.’

Anderson’s mistake is twofold. First, the view that universal religious iden-
tity preceded national identity ignores the national religions of most peoples
before the rise of universal religions, as well as the strong national character
and bias of the local churches of universal faiths. This included Christianity,
both Western and Eastern, and, indeed, Iran in either its Zoroastrian or Shi‘a
Muslim phases. Overwhelmingly, national religious establishments tended
to champion the patriotic cause in case of a threat or conflict. Indeed, they
often kept the national spirit alive even when the state itself was destroyed
and the country was occupied by a foreign invader. Rather than conflicting
with the national idea, religion was one of its strongest pillars.

Anderson’s emphasis on literacy and print technology has been much exag-
gerated, because illiterate societies had their own potent means of wide-scale
cultural transmission. Oral epics served as a major vehicle of cultural dis-
semination. It is all too often forgotten that although the masses in historical
state societies could not read, they were commonly read to — and preached
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to — in the vernacular by the literati in ceremonies and public gatherings. The
effect of all these on the consolidation of large-scale imagined communities
cannot be overstated.

Contrary to the European bias of the literature on the national phenomenon —
already challenged by leading critics of modernism* — Asia, where states
evolved the earliest, is also where some of the most ancient national states
can be found. From around 3000 BCE, ancient Egypt emerged as a uni-
fied state, congruent with a distinct Egyptian people of shared ethnicity and
culture. This congruence surely was not unconnected to the remarkable
endurance of the Egyptian state for nearly three millennia. Further east,
the small national states of Israel, Amon, Moav and Edom, together with
other incipient national states and city states in the Ancient Near East, were
destroyed in the first half of the first millennium BCE by Assyria, the region’s
first territorial empire. Indeed, Assyria became the first in a series of empires
that henceforth would constitute the standard in Southwest Asia, replacing
one another down to the twentieth century and the collapse of the Ottoman
Empire. Thus, the pristine emergence of national states in the ancient Near East
was interrupted by the rise and triumph of imperial juggernauts, hence Elie
Kedourie’s sweeping and largely misleading assertion that nationalism and
the national state were alien to Asia.’

Before discussing West Asia and Iran, we should note that Kedourie’s
claim was even less valid in East Asia. China is the world’s oldest and larg-
est civilization and state. And yet it has scarcely been asked whether the close
connection between state and culture in China — alias nationhood — had
anything to do with the country’s unique continuous cultural and politi-
cal existence over many millennia. Nor is China exceptional. Modernist
historian and theorist Eric Hobsbawm has admitted that China, Korea and
Japan are “among the extremely rare examples of historic states composed
of a population that is ethnically almost or entirely homogeneous.”® Indeed,
in all these countries — despite periods of anarchy or foreign rule — culture,
a people and state have overlapped for millennia. Again, why should this
remarkable congruence have endured so long and so persistently if collective
identity did not matter politically in premodern state societies supposedly
defined by elite rule and class divisions?

Furthermore, Hobsbawm was far too modest in singling out China, Korea
and Japan. Indochina’s national states also have a long history and an eth-
nic core or Staatsvolk identified with it, which constitutes at least 85 per-
cent of its population. These include: a Viet state since the tenth century; a
Cambodian-Khmer state since the sixth century; a Siamese-Thai state since
the fourteenth century; and a Myanmar-Burman state since the tenth century
(the last one being the exception with only 68 percent of the population
Bamar). All of these long predate French colonialism and account for these
states’ reemergence with de-colonialism. Here precisely lies the key to the
question that Benedict Anderson raised but did not answer: why did French
Indochina disintegrate into separate national states with decolonization,
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rather than become a single realm as in Dutch Indonesia? The latter simply
lacked a significant history of precolonial national states that was revived
with independence.

Back to our side of Asia and Iran. I begin with Iran’s first large state, one of
the world’s most ancient. I refer to Elam, located in what is today’s southwest
Iran, roughly the province of Khuzestan. It emerges from prehistory in the
third millennium BCE as a distinct culture with its own language, unrelated to
any other known language, and script (later replaced by Akkadian). Dynas-
ties rose and fell in Elam, and we have little precise information about the
country’s internal makeup and changes of boundaries. Nonetheless, it seems
pretty clear that during most of the period from the third millennium to the
seventh century BCE — some two millennia — Elam was a unified realm, where
state and culture converged.” Evidently, as with ancient Egypt and historical
China, very potent and resilient ethnocultural bonds held Elam together for
so long and through relentless historical upheavals.

Elam was eventually destroyed by the Assyrian Empire, which was itself
replaced by Persia (539 BCE). The Iranian plateau had been home to various
tribal formations and petty polities whose people spoke related languages
and dialects of the Indo-Iranian branch of Indo-European. In the seventh
century BCE, Media was the first large-scale state to emerge on the Iranian
plateau in response to Assyrian pressure. After allying with Babylon for
the destruction of Assyria, Media further expanded its suzerainty over the
various peoples of Iran and eastern Anatolia. From the middle of the sixth
century, under the Achaemenid King Cyrus, it was joined with Persia — a
country neighboring and hitherto dependent on Media and of a close Indo-
Iranian ethnicity — forging a combined Persian-Median Empire.

Cyrus and his successors further expanded the Achaemenid Empire, which
extended from the gates of India to Egypt and the Aegean. The empire was
famously tolerant toward local ethnicities, customs and cultures. And yet
it was anything but ethnically blind. The formation of a Persian-Iranian
national state, with its incipient cultural and linguistic core and national
religion (Zoroastrianism), was superseded by imperial expansion. But whose
empire it was was hardly in question. There was a clear hierarchy here: the
Medes came very close to the Persians as co-partners in the empire, and other
Iranian peoples constituted the next circle, quite distinct from the rest of the
empire’s peoples. Here was already the two-circle, Persian-Iranian, identity,
familial ever since. This was not an abstract matter. Not only the royal
house but also the top provincial governors (satraps), generals, and other
high-ranking officials were Persian-Mede and, second, Iranian. Officials
from the other peoples of the empire were only co-opted into lower levels of
the administration.® Furthermore, as King Darius I turned the empire more
bureaucratic, he also took steps to reinforce the centrality of Persian identity
as the empire’s official culture. All this meant that the Persians, Medes and
other Iranians were both the main beneficiaries of the empire and by far its
most trusted element.
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The same logic applied to the army, the instrument that made and sus-
tained the empire. Levied contingents from the various peoples of the empire
were called up for large-scale campaigns. These massive imperial armies were
engraved in historical memory by the Greek historians (who also wildly
exaggerated their numbers).” “Driven into battle with lashes,” they could
not be relied upon to do any serious fighting, but nor were they expected
to. The core of the army consisted, first, of the central standing army and
imperial guard (mistranslated “the Immortals” by Herodotus) of 20,000
troops, half of them horse and half foot, derived solely from Persians and
Medes. Second, there was the Persian-Mede and Iranian cavalry called up
for campaigns. These clearly figure as the empire’s main fighting force in the
great battles of both Xerxes’s invasion of Greece and Alexander’s invasion
of the Persian Empire.

Alexander the Great conquered the Achaemenid Empire and occupied Per-
sia and Iran. These were ruled by his Seleucid successors for another century.
Still, the collapse of the vast Achaemenid Empire left the Persian-Iranian
ethnic core very much in place. Indeed, Iranian political independence and
unity were soon revived, with statehood and the Persian cultural sphere
closely overlapping. Both the Parthian and Sassanid states that successively
encompassed the whole of Iran (247 BcE-224 cE and 224-651 CE, respec-
tively) are widely referred to as empires and variably expanded beyond the
Iranian plateau. However, their territory and population always remained
overwhelmingly Iranian, as were their language, culture and state-cultivated
Zoroastrian religion.!® Their realm was perhaps just a little too heteroge-
neous to fully merit the designation national state, but it was not very far
from it. It retained the two-tier structure that is still characteristic of modern
Iran: Persian speakers constituted the majority; and the Persian culture was
hegemonic, in which other Iranian ethnicities largely participated and were
partly absorbed.!!

The Arab-Islamic conquest of the seventh century was a turning point in
Iranian history and would lead to the country’s conversion to Islam. How-
ever, unlike much of the Middle East and North Africa, the Arab language
and identity did not take over, and the Iranian cultural sphere remained very
distinct under Islam. In 2006, having revised his book The Arabs in History
(originally published in 1950), the doyen of Middle Eastern studies, Bernard
Lewis, wrote revealingly, reflecting on a lifelong grappling with the subject:

In the 19th century, that age of liberalism and nationalism, it was assumed
generally by scholars that the great struggles of the early caliphate were
basically national: especially Persian nationalism in revolt against Arab
domination. By the time I was writing this book, these ideas have been
generally abandoned and we were all quite sure that nationality did not
matter very much, that ethnicity was of secondary importance, that what
really mattered were the economic and social factors. . . . Looking at
the world in 1992, who would have said that ethnicity didn’t matter?'?



Persian-Iranian national identity 37

Rather than a relativist postmodernist lesson, the conclusion to be drawn
from this is the following: both ethnonational and socioeconomic factors
mattered a great deal and were often overlapping, depending on the case,
but they were hardly reduced or reducible to one another.

As elsewhere in the Middle East and Asia, Turkic and Mongol hordes
and dynasties established their rule over Iran from the late first millennium
by virtue of their military superiority. One such dynasty, the Safavid, again
unified the country (1501-1722), and was followed by the Qajar dynasty
(1794-1925). Still, these Turkic dynasties ruled over a distinct Persian-Iranian
cultural sphere and were largely assimilated into it. Clearly, there have always
been large minorities in Iran, constituting close to half of the population
today. Furthermore, what Iran meant territorially expanded and contracted
throughout history. As with other countries, Iran was largely defined by
state power. Still, Iranian statehood itself was very much defined by ethnic
realities. Precisely because of this reciprocal relationship, a Persian-Iranian
ethnic sphere and statehood have correlated despite interruptions for more
than two and a half millennia.

With its semi-arid, sparsely populated landscape and largely pastoralist
economy, Iran was dominated by the horseman throughout its history. This
increased the power of the semi-feudal aristocracy that dominated all the
Iranian states successively from Median and Achaemenid times up until the
twentieth century.’> Many scholars regard elite rule as antithetical to nation-
hood. They believe that only the elite who participated in the body politic
shared in a wider notion of the state. However, although popular participa-
tion vastly increased both identification with the nation and national ener-
gies, this distinction is too simplistic historically. Premodern czarist Russia is
a major example of a despotic country where patriotic-national sentiments
among the people were strong. Tribal identities were far more significant
constraints on the formation of Iranian national identity than despotism
and elite rule.

This does not imply that nationalism was either a given, an unchanging
quantity or otherwise immutable. Nor am I claiming that the people of pre-
modern national states were as closely integrated and highly mobilized as
the people of modern national states. Modernity made a difference, indeed, a
huge difference. And still, nations were far from being a creation of the mod-
ern era. The idea that the connection between ethnicity, culture or a people
and a state was unimportant or devoid of political significance in the pre-
modern world is one of the greatest missteps taken by modern social theory.

Kedourie’s mistake with respect to nationalism in Asia derived from his
natural but misleading focus on the Ottoman Middle East. Famously, the
Islamic umma has a better claim than Christianity for being a source of
competing identification with particularistic national states. However, other
factors were actually more responsible for the differences in national state
formation between Europe and the Middle East. In the first place, the land-
scape of the Middle East was more open. Thus, unlike in Europe, it favored
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imperial expansion that, from Assyrian to Ottoman times, destroyed the
early national states of the region and prevented new ones from taking root.
Second, there was the Arabic language and identity that spread on the heels
of imperial conquest and did not branch out into separate languages and
national identities, as happened in Europe with Latin after the fall of Rome.
Pan-Arab identity thereby competed with more local identities. Third, as
both empire and Arab identity undercut national states’ growth in the Mid-
dle East, loyalty remained invested in small-scale kin circles: the extended
family and the tribe. This was reinforced by the fact that the pastoralist tribe,
absent in temperate Europe, was a central feature of the semi-arid lands of
Islam. It was above all these differences, sanctioned rather than determined
by religion, which accounted for the different developmental paths taken
by Europe and the Middle East’s core lands, respectively. Tellingly, in Iran,
where most of these conditions, except pastoral tribalism, did not exist,
national identity has been present and quite potent. Indeed, Persian-Iranian
national identity has been closely identified with Shi‘a Islam, and previously
with Zoroastrianism, in a way not very different from the role played by
Orthodox Christianity in fostering Russian nationalism.

When we ponder the apparent resilience of the national state in Egypt,
Turkey and Iran (and, of course, Israel), as opposed to its evident frailness
in the countries of the Middle East’s core — of which the events of the Arab
Spring have offered a tragic reminder — these particular and diverse historical
trajectories need to be borne in mind.
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4  Four iterations of Persian
literary nationalism

Nasrin Rahimieb

The question of nationalism in Persian literary historiography requires a
lengthy study well beyond the scope of this analysis. I propose to focus
on four articulations of Persian literary nationalism that range from argu-
ing for Iran to adopt a modern national literary sensibility to positing a
national literature distinct from its modern European counterparts. The
examples I have chosen exemplify what I see as a desire for a modern
national identity and a nationalist tendency that actively rewrites history
and occasionally offers anachronistic readings of premodern and early
modern Persian literature.

The emergence of a national literature in Persian is interwoven with the
history of Iran’s encounter with Europe and the perception of differences in
literary form and language between Persian and European literatures that
were read as signs of Iran’s arrested development and/or lack of progress.
The standard adopted for this assessment was a modern European litera-
ture presumed to be homogenous. From this Eurocentric perspective, Iran
needed a literary institution capable of meeting the demands of a modern
nation-state, itself in the making. The Iranian intellectuals and literati who
had learned European languages and gained knowledge of literatures of
European expression became the conduits for a concept of literature as
a platform for the forging of a national identity that would inform and
reform all aspects of Iranian culture, society and politics. Thus framed,
modern Persian literature might well be viewed in terms of Fredric Jame-
son’s nearly three decade old theorization of Third World literature as
national allegories:

Third-world texts, even those which are seemingly private and invested
with a properly libidinal dynamic — necessarily project a political dimen-
sion in the form of national allegory: the story of the private individual
destiny is always an allegory of the embattled situation of the public
third-world culture and society.!

The critiques leveled at Jameson for this formulation are too well known to
be rehearsed here.? Instead, following Imre Szeman’s footsteps, I would like
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to shift the focus to what Jameson’s conceptualization offers “as the condi-
tion of possibility for the practice of writing literature |. . .] in the task of a
cultural revolution.”’

I invoke Szeman because, like him, T see a more nuanced relationship
between the nation, modernity and nationalism. Within the early phases
of modern Persian literary history, the relationship between literature and
nation-building points to the emergence of an understanding of literature
as a “force for bringing about a substantive political transformation.”*
Iranian literary nationalism, as I will argue, emerged at the intersection
of modernity and national formation. By tracing the path traversed by
Iranian literati in their effort to remake Persian literature in the modern
idiom, I will illustrate how literary modernity was envisioned as a means
of liberating the nation and how it was co-opted by a linguistic and lit-
erary nationalism that continues to haunt conceptualizations of Persian
literature.

For the first example T will focus on a nineteenth-century figure, Mirza
Fath ‘Ali Akhundzadeh (1812-1878), and the manner in which he is pre-
sented by Iraj Parsinejad in his monograph A History of Literary Criticism in
Iran (1866-1951): Literary Criticism in the Works of Enlightened Thinkers
of Iran: Akbundzade, Kermani, Malkom, Talebof, Maraghe’i, Kasravi and
Hedayat. Parsinejad provides an excellent overview and selected translations
of nineteenth- and twentieth-century assessments of what was believed to be
lacking in Persian literature of the time. As the subtitle of Parsinejad’s book
indicates, the inception of what we might call modern literary criticism in
Persian is part and parcel of intellectual and political movements in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries. The figures Parsinejad selects for inclusion
in his study were not necessarily known for producing fiction. They had a
broader concern with reforming Iranian institutions, literature among them.
In Parsinejad’s own words:

While these intellectuals were principally interested in toppling the polit-
ical and social order of the time, they also attacked the literature that
served the system. Taken together, their critiques make up the historical
background of literary criticism, in the modern sense, in Iran.’

The interchangeability of the work of the enlightened intellectual and social,
political, and literary and cultural criticism is rooted in the adoption of a
particular concept of the intellectual whose genealogy Mehrzad Boroujerdi
describes:

The Russian intelligentsia referred to that class of Tsarist elites who had
undergone European education, and who had vowed to act as commit-
ted and revolutionary agents of cultural transformation. In Iran it was
this Russian definition of intellectuals as agents of progressive and radi-
cal change that was particularly circulated until the early 1960s.°
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The prevalence of this understanding of the role of the intellectual is evident
in Parsinejad’s study as well as the figures on whom he focuses his analysis.
In Akhundzadeh we find the type of Renaissance man whose origins in the
Caucasus, more specifically territories Iran ceded to Russia at the outcome
of a devastating military loss in 1812, and whose education and experiences
gave him insights he felt compelled to share with his compatriots to the
south.” His having witnessed a redrawing of national borders and having
traversed other territories in the Caucasus gave him at once the perspective
of an insider and outsider. As a native speaker of Azeri who published both in
Persian and Azeri, Akhundzadeh was also keenly aware of his own multiple
affiliations. As we shall see, when writing in Persian about Iranian identity,
he invokes a filial bond that transcends the borders that separate him from
his interlocutors in Iran. These conditions of liminality affected his view of
Iranian culture and incited him to call for transformations in Iranian cultural
institutions without echoing the kind of linguistic nationalism that would
have aligned him more to his Azeri heritage. His work predates the splinter-
ing into more narrowly defined constructs of linguistic nationalism we will
witness in later stages of Persian literary history. Akhundzadeh is focused
on the very creation of an institution that would ironically erect more rigid
boundaries between the speakers of Azeri and Persian. He zeroes in on what
he finds lacking in Persian: a critical apparatus for understanding and appre-
ciation of Persian letters. He offers an interesting example of an exchange
occasioned by a critical review of a history by Reza Qoli Khan Hedayat:

Having sent these exchanges to the editorial office of the Tehran news-
paper, I should make it clear that this is a convention in Europe, replete
with great benefits. For instance, when someone writes a book, someone
else writes about the flaws in his subject matter, provided no hurtful or
discourteous words are used about the author and everything you say is
expressed with humor. This procedure is called Qeritika (“critique” in
French). The author then answers the critic, and a third person is found
who either confirms the author’s rebuttal or supports the critic’s argu-
ments. As a result, verse, prose and fiction in every European language
gradually gain in viability and become cleansed of all flaws, as far as
possible. Writers and monarchs become fully informed of their duties
and obligations. If this convention spreads in Iran, too, by means of
the Tehran newspaper, it will undoubtedly result in progress for future
generations in learning the languages of the East.®

Akhundzadeh’s description of a review process preceding publication is pre-
sented with clarity, but nothing in the passage explains the leap he makes
between this process and writers and monarchs becoming accountable to
their interlocutors and/or subjects. How precisely this accountability is
achieved is left to be inferred. Implied in this passage is (1) the possibility
and viability of differing perspectives, (2) the desirability of dialogue,
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(3) the possibility of altering and or adapting one’s perspective, (4) the accrual
of authority through expertise, (5) an opening up of the category of knowl-
edge and (6) inherited power being equally subject to the changing nature of
knowledge. The very extension of an editorial practice to governing a nation,
undeveloped as it is, exemplifies the centrality of the ideal of improving on
exiting institutions for Akhundzadeh and other nineteenth-century Iranian
intellectuals. The correspondence he sees between reforming a publishing
process and national governance relies on distribution of power away from
one singular source, be it the author, the editor, or the king. The interchange-
ability of editorial process and national governance is a crucial determinant
in the logic at work. Akhundzadeh’s essay on literary criticism thus is short-
hand for political reform. Contrary to Parsinejad’s claim that these early
intellectuals must be read in the context of the introduction of rationalism,’
there is little attention paid to logical progression. Parsinejad’s framing of
the work of nineteenth-century Iranian intellectuals shares in the assumption
of Iran’s belated enlightenment and thus historicizes Persian literature from
within this Eurocentric paradigm. But Akhundzadeh’s own writing appears to
be preoccupied with creating a space for a more open and informed social
and political structure. This motive is amply evident in Akhundzadeh’s “Criti-
cism” (Qeritika).'

This essay, a letter addressed to the editor of an Iranian daily in 1866, first
challenges the newspaper’s adoption of the image of a mosque as a national
symbol. Identifying himself as “an inhabitant of the Caucasus, united in
brotherhood with the nation of Iran in point of Islam and religion,” Akhun-
dzadeh argues for the inclusion of a symbol “that recalls, on the one hand,
the ancient kings of Iran and, on the other, the Safavid rulers.”'! This invo-
cation of the ancient and pre-Islamic past gained much more resonance in
later chapters of Iranian cultural history. In Akhundzadeh’s essay, it serves
as a prefiguration of the nationalism that T will analyze later in this chapter.

The recommendation to open up the symbolic forms of identification gives
way to more detailed suggestions for making the newspaper into a public
space for dialogue, debate and critique:

To the extent possible your newspaper should even include critiques of
the actions and conduct of officials, authorities, governors, commanders,
and all office-holders as well as the ‘ulama, such as those responsible
for the decimation of the king’s Jewish subjects in Mazandaran. These
people must know that their actions will in no way remain secret. They
must be warned and instilled with fear of ill-repute, so that they may
exert themselves in fulfilling their commitment of service at the good
pleasure of the king, their liege lord, in a spirit of patriotism without
deviating from the straight path of justice.'

The link between writing and political reform is amply clear, as is the desired
correlation between the exercise of power and forms of accountability. The
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role Akhundzadeh ascribes to “criticism’ is not confined to the realm of literary
criticism, although he offers examples of his own critical analyses of poetic
works as models for a new mode of literary criticism. Criticism, as expounded
by Akhundzadeh, is a means to raising public awareness distinct from reli-
gious guidance and moral exhortation. By also curtailing religious authority,
Akhundzadeh creates a new arena for examining, debating, and ultimately
refining cultural, literary and political practices. His objective is twofold: to
approximate what he holds up as the superior European civilization and to end
“enmity and internal strife between the people and the government”®? in Iran,
which would result in “the good of the state and the people”'* being united.
The concept of “critique’ served as a building block for a democratization that
was taken up by the next generation of Iranian literati.

A second particularly important figure in the discussion of the insepa-
rability of literacy, literary expression, and democracy is Mohammad ‘Ali
Jamalzadeh (1892-1997) who was equally critical of the status quo in the
Iranian political and cultural spheres. It is interesting to note that, like
Akhundzadeh, Jamalzadeh’s views on Persian letters was shaped by his expe-
riences outside the boundaries of the nation. Apart from his childhood and
early youth, Jamalzadeh lived his life outside Iran. Despite this geographic
distance, Jamalzadeh not only maintained his ties to Iran but also, in the
words of Hassan Kamshad, brought about a “renaissance in Persian letters”
and became “one of the innovators of modern literary language.”!s It was
Jamalzadeh’s position as an outsider that enabled him to draw comparisons
between literary and cultural institutions in Iran and elsewhere. We see this
relationship foregrounded in his first and influential collection of short sto-
ries, Yeki bud, yeki nabud.

He begins the preface to the collection with this bold assessment of the
state of the nation’s literary institution: “Today Iran is behind on the road
of literature compared to most of the countries of the world.”!¢ Originally
published in Berlin in 1921, this collection of stories and the preface that
accompanies it exemplify the perceptions that contributed to thinking of
literature as the conveyor and the medium for a national self-actualization.
Jamalzadeh goes on to lay the blame for the absence of what he calls “liter-
ary democracy” on Iran’s fundamental political autocracy and the absence
of a compulsory education system. For Jamalzadeh the most immediate
manifestation of an oppressive literary regime is a writer’s apparent singular
focus on the fellow literati rather than the multitudes capable of reading and
understanding simpler texts. The responsibility, he believes, rests with the
writer who “does not subscribe to ‘literary democracy.” ” He uses the term
democracy as a counterpoint to the elitism he believes to be prevailing in the
Iranian literary and cultural circles.

The novel, with its charming language, engaging and pleasant style
which refreshes the mind and soul and generates joy and exhilaration,
teaches us necessary and useful information, be it historical or scientific,
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philosophical or ethical. It also brings together different classes of people
who, by virtue of the differences of job, occupation, and social inter-
course, are completely ignorant of one another’s living conditions and
thoughts, and even details of each other’s way of life, and familiarizes
them with one another.'”

Interestingly, Jamalzadeh, like Akhundzadeh, attributes a didactic function
to the novel, a means of making the nation transparent to itself and others:
“It can be said that the novel is the best mirror for showing the moral com-
position and special characteristics of nations and peoples.”!® Jamalzadeh
relies primarily on the French literary canon for developing his ideas about
the efficacy of the novel and for establishing a link between the novel and
its “contribution to the language of the people.”"” He draws on a personal
experience to argue for adopting a more readily comprehensible medium of
communication:

Once the writer of these lines happened to meet a famous scholar from
that nation who knew thousands of lines from the divans of Persian
poets by heart; nevertheless we had to communicate in French — he did
not understand my Persian and I seldom comprehended his Persian. The
cause of such a problem is obvious: there is no book available written
in ordinary current Persian to be used for teaching the language, and
our writers think it below their dignity to put pen to paper for writing
prose, and even when they want to write prose it is inconceivable that
they would write in a style less grand that that of Sa’adi.?

While Akhundzadeh had singled out some of the poets of the premodern
era for their allusive and indirect language, Jamalzadeh makes an important
distinction between spoken and written Persian. But he too advocates the
adoption of a simplified prose he believes would ensue from the develop-
ment of the genre of the novel in Persian. Ironically Jamalzadeh makes these
recommendations on the occasion of publishing a collection of short stories,
instead of a novel. But he illustrates his point about the need for a simpler
Persian in his famous short story “Persian Is Sugar.”

The title of the short story alludes to Classical Persian poetry and the many
poetic plays on the intrinsic splendor and eloquence of Persian. Jamalzadeh
plays on this tradition to call into question the accessibility and expressive-
ness of the literary Persian of his times. The title also gestures toward a rich
poetic heritage that despite its artfulness could gain currency and popularity
through an oral tradition.

“Persian Is Sugar” is a first-person narrative that tells the story of a return
journey from Europe to the shores of the Caspian Sea. The backdrop of the
story is the period following the Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) and
the ensuing turmoil. In this story, political upheaval manifests itself in the
customs office exercising arbitrary power. As a result, the unnamed narrator
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and two other travelers are thrown in a dark and forbidding jail. Soon a local
man, named Ramazan, joins them in the cell. Terrified and unable to fathom
the reasons for his arrest, Ramazan attempts to strike up a conversation with
the first person he notices in the cell. This happens to be a clergyman who
speaks a Persian so heavily inflected with Arabic as to be incomprehensible
to the distressed Ramazan. The second man to whom Ramazan turns for
solace, who has been all along immersed in a French novel, speaks his own
brand of incomprehensible Persian interspersed with French words. Observ-
ing these exchanges is the narrator, ironically taken for a foreigner by Rama-
zan, who unlike the other two cellmates speaks a simple Persian: “As soon
as Ramazan saw that I really and truly understood the vernacular and that
I was even speaking honest-to-God Persian with him, he grabbed my hand
and kissed it as if there were no tomorrow.”?! Neither the affectations of the
clergy nor those of the Europeanized Iranian, the short story demonstrates,
can soothe the panic-stricken Ramazan who prefers the most severe forms
of corporeal punishment to being left in a prison cell with the two individu-
als whose language he cannot understand. What causes Ramazan to “lose
control of himself completely”?? is the fear of being deprived of the means
of communication, that is Persian.

Ironically this story is set in a border town whose own primary means of
exchange is not Persian but rather the local Gilaki. Persian was not necessar-
ily the primary means of exchange across the different regions of Iran during
the early years of the twentieth century. The scene Jamalzadeh depicts in his
short story could well have been realized with Iranians of different ethnicities
and languages who are incidentally acknowledged in the preface I discussed
earlier. But the internal linguistic complexities of Iran are not of interest to
Jamalzadeh in this instance. He zeroes in on a border town metaphorically
exposed to foreign infiltration and influence to advocate for vernacular Per-
sian as a national language.

It is the staging of this moment of formation for which “Persian Is Sugar”
has aptly become known in the history of Persian letters. It captures a zeit-
geist Kamran Talattof calls “Persianism,” which he describes as a

literary episode that reflected upon and deeply criticized many aspects
of Iranian national characteristics, including social life and traditional
culture but excluding Persian language. The Persian language was con-
sidered the most truthful and admirable index of the Iranian heritage.
The task was, therefore, to purify and secularize this language and, at
times, to show how damaging the seventh-century Islamic conquest of
Persian had been to Iranian culture and society.?

Talattof distinguishes Persianism from nationalism:

The most important writers of this period [. . .] did not pursue nation-
alism. They are not known to have ever actively participated in any
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nationalist movement. They did not support their nation-state, native
soil, culture, traditions, or territorial authorities but instead left Iran to
live in Europe or in isolation.?*

Without quibbling with this particular view of nationalism or the presumed
uncritical treatment of language, it is possible to distinguish Jamalzadeh’s
views from the brands of nationalism that developed later and coalesced
around a racialized, to say nothing of racist, narration of Iranian national
identity.

In the works of Jamalzadeh and even those of Akhundzadeh, there is a
great deal of focus on the nation “as an imagined political community,”
in Benedict Anderson’s formulation.?> More specifically it is the desire
for a modern style nation-state that is foregrounded, as is the need for a
national language, literary institution, and national culture. The choice
to affiliate with Iran primarily through language was itself a form of
reterritorialization and creation of a virtual national identity on par with
what Akhundzadeh and Jamalzadeh had glimpsed in Europe. To follow
Anderson’s paradigm further, there is a perceptible change in the “style
in which”?¢ the nation is imagined, and in these imagined constructs
we can discern the contours of linguistic nationalism. For the Iranian
literati of the time the idea of the nation-state was inseparable from an
official language. These articulations of nationalism melded onto an ‘offi-
cial nationalism’ that became increasingly focused on language and race
as signs of Iran’s unique and distinct identity. The official nationalism
adopted by the ruling Pahlavi monarchs capitalized on Iran’s pre-Islamic
legacy and wove it into a narrative of seemingly uninterrupted history of
monarchy dating back to Cyrus the Great and the empire that collapsed
with the arrival of Islam.

The conflation of official nationalism and nostalgia for a lost empire,
although top-down, did not go unacknowledged by all Iranians. Its sympa-
thizers were among the very groups and classes Anderson identifies as typi-
cally inclined toward it: “In the end, it is always the ruling classes, bourgeois
certainly, but above all aristocratic, that mourn the empires, and their grief
always has a stagey quality to it.”?’

This vision of the Iranian national identity did not make inroads among
the intellectuals and literati who saw literature and their own contribution
to it as a means of combating the injustices and inequalities of the times. In
his historicization of Persian literature, Talattof describes this in terms of a
shift from the ‘Persianism’ of the earlier generation to a revolutionary move-
ment in literature:

literature in this episode became the medium most appropriate in the
eyes of all groups for communicating the revolutionary messages about
sociopolitical change, which they envisioned would improve the condi-
tion of the Iranian people.?®
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Little wonder that the very institutions that had been created as necessary
conditions of national consciousness came in for critique. If the earlier gen-
erations had opined about the absence of the apparatus of learning, the
literati of the decades preceding the revolution found fault with the kinds
of knowledge imparted and their apparent disconnect from the daily exis-
tence of the masses. In this iteration too, language and literature are treated
as crucial components of national formation and reformation. But, as we
glimpse in the work of Jalal Al-e Ahmad (1923-1969), one of the most vocal
and prominent literati of the time, the West is far from an ideal object of
emulation: the Iranian institutions molded on the Western model are seen
as having failed to rise up to the challenges faced by Iranian society. In his
famous treatise, Gharbzadegi (Stricken with the West), Al-e Ahmad takes
aim at universities and seminaries at once:

Day by day we see the dominion of foreign languages expanding and
replacing the importance and need for our own tongue; day by day the
technical and scientific fields of study divert greater numbers of potential
students from fields in humanities, ethics, and literature. Islamic and
Iranian studies [. . .] become each day less important and more obscure.
In this way, our centers of literature, law, and Islamic studies (i.e., their
respective university faculties) are just like the clerical establishment
which, in the face of the onslaught of the West, took refuge in the cocoon
of fanaticism and intransigence. These centers have taken refuge in the
cocoon of old manuscripts and are satisfied with turning out pedants of
punctuation who know nothing about meaning.?

For Al-e Ahmad, there is an implicit missing link: the potential for trans-
forming the social and the political. Language, literature and literary studies,
and we might add other humanist endeavors, must be put in the service of
making a society transparent to itself and providing the impetus for seeking
improved social and political conditions. This view of literature as doing the
work of politics continues to maintain an inextricable link between litera-
ture and the idea of nation as an imagined community perennially working
toward the common ideal. That ideal was put to the test through the Revo-
lution of 1979.

The success of the revolution and the subsequent formation of an Islamic
Republic culminated in the imposition of a shared narrative of national
belonging as uniformly rooted in Shi‘i Islam. The new strictures about how
one might imagine oneself as part of this new shared identity and culture
have inevitably produced counter-narratives that invoke alternative nation-
alisms. T would like accordingly to focus on two more particular instances
of literary nationalism, both produced outside the borders of Iran: Shah-
rokh Meskoob’s Melliyyat va zaban (Iranian Nationality and the Persian
Language) from 1989 and Hamid Dabashi’s The World of Persian Literary
Humanism from 2013. There is an interesting continuity between these two
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scholars and literati and their nineteenth- and twentieth-century predecessors
who also addressed a nation from which they were geographically removed.
And yet, they invoke a shared community they offer up in their narrations
of Tran’s cultural and literary past.

An intellectual and scholar displaced by the 1979 Revolution, the late
Meskoob (1924-2005) explains in the preface to the Persian edition of the
collected essays that the impetus for the volume was a discussion he attended
in Paris on the subject of “Language, Nationality, and Autonomy.” Surprised
by the participants’ lack of knowledge about Persian language and the his-
tory of its development, Meskoob felt a compelling need to provide an anti-
dote in the form of a historical overview from a particular methodological
standpoint he describes in the following passage:

On the basis of the inference I draw from history, or rather, from truth in
general (and here “sociohistorical truth”), my study is more in the nature
of a proposal in the sense of suggestive juxtaposition, of sketching the
subject and presenting issues (sometimes only hypotheses) which may
stimulate reflection and perhaps shed light on the issues. In the course
of this book I hope to communicate to readers my sense of “historical
truth.” For the moment, suffice it to say that what T am presenting to
readers is primarily an invitation to reflect on a corner of Iranian cultural
history and to rethink that cultural history, nothing more, and not the
exposition of facts which a writer might consider certain and indisput-
able. My remarks are conceptions about truths, not necessarily truth
itself.>

Setting himself apart from a chronicler of facts, Meskoob embarks on a
path he sees as beneficial to his compatriots: “It will be strange if the Islamic
Revolution of 1978-79 does not [. . .] stimulate Iranians to return to their
own history and reexamine the past from the vantage point and behind the
windowpanes of the present.”3! Interestingly the “windowpanes of the pres-
ent” are endowed with the capacity to bring into focus selected segments of
the past or to allow the observer selective powers of observation. Meskoob’s
emphasis on the urgency of the need to reexamine Iranian history is at least
in part rooted in his own displacement and sense of rupture that he deftly
maps onto a collective past:

after suffering defeat at the hands of the Arabs and after converting to
Islam, the Iranian people also returned to the past. They turned back
from one great historical event to history. Like Arabs, Iranians were
now Muslims, but they had a different language. In the tenth century,
when they organized their own first regional governments and con-
comitantly wrote and composed poetry in their own language, they
assumed the characters of a discrete and independent people or nation.
They were well aware of this fact. After four hundred years, when all
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other means and attempts to secede from Arab domination had failed,
Iranians turned to history, some with the aim of secession from Islam
as well. For their own preservation as a separate nation, they returned
to their own history, and took a stand in the stronghold of their lan-
guage. They turned to two things that differentiated them from other
Muslims.3?

Meskoob’s exile from the Islamic Republic is analogous to the alienation he
describes among the inhabitants of the Iranian plateau after the defeat of the
Sassanid Empire at the hands of the Arabs. Despite their having embraced
Islam, Meskoob demonstrates, the newly minted Muslims maintained their
distinctness. He invites his readers to engage in the same re-envisioning of
history he ascribes to the Muslim Iranians of the seventh century.
Following his method, Meskoob can hardly be faulted for his glossing over
details of history. Presumably for the purposes of historical research we can
and will turn to historians who would offer counterclaims, such as Gnoli’s:

The historical development of the idea of Iran is, in actual fact, complex
and far from being straightforward. Suffice it to mention the part played
by the Mongols and, in any case, by non-Iranian ethnic groups. And a
perspective based on a presumed opposition between Arabs and Iranians
would be equally erroneous.33

But Meskoob is not interested in historical accuracy and, as we have seen,
is embarked on his own brand of historical truth. His essays are meant to
recall the patterns along which a sense of collectivity was preserved through
the medium of language and to appeal to Iranians who appear to have lost
sight of the lessons of history. Ending his book on a brief discussion of the
Constitutional Revolution, Meskoob concludes with this plea and warning:

For nearly a century [literary intellectuals and writers] have shouldered
the burden of nurturing Iranian nationality and the Persian language.
One can only hope that they prove capable of leading Persian language
to its next stage and the fate of the language and the people who speak
it is better tomorrow than it is today.*

The anxiety underwriting Meskoob’s plea is an expression of his desire for
privileging language over religion in the way Iran as a shared community is
imagined. In a remarkably self-reflective passage, he lays bare the conditions
that have shaped his own history of Persian language and Iranian identity:

Historical writing usually views the past from the vantage point of issues
of the present. In the midst of pressing social problems and phenomena
of his own age, the historian sees the past through them and from within
the atmosphere in which he lives. For this reason, histories written in
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different periods about a more distant past have different viewpoints
and interpretations. Every history has within it the personality of the
writer’s age.?

Writing about the past thus becomes for Meskoob a means of recruiting a
community of like-minded Iranians displaced by a revolution that culmi-
nated in forceful imposition of a new official vision of national identity. In
contrast to Meskoob, our fourth figure, Hamid Dabashi (b. 1951) anchors
his vision in what might be called the canonical works of Classical Persian
literature, but not without invoking linguistic nationalism.

Dabashi’s The World of Persian Literary Humanism does not begin from
a presumed position of inferiority or belatedness but rather posits the mul-
tifaceted term adab as an equal to humanism. Dabashi makes a specific case
by invoking well-known lines by the thirteenth-century poet Sa‘adi likening
humanity to the human body and the impossibility of one limb’s pain not
affecting the others. Of particular relevance to Dabashi’s discussion is the
last hemistich: “Thou who art indifferent to others’ misfortune,/You are
unworthy to be named human.”3

The Persian word Sa‘adi uses to describe the condition of being human
is adami from the word Adam, which to quote Dabashi, “means both a
human being and the state of being a human being, or just ‘humanity’ or even
‘humanism,’ if we were to allow ourselves a bit of leeway.”?” The leeway he
allows himself inaugurates a literary historiography that rests on a founda-
tional resistance of Persian to the dominance of Arabic, the language of the
victors and conquerors. Dabashi posits Persian as “peripherally vernacular
and the language of cultural resistance to Arabic imperialism in the western
Islamic world,”3® and yet aware of its own domination of non-Persian lan-
guages in the eastern Islamic world.

These conditions, he maintains, endowed Persian language and literature
with innate paradoxes. Equally significant to Dabashi’s conceptualization is
the centrality of the lyrical mode of expression in Persian and the absence of
gender markers in Persian that render the “lyrical subject [. . .] at the heart of
Persian lyricism ipso facto decentered, unreliable, evasive.”3’ The uncertainty
and fragility Dabashi pinpoints in Persian poetry is set against a backdrop
of what he terms the ‘feminization’ of Persian language and literature on the
part of Arabic culture:

As Arabic became the paternal language of the hegemonic theology,
jurisprudence, philosophy, and science, the maternal Persian, the lan-
guage of mothers’ lullabies and wandering singers, songwriters, story-
tellers, and poets, constituted the subversive literary imagination of a
poetic conception of being.*°

This narrative of the ‘feminine disposition™! of Persian literary humanism
plays upon a linguistic nationalism we have already glimpsed in Meskoob’s
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work. What distinguishes Dabashi’s approach is the expansion of what had
been confined to the realm of the Persian-speaking collectivity to the “lingua
franca of cultural resistance to Arab imperialism.”** The Persian language,
Dabashi contends, “made the Persianate world possible, and the making
of that world was the political disposition of successive empires that laid
claims on the poets and the literati who represented and furthered their
legitimacy.”* The history thus crafted for Persian literature insists on equiva-
lencies of sorts between Persian and European language literatures of the
premodern and early modern era. But the similarities end abruptly in the
modern era.

In the chapter “New Persian Literary Humanism,” devoted to the liter-
ary and cultural production between 1906 and the present, Dabashi argues:

What I have put forward in this book is a theory of subjection from
within the historical matrix of Persian literary humanism to which the
entire European spectrum of tradition, modernity, and postmodernity is
entirely tangential. This is a reading of Persian literary humanism that
in fact overcomes the notion of “modernity” altogether.*

And in his critique of Persian literary historiography he demonstrates that
“European Orientalists and American literary comparatists alike mutilated
the history of Persian literary humanism.”* The counter-narrative offered
by Dabashi turns against Western paradigms precisely at the crucial juncture
of a power imbalance:

The frame of reference in Persian literary humanism has always been
“power,” and as the Qajars began to lose it so did poets and literati
begin to wonder and wander around and be drawn to the emerging
centers of power.*

And these wanderings are what he aims to curb in his recentering of Per-
sian literary historiography by invoking a humanism he attributes to the
very emergence of a literary consciousness shaped against Arab/Islamic
dominance.

As the term humanism is not without its own history and European legacy,
this version of literary and cultural history does not escape the European
frame of reference that had such a hold on intellectuals like Akhundzadeh.
Like his predecessors, Dabashi is eager to establish a linguistic and literary
autonomy for Persian outside the spheres of European and Arabic literatures.
But his very use of the concept of humanism raises the specter of categories
of analysis that cannot be divorced from their European legacy. The internal
contradictions of Dabashi’s argument recall some of his predecessors’ convic-
tion in literature’s potential to bring about a national awakening and fulfill
the promise of a shared and cohesive national identity. The achievement of
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what Etienne Balibar calls a “retrospective illusion”*” requires the critic or

the literary historian to forgo the very idea of “literary democracy” held up
by Jamalzadeh. The nation addressed by Meskoob and Dabashi has emerged
from a revolution but still needs to be reminded of having fallen short of its
destiny.

The history of modern Persian literature, as manifested in the four exam-
ples I have examined, is inextricably interwoven with the construction of
a national identity. From its inception modern Persian literature has been
put in the service of raising awareness about, articulating, and upholding
a cohesive national identity. This intertwining of literary expression, liter-
ary criticism, literary historiography, and national identity have positioned
writers and literati either at odds with the dominant ideological and politi-
cal discourses of the times or endowed them with a heavy social and political
charge. Different iterations of this overarching understanding of literature
have remained concerned with the fate of the nation and the promise of a
cultural revolution.
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5 Intersectionality and the
narrative of nationalism

Eliz Sanasarian

The scholarship on nationalism in terms of its volume, scope, host of different
approaches, contradictory definitions, and the magnitude of interdisciplinary
literature appears insurmountable. It is both complex and intricately con-
fusing. Even the famous argument that nationalism “invents nations where
they do not exist” and that “it is an imagined community”! has been open
to debate. Resorting to nationalism’s affiliation and affinity with other ideas
has been one way to reduce complexity or to try to explain it. It has been
treated as “a modern ideology that helps to resolve an individual’s feelings of
isolation in the process of modernization.”? It has been connected to democ-
racy,’® globalization and diasporic communities,* and religious movements.’

The best summary of the field has been described by Ozkirimli after an
exhaustive review and analysis of the literature:

the field is saturated with a vast number of abstract theoretical works
and individual histories with relatively little interaction between the two.
Theorists of nationalism generally refrain from applying their ideas to
particular nationalisms, contenting themselves with passing references to a
limited number of cases for illustrative purposes. Historians of national-
ism, on the other hand, remain innocent of recent theoretical develop-
ments in the field, embracing, more often than not, descriptive narratives
of particular nationalisms. What we need is to bring the two together
and test our theoretical frameworks against historical evidence, reformu-
lating and improving our initial assumptions as we go along, enriching
our analyses with empirical insights based on “real-life” cases.®

Following his basic premise, this article suggests that in studying nationalism
in Iran there needs to be a major paradigm shift where gender, class, ethnic-
ity, minorities, majorities, regions, provincial identities, and even community
development issues either lead the discourse or are included with empirical
evidence. When addressing empirical evidence, two questions are tantamount
to research: difficulty in getting to the verified sources of information, and
the researcher’s objectivity, devoid of the blindfolds of the layers of prejudice
(gender, religious and ethnic in particular), in studying nationalism. The first
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has always been a major challenge in any careful scholarship on Iran, and the
second has been covered with select citation of secondary sources pretend-
ing to scholarship but citing only like-minded friends and colleagues where
the so-called debate and discussion is based on and takes place among one
category of people.

Similar to the general literature on nationalism, works addressing nation-
alism in Iran are in the multitude. While gender, class, religious and ethnic
groups are often part of this literature, they have been addressed separately
with a hint of connection but not direct intermingling with nationalism.
As such they stand as disparate pieces and remain disconnected although
gradual changes are taking place.” One way to remedy the problem is to
view nationalism as “a particular way of seeing and interpreting the world,
a frame of reference that helps us make sense of and structure the reality that
surrounds us.”8 This gives us latitude and fluidity allowing for change in time
and space as well as changes based on individual and group experiences.

This ‘seeing’ can be combined with the study of power politics and the
state by adding, when needed, Enloe’s important double-vision approach in
order to provide depth and substance. She explains with examples: “a double-
vision: the political system of the United States as viewed from Washington
and from Harlem, the political system of Bolivia as viewed from La Paz and
from an Indian village in the Andes.”® Here political realities and perceptions
of all are covered for a clearer objective assessment of nationalism.

Religious nationalism has been the most dominant view of the nature of
Iran’s nationalism particularly based on evidence of post-1979 Iran. Writings
and discussions about it went far beyond Iran. Maxime Rodinson wrote:

Nationalism makes suspect any difference that had or might have politi-
cal consequences. When fundamentalism is added to it, it gives national-
ism the support of a theory and a fervor that are equally intolerant, and
susceptible of mobilizing the masses. When the enemy of the national
becomes at the same time the enemy of God, the results may be, and
are, terrible.!®

If there were surveys that could assess sentiments of various social groups
over time, we would have been on a more solid ground comparing pre- to
post-1979 Iran and changes during the past few decades. Yet, there are other
venues that point to this combination of religion and nationalism at pres-
ent. For example, in 2008 an extensive statistical and qualitative study of
ninety-five compulsory school textbooks covering science, humanities and
religious subjects concludes that the concept of national unity is based on
“the superiority of Shi‘ism” and the “national and Islamic identities are all-
encompassing and there is little room for other forms of identity.”!! Elling’s
analysis shows that ethnicity “had become a commodity in Iranian election
politics” in 2009,'? and political news from Iran point to the religious nation-
alism diatribe in some form or another among the Shi‘a male leadership.!3



58 Eliz Sanasarian

Discussion and analysis of religious nationalism can go on for infinity.
They fail to convey the views of the center held by neighborhoods, regions,
ethnonational communities, and marginalized elements. When we ask ques-
tions such as “What are the views of the X Kurdish town of the center?” or
“What is the perception of Arab citizens of Khorramshahr of their identity?”
we are validating existence and daily life from bottom, and by doing so we
affirm that states (and the nation they have concocted) are not the only
reality.

Narrative accounts as a conveyer of national identity

There is a rich literature dealing with narrative accounts based on interviews,
biographies, and autobiographies. Utilizing autobiographies have been most
common among historians, in particular women’s history. After examining
theoretical developments in acceptance of autobiographical accounts in the
field of history, Jeremy Popkin concludes that the field is more tolerant than
others but not ideal.’* Julie Swindles sees it as “the mode that people turn
to when they want their voice to be heard, when they speak for themselves,
and sometimes politically for others.”* The goal is to “identify and change
educational and cultural processes, where they operate against oppressed
and powerless groups.”!® It can be part of a political strategy and “is a pre-
condition for social and political change.”'” However, she emphasizes the
more effective use of autobiography:

Collective testimony is one of the best means of achieving this, so that
neither author nor reader sees the autobiographical project as a matter
of individualism. It is when “the personal” is sunk in individualism, or
loses its relationship to the condition of oppression, that the project fails
to have a political edge, whether the emphasis is on history, nostalgia,
fame or feminist identity itself.'®

Social science has not been welcoming to the narrative or biographical
accounts. Jane Unsworth correctly states that the “label ‘autobiographical,’
whether overt or implicit in readings of texts, reduces the impact of the
intellectual content.”® Kathryn Church discusses at length the form and
processes of inclusion of narratives of the self in scientific studies and calls it
“critical autobiography” that allows the researcher to place herself into her
own work “as a major character.”?

It seems that whenever the focus, albeit with pretense, is on science and
objectivity, the role of narrative accounts is played down or called anecdotal.
For parts of the world where we cannot find reliable research data, particu-
larly survey data, reliable narrative accounts are being used even by politi-
cal scientists regardless of their denials. Generally, introductory chapters or
prefaces have routinely come to include autobiographical accounts explain-
ing the sentiments of the researcher and the personal reasons for the work.?!
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A number of writers on nationalism have opened up about their per-
sonal connection to the subject of research. Nira Yuval-Davis explains
how she came to see gender as an integral part of the study of national-
ism and value intersectionality where “sexual, ethnic, class and other
social divisions construct a differential, as well as multi-layered forms
of belonging to national collectivities.”?* Benedict Anderson’s reflections
on personal sentiments about nationalism make for an interesting read-
ing considering how attractive the “imagined communities” approach
has been.?’ John A. Armstrong’s confession that he is a believer and
how that has shaped his views of the role of religion in nationalism is
thought-provoking.?* Eric J. Hobsbawm’s reflections are both fascinating
and revealing about his focus on class: “All my life I have belonged to
untypical minorities. . . . For most of my life this has been my situation:
typecast from . . . birth.”?

The use of narrative in the study of nationalism in Iran

The use of experiences and personal narratives has precedent in Iranian
studies. One of the most interesting pieces was published in the late 1980s
by a psychologist describing his childhood in India with a Shi‘a mother and
a Sunni father, and his final move to Iran before the fall of the monarchy.
Having experienced ethnic as well as intense Shi‘a-Sunni turmoil, he was
aware of the strong role of religion and was surprised at the detached and
unaware professional Tehran elite. Although written under a pseudonym, it
reveals so much about life in multilayered settings.?®

In the last few years, there has been a mushrooming of autobiographical
works by Iranians, especially women. Some may give us a helpful guide
onto the ideas of nation and even nationalism as long as they are not sunk
in individualism, have a clear relationship to the condition of oppression,
and maintain a political edge.?” They can help us understand the dynamic of
nationalism among the Shi‘a majority population as well. To illustrate how
this might work, the focus here will be on three facets of identity: ethnicity
and religion combined, language, and class. Commentaries and biographi-
cal accounts are mixed with the author’s experiences in order to show what
has continuously been ignored and needs serious attention and scholarship.
Interjections of the author’s experiences are done with the following prin-
ciple in mind:

Simply to write up experiences and memories changes a good deal.
It is necessary to make a selection, to set priorities, choose a suit-
able vocabulary, distance oneself appropriately, uncover similarities,
posit a reader and hence fill in necessary details and make connections
between events and so on. Above all it is vital to make conscious what

has been experienced, just as if it had already been made conscious
before.?®
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Ethnic and religious identity

Elling clearly captures the rising debate on identity inside and outside Iran:

The academic debates about how to understand “the national” and
“the ethnic” are thus not insignificant abstractions. They are key to
the ideological battles over “identity” in Iran today in which academic
knowledge is evoked, distorted or forgotten to suit particular political
purpose.”’

This closely corresponds with the myriad of experiences this author has had
with Iranian (mostly male) academics throughout the 1990s and the first
decade of the twenty-first century. In the mid-2000s, the author received a
call from a friend and colleague who was invited to a conference on Iran
and asked to give a talk about religious and ethnic minorities and women
combined. “Who else is left?” was the first reaction. The colleague expressed
surprise as to why the author was not invited and whether it was OK to use
her work for the presentation. Upon return, the colleague called back dis-
mayed at the intense hostility she had faced addressing ethnic and religious
minorities at the conference. The interesting point was that even serious
objective scholarship carefully documenting discrimination, prejudice and
state oppression was not sinking in. Yet, to this author it was an answer to a
long puzzling question as to why the impressive diversity of Iran was rarely
part of the scholarship with focus at least on pre-1979 revolution. Personal
experiences had been the best testament to this diversity.

The author was raised by a Muslim woman. Fatemeh was from one of the
villages near the city of Borujerd (the residents of the area were either Lur
or a mix of Lur and Kurd). She spoke Lori, which was the first language the
author learned. Fatemeh was illiterate but had a keen political and social
acumen. She was religious but did not care for clergy and establishment
Islam. She did not see herself as an Iranian and viewed Persian residents of
Shiraz as backward.

The tenth grade was spent in a Muslim public girls school. The school was
run-down and the classroom crowded with 125 students crammed in four
to five girls to every seat [nimkat], and one ceiling fan in the excruciating
heat of Abadan. Most of the students were from working class and tribal
families and identified themselves as Arabs (Sunni and Shi‘a). They were
bilingual and enjoyed shifting to Arabic when the few Persians were around.
The author was one of the only two Christians in the whole school. The Arab
classmates did not care about the teacher of religion (who was Shi‘a Persian);
they took a nap or played games during his class. The author would stay
in the religion class in order to learn more about Islam (the spiritual facet
of which was already ingrained in her by Fatemeh). The teacher, however,
would spend most of his time in belittling other religions and making up
stories about the Prophet. Finally one day it was hard to take all the nonsense
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and the author had to correct him on a number of falsities. The next day
the school principal advised her not to sit in class because the teacher was
crazy. While the students joked and expressed envy of this good fortune,
the teacher lamented every time that he missed ‘the Christian’ with whom
it was fun to argue.

When the author finished at the top of the class and the family was get-
ting ready to leave Abadan for Shiraz, there was a surprise visit from the
newly appointed Muslim principal of the Armenian school of Abadan. It
was rumored that he was a SAVAK (Sazman-e ettela‘at va-amniyat-e Keshvar
State Security and Intelligence Organization) agent. After he ate and drank,
in the presence of the author’s parents, he imperiously lamented:

You did very well here. But doing well among these Arabs is no big deal.
I am originally from Shiraz. That is the real Persia and those are the real
Persians. Only if you do well there will you get my real praise [barikal-
lah]. But you will not; there the competition is stiff.

The last two years of school were spent in Shiraz. The Qashgqai classmates,
similar to the Arab friends, did not identify themselves as Iranian. Their
loyalty and connection was with their own community and customs. They
too humored the idea of ‘Iranian nationalism.” Among the non-Qashqais
identification was firmly embedded in religion and Shi‘a rituals. It was in
Shiraz where the author was first exposed to religious bigotry and an intense
“us: Shi‘a Persian identity” versus “them: basically everybody else.” Three
incidents would suffice.

The author’s family lived on the second floor of a two-story house;
the Jewish owners lived on the first floor. One day the author saw
several teenagers writing hateful slogans on the wall of the building;
she chased them down the narrow alley. Upon return, the worried
landlord and his family were waiting: “Don’t run after them again.
It’s all right; we are used to it. It will pass.” This was the author’s
first exposure to the word “joohood” (a pejorative for Jews) and
the reaction of passive acceptance.

One day upon arrival to school, there were crowds of girls huddled in a
corner and one was yelling at the other: “You are a whore and a Bahai
and T shall kill you.” As the author came to the defense of the Bahai
girlfriend, the culprit shouted: “I have said nothing against you or any
Christian. Stay out of this and let me kill this Bahai.” The victim also
pleaded: “Let her say whatever she wants. I am used to it.” The author
could not walk away, which turned the culprit into an archenemy; she
threatened to send her brothers to teach a lesson to a Christian and a
Bahai lover. Decades later the author came across the names of these
brothers while reading a list of the martyrs of the Iran-Iraq War.
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During the boxing championship between Muhammad Ali and Joe
Frazier, the class was clearly divided along religious and secular lines
and, when Frazier won, the religious side argued that the United
States government had drugged Muhammad Ali, leading to his
defeat. A boxing match was politicized with religious zeal by teen-
age girls and logic could not make a dent in their fervor; all the
secularists were accused of being Christian and pro-West.

These were the late 1960s and early *70s — the height of modernity and
Iranian nationalism propagated by the state and taught in schools. The
nature of Iranian nationalism outside the capital Tehran and outside the
political, professional and technocratic elite still awaits scholarship. Regional
variations in attitude and behavior should be integrated onto the study of
nationalism. Intergroup and intragroup dynamics and perceptions of the self
and community are nowhere to be found. While the academic community
has constantly addressed despotism and central control of the Pahlavi state,
they have left out the impact and resonance of it among various provinces
and regions of the country as well as the inner views and activities of the
populations within and across these regions. In other words, what was really
happening on the ground is still the unknown. Conversely, while there are
internal divisions in many societies, such divisions become relatively mar-
ginal when the same people face external challenge or threat. A broader
definition allows for the intensification of divisions or their demise, at least
temporarily.

Language as identity

When language is merely fulfilling a function of communication and helps
self-survival, according to Ronen, it remains in the domain of “functional
aggregation.” It is there to perform a task. It is neutral. When other aggrega-
tions are perceived as an obstacle to aspirations a transformation takes place
to a “conscious aggregation.” Here the distinction between us and them
develops “because of the need to generate power against ‘them’ in order to
fulfill aspirations, to achieve certain aims.”3°

The issue of language in Iran has been in conscious aggregation for a
long time. Under the Pahlavis as well as the Islamic regime, it has provided
the core link at the expense of others and without regard to others. Vaziri’s
pointed comment, which has invited much criticism, needs careful attention:

What does a Kurd have in common with a Gilaki, given that their lan-
guages, traditions, and histories have been totally dissimilar? The philo-
logical answer provided was that they both belong to an Iranian language
family. But this ignored the fact that neither Kurds nor the Gilakis ever
used the term Iranian in their tradition. Furthermore, the classification of
the Tranian language family was a recent academic undertaking; thus, the
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proposition that an Iranian consciousness had existed among the speak-
ers of these language families in the past is improper and anachronistic.3!

The language issue continues to linger with many variations on numbers and
percentages. It makes sense to have an administrative language for running
the day-to-day affairs of the country, and since almost half are Persian-
speaking, it also makes sense to have textbooks written in the language. Yet,
the state has always been keen on language even from non-threatening com-
munities.’? The issue is not a functional level of dealing with language but a
political one with the adaptation of a dismissive and brash attitude toward
large numbers of regional, communal and provincial dialects and languages.
To some extent, it might reflect the fear of the country’s disintegration and
the age-old tension between centralization and decentralization.

Despite mounting evidence, academics have chosen to ignore the relation-
ship between language, identity and oppression in their abstract diatribe on
nationalism. Testimonials by Kurdish Sunni arrestees clearly demonstrate
that the triple factors of ethnicity, language and religion have been layers of
identity defining the activists and instrumental in their harsh treatment by
authorities. It is also clear that some were illiterate and did not understand
Persian; they could not respond to questions of interrogators or the court’s
ruling against them.33

While growing up in Iran, this author was critical of not having stronger
Persian language classes in Armenian schools. When she chose to specialize
in literature and social sciences during the last three years of high school,
much criticism was directed at her and her parents for allowing her to attend
Persian school. Having grown up in a multilingual extended family setting
where Armenian, Persian, Russian, Turkish, Gilaki, Lori and Italian were
conversed on a regular basis, this reaction from the Armenian community
appeared ethnically narrow and myopic. While the author’s language ability
was never questioned in Iran, in United States and in dealings with Iranian
academic and diasporic communities the experience changed. Here language
became an instrument of power and superiority. Several experiences from
different decades would suffice.

In the 1980s, several American students were surprised when their
Iranian girlfriends had tersely dismissed the author’s book on women
in Iran, saying that the author was not Iranian and did not know
the language. American students were bewildered since most of the
book was based on primary sources in Persian found in various
archives (especially Princeton, the University of Chicago, and the
Library of Congress). The Iranian schoolmates would have been the
children of the monarchists.

This issue haunted the author over and over again. In one review she
became a Western feminist who was positively inclined toward
Muslim women in another a Western academic with empathetic
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ideas. In more than one occasion at the Middle Eastern Studies
Association, it was said that she did not know Persian, therefore,
was unable to review a work for its authenticity. Motivations were
rivalry and personal agendas but the weapon was language and
resorting to convenient stereotyping.

In the mid-1990s the author was seating in the middle of two academic
friends conversing in Persian with the one to the right. An Iranian
PhD student approached the one to the left and said that Ervand
Abrahamian did not know Persian; he had found mistakes in his
translations. Then he asked if the author was Sanasarian. Next, he
asked if she knew Persian while the author was continuing her
conversation in Persian. Is it possible to add deafness to the blind-
ness of academic circles in their discussions of nationalism and
national identity?

Class as an identity

The best and clearest description of the role of class in research comes from
Enloe, who states that socioeconomic class and ethnicity “are analytically
separate, though in practice they continually intertwine.”** For Ronen, class
and ethnicity are “the most prominent competing identities today.”** Both
scholars argue that the issue of social mobility serves as an intervening vari-
able in changing the nature of both identities and their interaction. The
scholarship on class is extensive and beyond the scope of this paper. How-
ever, class should always occupy a visible place in any study of nationalism,
national sentiments and identity.

This author’s first experience with socioeconomic class was in the Arme-
nian community of Abadan as a child. Class differences were layered with
the influence of the adherents to the Dashnak party who ran every facet
of the school including the church.’® Parental socioeconomic and political
status were reflected in the prevalent nepotism and preferential treatment.
More than any grand Marxist, non-Marxist, and academic class-focused
theory, the experience ingrained the active presence of socioeconomic issues
in any study of any group anywhere. Power and money change the dynamic
of any individual, group and national identity and need to be included in the
scholarship on nationalism.

Final thoughts

The author was informed that a group of Iranian male engineers in Southern
California, who have for decades seen themselves as the real Persians and
Iran experts, refer to her as the Armenian lady [khanom-e Armani]. Well,
we should place gender back into the equation and marvel at its role as a
reinforcer of stereotypes. Khanom-e Armani has meant teaching Iranian kids
piano, and sowing and fixing the hair of the wives and daughters of Shi‘a
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Muslims. We are back to square one, to gender typecasting and ethnociz-
ing combined with the intent to belittle. Of course, their vulgarity has a
particular California twist, rendering extra validity to the suggestion that
local dynamics are essential in scholarship on national identity. However,
the question remains whether we can expect flourishing of real scholarship
where movers and shakers are technocrats with money and connections to
rich industrialists. Psychological baggage and hypersensitivity of immigrant
and diasporic communities may not allow a forward moving current in ideas
and research. Although some scholars have called on academics to consider
the legitimate voices of religious and ethnic groups,’” several decades have
passed and we know very little about identity and nationalism under the
Pahlavis, let alone under the Islamic regime.

The authentic and real debate and discussion with humanist concern and
dynamic inclusion of gender in its midst 7ust come from inside the country.
Authenticity can only come from those who reside in Iran and directly deal
with old and new concerns on an ongoing basis. Potential for a paradigm
shift is higher where a new generation chooses to see evidence with concern
and clarity.
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6 Gendering the nation

Masculinity and nationalism in
Iran during the Constitutional
Revolution

Sivan Balslev

The discourse of the Iranian nationalist movement, as can be gleaned
from the nationalist media of the early twentieth century, and especially
during the period of the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911, was
heavily gendered. In this chapter I demonstrate how the gendering of
patriotism and nationalism as masculine mobilized men to take nationalist
action under the threat of emasculation. I also show how a group of elite
men appropriated patriotism and the manliness it entailed, thus excluding
other groups.

Several studies of Iranian nationalism, such as those by Mohamad
Tavakoli-Targhi, Afsaneh Najmabadi, Minoo Moallem and Firoozeh
Kashani-Sabet, have dealt with the gendered aspects of nationalist dis-
course. They studied how the homeland was imagined as a feminine
entity, a beloved or a mother; the familial metaphors used in the nation-
alist discourse; and the emotions that the feminized homeland was sup-
posed to evoke among its sons and daughters.! Most studies, however,
have not considered the effect nationalist discourse had on male gender
identity, an important exception being Joanna de Groot’s article on
nationalism and masculinity.? I offer a different reading of these studies,
exposing how images of women influenced the formation of masculinity
in the scheme of nationalist discourse.

Familial and gendered metaphors used in the nationalist discourse
included two intertwined aspects: an encouragement and a threat, an incen-
tive and a sanction. While the incentive or the positive evocation of familial
love and duty has been identified and studied, the sanction was infrequently
detected by scholars of Iranian nationalism. Nationalist discourse made
use of the fact that protection of female members of one’s family embod-
ied a specific type of male honor (rnamus) in order to utilize the anxiety
of losing one’s manhood, an emotion sometimes more powerful than filial
or brotherly love, as a method of mobilization. As anthropologist David
Gilmore has shown, the perception of manliness as precarious and in con-
stant need of defense and affirmation is common to many human societ-
ies. According to Gilmore, this precariousness and its resultant constant
anxiety about effeminization are utilized to mobilize men into action, for
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the benefit of their societies.? This method of mobilization is prominent in
Iranian nationalist texts during the period of the Constitutional Revolution
and the years preceding it. This chapter will survey three tactics by which
nationalist discourse equated patriotism with manliness and lack of patrio-
tism with unmanliness: first, patriotism was constructed as synonymous
with zeal and ambition, which were considered masculine character traits.
Second, unpatriotic men were compared to women or literally accused of
unmanliness. Third, as Iran and Iranian women were presented as under
the threat of rape, men who did not act to save them forfeited their namus —
the masculine honor contingent upon women’s sexual conduct — whose loss
meant the loss of manliness.

The second part of this chapter examines which men were considered true
patriots, and thus ‘real men,” and which were considered pseudo-patriots
and thus unmanly. Employing the insights of Raewyn Connell’s theory of
hegemonic masculinity, I expose the manner in which a notion of ‘proper’
masculinity served the creation of new social and political hierarchies.* True
patriotism and true manliness were both monopolized by a specific social
group — that of elite men educated in Europe or in Western-style institutes
in Iran, who were prominent among the ideologues of the Constitutional
Revolution and the writers in the nationalist media. Unlike them, men of the
Qajar aristocracy or men of non-elite background were cast as unpatriotic
and hence as unmanly.

The nationalist discourse of the Constitutional Revolution was replete
with terms that connoted manliness. Terms such as gheyrat, hamiyyat and
hemmat often appeared in connection with patriotism and nationalist activ-
ity, and men who did not participate in such activity were described as lack-
ing these manly traits. For example, the author of a letter to Habl al-Matin
criticizes the passive and unmanly situation of the country:

I swear to God, we, Iranians, have no zeal [ghyerat nadarim]. They [for-
eigners] have denied this nation of zealotry. The people of Fars got used

to lack of zeal [bi-gheyrati]. . . . They wish to pawn themselves to for-
eigners . . . for the sake of spreading commerce . . . they have destroyed
their honor [namus] and lost their nationalism . . . Don’t be blind, be

men, courageous and zealous, do not allow the neighboring countries
to achieve their goals!®

The term gheyrat is heavily loaded with masculine overtones, and is
repeated in almost every text relating to nationalist issues. Gheyrat can be
translated as zeal, enthusiasm, honor, jealousy and manliness, and contains
in it all of these layers of meaning. Patriotic (vatan-dust, vatan-parast,
vatan-khwah) men acting for the national cause are often referred to as
zealots (ba-gheyrat, ghayur, gheyrat-mand), while those who shirk their
national duty are referred to as non-zealots (bi-gheyrat) with all of the
accompanying insinuations of unmanliness, lack of honor and cowardice.
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In a letter to the newspaper Tamaddon published in Tehran, the writer
defined gheyrat so:

One of the fine human qualities is Gheyrat. So it is necessary that we
shall examine its meaning, degrees and benefits. Gheyrat according to
the linguistic meaning means avoidance and distancing from that which
damages man’s name and honor [namus]. In this form, we can say with
gratitude that gheyrat is the guard and protector of name and hon-
ors. Gheyrat is the foremost of qualities. Gheyrat is the guide to all
happiness. Gheyrat achieves good human character and distances from
baseness and evils, the pride of humans comes as a result of gheyrat.
Gheyrat is the trait whose lack is called shamelessness and lack of honor
|bi-‘ari va bi-namus]. In essence, a man of gheyrat must recognize evils
and that which harms name and honor and to refrain from them in any
possible way. It is clear that a man with gheyrat has another duty in
addition to these, which is the protection of the honor of society and the
conditions of its good name, which are also called the national gheyrat
and patriotism.

They have said: Love of the homeland is of the faith. In this situation,
a man of gheyrat has to consider the perfection of his honor and that of
his homeland and compatriots among his obligations, hopes and goals.®

Gheyrat was far from the only term affiliating patriotism with masculinity.
Another pair of contrasting terms often used in such texts is ba-hamiyyat,
meaning passionate, dedicated and manly, and bi-hamiyyat, meaning the
opposite. Within this semantic field of active and masculine traits the usage
of hemmat (and its opposite bi-hemmat), meaning ambition, motivation
and drive, is also common. So is the accusation of negligence and disregard
(gheflat, adjective: ghafel, ghafelgir), similar in meaning to bi-hamiyyati.
Negligence often appears next to images of sleep — also connoting passivity
and laziness. A recurring derogatory adjective given to non-patriotic men
is the term namard. Composed of the negation affix and the Persian word
for man, it means not just unmanly but also cowardly and shameless. In
the Dehkhoda dictionary, namard, bi-gheyrat and bi-hamiyyat are synony-
mous.” Pairing patriotism with such masculine traits made patriotism itself
a prerequisite of manliness. From this time and for many decades to come,
patriotism became inseparable from Iranian hegemonic masculinity, a fea-
ture of ‘true manliness.” The other side of this equation was the emasculation
of non-patriotic men.

Denying the masculinity of men who did not support the nationalist move-
ment was a highly effective form of mobilization. Iranian newspapers from
the early twentieth century contained explicit expressions of emasculation
directed toward their (male) readers. Iranian men were compared to women,
or else doubt was cast regarding their masculinity. Another article in Habl al-
Matin accuses Iranians: “Gradually, we became separate from their [ancient
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Iranians’] masculine character and a woman-like manner appeared among us
that brought Iran and Iranians to this black day.”® In a statement by constitu-
tional activists in Azerbaijan, an actual scene of castration is evident: “have
men and men’s testicles been destroyed in these lands? Have all men died and
been replaced by non-men?” The author goes on to write that the men who
chose not to take part in the national struggle have chosen a life more worthy
of contempt than that of a woman.’ In a letter to the newspaper Taraqqi, the
writer laments the lack of patriotic action among Iranians by saying that “It’s
a pity that some of those appearing to be men [mard namayan] did not find
zeal [in them].”!° The challenge posed to Iranian masculinity by accusations
of effeminacy was answerable only by joining the nationalist movement and
by revolutionary action.

Early examples of emasculation and feminization appear in Mirza Mal-
kom Khan’s well-known newspaper Qanun, published in London between
1890 and 1898. For Malkom Khan, the failure of Iranians to change their
government and society, and the weakness resulting from this failure, were
both the cause and effect of unmanliness, and manliness was the quality
needed by Iranians to change the situation.!! One oft-quoted article in the
newspaper claimed that “Now, that many Iranian men have become women,
it is the place of women to teach their husbands a lesson in masculinity.”!?
The writers of Qanun (writing anonymously) further asked:

Until what end shall we cry like Jewish women? What do we fear? . . .
If, like these people, we will raise a manly call from this seat, what living
creature in all of Iran will not cooperate with us with its life and heart?'?

The comparison of Iranian men to women is an obvious means of emas-
culation, while invoking Jewishness (here and in other places) is meant to
accentuate the weakness of Iranian men, as Jews in Iranian society were an
oppressed minority and according to the laws of shari‘a were to be kept in
this inferior status.

The lost manliness is found among those Iranians who oppose the current
political system. In a letter supposedly sent from a prince, the author praises
the owners of Qanun for their zeal and their courage in criticizing the Qajar
dynasty, admitting that “none of us has the courage to clearly say the truth
of this subject. You have defeated us in this game of masculinity [In guy-e
mardanegi ra shoma robudid].”* The writers of Qanun positioned them-
selves as the bearers of proper masculinity: progressive, knowledgeable and
brave in contrast to the group of sycophantic Iranian officials that they name
the Scavengers (lashkburha). In a scathing piece denying the Scavengers both
their masculinity and their humanity, Qanun writes that

Some of the scavenging lion-men of Tehran, as soon as they heard these
words, have escaped under the chadors of their wives and said: “Save
us! Do not speak these words in front of us and do not come near us!”
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Dear scavengers, do not get excited for no reason. We have nothing to
do with you. We speak to humans.?

Comparing unpatriotic men to women, or even declaring these men lesser
than women, is a common trope in the emasculating language of nationalist
journalistic writing. A later example than those found in Qanu#n is in an arti-
cle from Neda-ye Vatan, addressing “the honorable and respectable people
of Azerbaijan.” In this letter, the author criticizes the Azerbaijanis by saying:

Today you have reached such a state that they [foreigners — s.b.] seize
your house, and you, like old women, appeal to foreigners so that they
will remove the evil of those you have defeated in the past! . .. Oh zeal-
ous people of Azerbaijan, look carefully and with awareness at your
homeland, remember your nobility . . . Why have we been found to be so
static and of womanly character [janbeh-ye anathiyat peyda kardeb-im]
due to sitting in the house? . . . Wake up from your sleep of negligence,
make an effort so that you will not have to wear the clothes of women.®

The wearing of women’s clothes as a sign of emasculation and punishment
for lack of patriotism was an often repeated trope in the Constitutional
Revolution discourse.'” An article sent to Neda-ye Vatan by a “learned man
of Shiraz” ends thus: “Alas you Iranian men who call yourselves zealots
and patriots, you should put on women’s clothes!”!® Mozaffar al-Din Shah
himself as well as his father Naser al-Din Shah were nicknamed “wearers of
scarves,” a term alluding to femininity and humiliation, since dressing men
in women’s clothing, and especially women’s head scarves, was used as a
humiliating punishment for men."

Emasculation was not limited to discussions of military or political affairs
but touched also on topics such as nationalist economics, for example the
need to assist in the establishment and survival of Iran’s first national bank.
In a letter to Neda-ye Vatan, the writer asks, “Who is the man that is less
than a woman?” and answers:

Men who are less than a woman are those who have great sums of
money and transfer them to foreign banks and do not give them to the
National Bank that guards the kingdom’s religion and honor [again —
namus). For sure, these men are a thousand times less than this woman,
since they have no zeal and do not wish for their homeland to prosper.?’

Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi argues that the ascription of ‘masculine’ traits
to women and the nationalization of these traits had severed the tie between
biological sex and masculinity.?! This detachment had a twofold impact: on
the one hand, women were allowed to participate in the nationalist move-
ment and earn a place of honor alongside men, but on the other hand, when
masculine traits did not belong exclusively to men, male biological sex was
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no longer a guarantee of manliness. In this manner, men were commanded to
prove their attainment of the traits that made a male into a man, a demand
that increased the sense of threat to their masculinity.

Another prominent term in nationalist discourse is namus. This term
denotes one of the most important factors in the construction of Iranian
masculine identity: the control over and protection of women’s sexual con-
duct, which constituted a specific form of masculine honor.?2 Imagining the
nation as a woman whose chastity was at stake meant that those men who
did not defend the nation were in danger of losing one’s namus and with it
one’s manliness. This threat manifested in two ways: first in the representa-
tion of the homeland as a woman in danger. Whether imagined as mother
or as a lover, the homeland’s integrity and honor (and, therefore, men’s
namus) were pictured as being threatened. As Tavakoli-Targhi has shown,
unlike the earlier identification of the country with the figure of the Shah
as a ‘crowned father,” since the turn of the twentieth century, the homeland
was often described as a dying mother, abandoned by her neglectful sons
and threatened by foreign intrusion.?* The relationship between mother-
land and citizens is described as follows in an article published in Neda-ye
Vatan:

The rights of the homeland as regards the people are similar to the
rights of the mother as regards children. In the same manner that
defending the rights of the mother is the duty of children, so must
the people of the country defend the honor and chastity of their dear
homeland with their last strength and last drop of blood, not holding
back a thing. They will guard their motherland from the incidents and
disasters of their times.?*

The motherland could only be saved through nationalist awakening, reforms
and modernization. Invasions (penetrations) of the body of the motherland
constituted its rape; this analogy was utilized to shame men who did not
protect the boundaries and honor of their mother/land.?® The inability of
the motherland’s sons to protect her from external intruders constitutes a
challenge to the masculinity of the men of the nation, since a man who is
unable to protect the virtue of the women under his guardianship is a man
devoid of honor, and thus less of a man.?® This is how one author in Neda-
ye Vatan compares defense of the homeland with defense of the honor of
one’s mother:

Let us [even] assume complete lack of honor or dignity, some people
have entered your house and ripped your mother’s veil of chastity. That
person, no matter how lazy and un-zealous he might be, as soon as he
will hear these things . . . will rise up to his full size for [her] protec-
tion. By natural law he will be ready to defend with his life the ripped
maternal honor.
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What lack of honor and lack of dignity! Every day the people of Iran
see with open eyes and hear with open ears that their dear homeland,
meaning their maternal honor, is in danger, but they do not stand up for
its defense and guard.?”

The second manifestation of the threat of loss of namus emanated from the
representation of real Iranian women as the possible victims of rape by for-
eigners. As Afsaneh Najmabadi has demonstrated, envisioning the possible
rape of Iranian women by foreign invaders became part of the nationalist-
revolutionary discourse.?® This image worked in the same way as that of the
homeland as a woman whose life, integrity and honor were at risk, namely,
it constituted a threat to masculine honor.? Iranian men were called upon,
in the name of namus, to protect their sisters, daughters, wives and mothers
as well as their country from rape. Failing to do so would result in the loss
of honor, entailing with it the loss of their masculinity. Therefore, it was not
only the tender feelings of filial, fraternal or romantic love that called men
to action, but also (and perhaps even more so) the fear of losing one’s honor
and manliness.

Patriotism was constructed as inseparable from masculinity and so unpa-
triotic men were denied their manliness. Who were the men emasculated
by this process? Supposedly, any man was welcomed to join the nationalist
movement and assert his masculinity. However, when carefully examined,
texts in the nationalist media suggest that not every man who professed his
patriotism or even participated in the events of the Constitutional Revolu-
tion was accepted as a true patriot by an emerging Western-educated elite
from which came many of the ideologues of this movement. Indeed, men
of the traditional Qajar aristocracy and of non-elite background were not
considered patriots by writers of the nationalist press, regardless of their
political activity.

Alongside the ‘manly patriot,’ texts from the early twentieth century pre-
sented to their readers his antithesis: the pseudo-patriot. The pseudo-patriot
was a man who involved himself in nationalist politics for his personal gain,
thus harming the cause of the nationalist movement. There are two distinct
types of pseudo-patriots, both equally unmanly. The first is the traditional
aristocratic official, the ‘seller of the homeland’ (vatan-forush) or the ‘scav-
enger’ of Malkom Khan: corrupt, cruel and inefficient. The second is the
poor simpleton, a social climber who gets involved in politics to better his
social and financial condition. These two types are presented by one author
in Tamaddon, who claimed that “ninety-nine percent of the Iranian people
know nothing about the meaning of constitutionalism and the benefits of
liberty.” It is not only the ignorant masses that are to be blamed for Iran’s
troubles, but also the ‘treacherous ministers’ whose treachery “damages not
just one or two or a thousand people, but all the people alike.” Coming to
the rescue are the intellectuals, since “it is therefore the duty of the writers,
by articles and translations . . . to call to these people.”3’ In this quote it is
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easy to differentiate between three groups of Iranians: the ignorant masses,
the corrupt politicians and the intellectuals, whose duty it is to correct the
ways of the former two groups.

The sellers of the homeland were presented as those Iranian officials and mem-
bers of the Qajar court who encouraged Western involvement in Iran, whether
by selling concessions or inviting foreigners to act as advisors in different fields.
These ‘royal thieves’ were described as “dishonorable offspring of mine [the
motherland] inviting a foreigner to my house.”3! These officials were regarded
as having neglected their duty as defenders of Iranian subjects. One author in
Habl al-Matin writes about incidents in which the inhabitants of Urumiyeh and
Khoi were murdered and pillaged by foreign troops. As news of these incidents
came to the high officials of the government:

The balls [khayeh] of the kingdom’s grandees did not break sweat, as if
Iran was not their homeland and these miserable men and defiled women
of the villages of Urumiyeh were not their brothers and sisters in religion
and nationality. . . . It is as if there is not one drop of good blood
left in their veins . . . their sense of patriotism is dead and their power of
action is gone, if the world was to melt, they would go to sleep. . . . Honor
is gone, dignity is gone, namus is gone, the nation is trampled.’?

Here, inaction on the side of the ‘grandees’ attests not only to their lack
of patriotism and solidarity, but also to their lack of masculinity. They are
passive, asleep, and have no honor or dignity. Another author points to the
aristocracy’s deep-rooted and incurable corruption, rejecting even the pos-
sibility of their future redemption and inclusion in Iran’s new politics:

Those people who from their early life until now were arbitrary and
had absolute rule and did as they wished, destroying the houses of the
subjects and building their own parks, emptying the people’s wallets and
filling their own coffers, and pillaging the subjects in a thousand means
of theft and treachery, destroying the kingdom and ruining the nation,
and that according to their personal wishes and material desires have cut
the ears and opened the stomachs and robbed anyone, it is obvious that
this situation has become a second nature in their blood and tempera-
ment and is sealed upon their heart . . . they will never acquiesce to the
constitutionalism of Iran . . . Even if they will swear and take a thousand
oaths, they are not to be believed.?

If the traditional aristocracy was unworthy of political leadership due to
inherent corruption and reactionary values, non-elite men were excluded
on the pretext of their ignorance and passivity, as well as their opportun-
ism. The most telling example of such a pseudo-patriot is the figure Mollah
Nasr al-Din, appearing in the satirical column The Conversations of Mollab
Nasr al-Din with Sheikh Bahlul in Neda-ye Vatan. The Mollah demonstrates
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subordinate masculinity, the opposite of the hegemonic masculinity of edu-
cated elite men. He is ridiculed as uneducated and unpatriotic and therefore,
unmanly. In the first column, Mollah Nasr al-Din laments the peaceful times
that followed the first success of the Constitutional Revolution. The event to
which he refers is probably the sit-in held in July 1906 at the British legation
in Tehran. This sit-in, organized and supported by members of the bazar,
attracted approximately 14,000 participants, who resided in some 500 tents
erected by the different guilds. The sit-in was joined by students of Dar al-
Fonun who took the opportunity to expose the protestors to their ideology.
From the organizing committee of the sit-in came the demand to establish
an elected national assembly.** However, what Mollah Nasr al-Din relates
to his friend the Sheikh concerns more earthly matters:

In the praised days at the embassy there was a free banquet going . . .
I wish that there won’t be quiet for another thousand years . . . To hell
with my country, in the days of the embassy I was comfortable, I had
rice for lunch, rice for supper, free tea for the afternoon. Now that people
have dispersed I can’t even get bread and yoghurt. Really, I wish there
was always rice and that ‘Ayn al-Dowleh will be Prime Minister so that
my belly will be full . . . Sometimes I would walk from the tent of the
cloth dealers to the tent of the seminary students, immediately white tea
and a hookah were prepared. From there I went to the tent of the rozeh
khwanha, there was a sherbet of Seville orange with ice, and for fun I
would sometime go to the tent of the middlemen where there was a sher-
bet with a syrup of quince and lemon.?

As can be seen, Mollah Nasr al-Din’s love of the Constitutional Revolution
emanates only from the material benefits it had provided him. When he was
taking bast in the embassy, he and other protesters were provided for by
wealthy supporters of the Constitutional Revolution. Better food and drink
are more important to him than the revolution’s success or the country’s
peace and he would gladly bring reactionary Prime Minister ‘Ayn al-Dowleh
back to office, if it meant the return of the ‘happy days’ of protest. In the
following column, the Mollah asks the Sheikh to explain to him some of the
new catchphrases of the constitutionalist discourse — constitution, parlia-
ment, law, liberty and rights — so that when he searches for his free meals at
the houses of the well-off, he could be included in the conversation.*® Again,
Mollah Nasr al-Din’s (and implicitly, the poor’s) ignorance as well as his
abuse of political action are brought forward and give the impression that
the affairs of the state should be left to those who truly understand them and
who hold the country’s interests in their hearts. This approach appears also
in cartoons and satirical poems from that period, and survived well into the
following years (see Figures 6.1 and 6.2).

The two types of pseudo-patriots appearing in the cartoons are found in
the satirical newspaper Kashkul. In the cartoon on the left,’” an audience
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Figure 6.2 “The deathbed of despotism.” A cartoon of pseudo-patriots, Kashkul, 1907.
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dressed mostly in traditional attire is shouting slogans of “We do not want!”
and “We do not want at all!” At the bottom of the cartoon, the man dressed
in Western clothes asks the second man: “What is it that you do not want?”
The traditionally dressed man answers: “Wait a minute, I will go and ask
my friends, I myself do not know.” The first man then asks: “So why are you
shouting?” This cartoon presents the claim that there is a segment of society
that does not truly understand politics, but joins in on demonstrations just
the same. As in the case of Mollah Nasr al-Din, rational and westernized
manliness is juxtaposed with irrational and traditional manliness, creating a
clear hierarchy of both political stance and masculinity. The voice of reason
comes from a different part of society, symbolized by westernized dress.

In the cartoon on the right,*® headlined “The deathbed of despotism,” the
dying man, representing despotism, declares his imminent death. All around
him men of different social groups, discernible by their different dress, are
expressing their concerns about his death. A clergyman declares that there is
no cause for alarm since he and other clergymen have declared the support-
ers of the constitution infidels and that eventually, they will be the leaders
and the constitution has no future. The other figures are worried about their
money or their life, aware of the damage that they have caused the people.
This cartoon points to the internal enemies of the constitutional regime:
those with vested interest in the old system, suggesting that the former ruling
elites should be precluded from leadership in current politics. This is a visual
embodiment of the ‘scavengers’ or the ‘sellers of the homeland,” whose lack
of patriotism renders them dishonorable and unmanly. Significantly, these
columns and cartoons were not written in hindsight, but during the time of
the revolution in 1907, which means that intellectuals voiced this criticism
in real time.

Another famous literary piece from a later period, which presented to its
readers the figure of the simpleton-become-politician, is the short story “The
Political Figure” (Rajol-e Siyasi) by Seyyed Mohammad “Ali Jamalzadeh,
written in 1918 and published in his anthology “Once upon a Time” in
1921. In this short story, Sheikh Ja‘far, a poor carder, sees how his formerly
poor neighbor has become a politician and now makes a fortune. Goaded
by his wife’s complaints, he decides to become a politician himself. When
opportunity comes knocking, and there is a call to close the bazar and gather
around the parliament, the aspiring politician seizes it:

I couldn’t board up my shop fast enough to get out into the bazar, start
yelling and shouting and raising such a ruckus that you’d think it would
never end. Before the present uproar, I had noticed what people would
say at such times: I just started to say something, and then, as if having
a good fight with my wife at home in private, I shouted so much that
you’d have to have been there to believe it.

I was yelling, “Oh Iranians! O self-respecting Iranians! The nation is
lost, how long will you stand for it? Union! Solidarity! Brotherhood!
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Come, let’s settle this once and for all! Either we die, become martyrs,
and leave behind our good names, or survive and rid ourselves of this
disgrace and shame! To arms, for pride! To arms, for Honor!”3’

Sheikh Ja‘far manages to gather around him a large crowd and leads it to
the parliament building. He is then entered into the parliament, where he is
promised that measures will be taken to satisfy the nation’s demands, despite
the fact that he himself has not presented any demands, and, in fact, is not
even sure what the demands are. The next day, the newspapers are filled
with Sheikh Ja‘far’s praise, naming him “the true leader of the nation” and
“Plato of the age.” He only regrets that neither he nor his wife can truly
understand the meaning of these phrases. His politician neighbor comes to
his assistance, suggesting that they should cooperate in their political action
and as a reward he will guide Sheikh Ja‘far in the ways and language of
politics. Sheikh Ja‘far is later bribed to support a candidate for the premier-
ship, but his neighbor explains that appearing to take a bribe will harm his
ambitions, so he returns the money with great pomp to the sender. Later on,
the Sheikh is elected to parliament, but after a few months he realizes that
life would be more comfortable for him in the province, and finds himself a
position there, enjoying life.

The elite’s desire to exclude the lower strata from the nationalist project
was further justified by the repeated evocation of the need to educate them
to patriotism, since in their current condition they were ignorant of its true
meaning. Reformist and elitist liberals supported the establishment of a con-
stitutionalist regime in Iran, but believed it had to be preceded by the spread
of education, as most Iranians were still not fully aware of the meaning of
a constitutionalist system.*’ In an article titled “A Letter from a Scholar”
in the newspaper Neda-ye Vatan, the author says that “It is the duty of the
scholars of the homeland to wake their brothers from the sleep of negligence
and ignorance and sober [them] from their languor and deviation.”* In a
text written as a dialogue comparing the conditions of Iran and France, the
author — after admitting that the absolutists (mostabeddin) of both countries
share the same characteristics — points to the people of Iran as the source of
the difference between the countries:

The people of France are knowledgeable. On the contrary, the people
of Iran are ignorant. The people of France do not pay attention to the
sayings of the absolutists, the people of Iran are always cheated by them.
The people of France differentiate between friend and enemy, the people
of Iran see a wolf in sheep’s skin and do not differentiate.*

The stress put on education in reformist discourse marked two distinct
and hierarchical groups: the educated and the uneducated, the enlightened
and those in need of enlightenment. In fact, the very project of educating
the people, supposedly for their future inclusion in the nationalist project,
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entailed the implication that these groups were not yet ready for such inclu-
sion. Before the uneducated would be permitted the privileges of full citizen-
ship, they must obtain the appropriate knowledge and traits of patriotism.
According to this claim they were therefore, at least temporarily, unfit for
political participation.

I argue that the rejection of some men as true patriots (and therefore as
true men) stems from the Western-educated elite’s struggle for power in
Iranian society. Whereas the traditional Qajar aristocracy still held most of
the political, social and economic power in Iran, and was a powerful rival to
Western-educated nationalists, another possible threat came from below. The
very principle of public participation in politics, which granted the emerging
elite some of its power vis-a-vis the monarchy, held in it the possibility of
losing that very power to the lower strata of society that constituted its vast
majority. If the masses of poor Iranians — peasants, tribespeople and craftsmen —
were to participate in the political process in a truly democratic fashion,
nothing could guarantee that they would vote for the ‘right’ candidates.
Wide-scale public participation therefore had to be curtailed. Therefore,
many elite constitutionalists who wished to limit the power of the Shah, and
to position themselves as leaders of the parliamentary system, also rejected
notions of republicanism as unbefitting the Iranian society of their times.*
One must note, however, that such republican notions were promoted by the
more radical factions of the majles and by members of various revolutionary
societies (anjomans), as well as by Caucasian revolutionaries influenced by
the 1905 Revolution in Russia, who harbored real sympathy for the poor
and wished to see them integrated into the political system.**

The dissemination in the printed media of the figure of the pseudo-patriot
assisted in the attempts to exclude traditional elites and non-elite men from
political leadership. The exclusion of non-elite men in the revolutionary dis-
course was buttressed in the legal exclusion of the poor from political power
in the electoral laws, set in the provisions of the first Iranian constitution. In
the first electoral law, drafted by elite reformers Moshir al-Molk (educated
in Russia), Mokhber al-Saltaneh (educated in Germany), Sani‘ al-Dowleh
(educated in Germany) and Mohtasham al-Saltaneh* and approved by
Mozaffar al-Din Shah on 9 September 1906, the electorate was divided into
six estates (tabaqat): princes and members of the Qajar family, the clergy,
notables, merchants, landowners and peasants, and guilds. Merchants and
guild members were required to have a recognized place of business, whereas
landowners and peasants were required to hold possessions worth 1,000
toman (approximately 200 pounds sterling).* To elucidate the economic
meaning of the property qualifications: in 1892, a warehouse or a workshop
worker had a yearly income of 24 toman, a retailer 26 toman, an overseer
48 toman, an inspector 60 toman and a secretary 150 toman.*’ In 1907, a
skilled mason or factory worker earned 3.5 krans a day, meaning approxi-
mately 100 toman annually. Unskilled workers earned less than half this
sum.*® This meant that in Tehran, for example, numbering some 250,000
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inhabitants at the time of the first elections, there were no more than a few
hundred voters in each of the estates. This situation did not much bother
someone like author and journalist Nazem al-Islam Kermani, who believed
only a few people in Tehran or in the provinces understood the meaning of
assembly, deputy or elections.*

Elections were held in two stages. Members of each estate elected their
representatives in the town of their residence. Representatives themselves
had to speak, read and write Persian, a qualification that excluded the
vast majority of the population, as literacy rates stood at about 5 percent
at the time.*® The result, as noted by Vanessa Martin, was a “government
by a primary, assisted by a secondary, elite.”*! Indeed, a Georgian activist
who participated in the events of the revolution even described its con-
clusion as the cooptation of revolutionary ideas by men of the elite, who
thus succeeded in preserving their privileged status.>? This exclusion of
the lower strata from political participation served the interests of both
old and new elites.

Of course, the existing structure of power made it impossible to exclude
the traditional elites from politics. One must also remember that the new
Western-educated elite had its origins in these old elites and was very
much connected to them. The first majles, convened in October 1906,
included 156 representatives, out of whom more than twenty had studied
abroad, including the first and second presidents of the majles.*> More
than sixty were bazaris (guild elders and merchants), twenty-five were
clerics, and some fifty were landlords, senior officials and local notables.>*
Some of the representatives were not considered ‘well informed’ enough
by the constitutionalist reformers, and so Mokhber al-Saltaneh and other
members of his family conducted meetings in their houses, meant to teach
‘lessons on constitutionalism’ to those uninformed majles members.’
The first cabinet, elected by the majles in August 1907, was controlled
by aristocrats: Moshir al-Dowleh, cabinet head and minister of interior;
Sa‘d al-Dowleh, foreign minister; Qavam al-Dowleh, finance minister,
educated in France; Mostowfi al-Mamalek, war minister; Majd al-Molk,
commerce minister; Nayer al-Molk, minister of education; and Mohandes
al-Mamalek, minister of public works, educated in France, were all titled
aristocrats.

In the second electoral law of 1 July 1909, the estate system was cancelled
and the voting age lowered from twenty-five to twenty. Property qualifica-
tions were lowered so that voters had to own property worth at least
250 tomans, pay 10 tomans in taxes or receive an annual income of 50 tomans.
The property qualifications were cancelled only in the third electoral law of
21 November 1911, as support for the Democratic Party (which originated
in the radical Organization of Social Democrats) in the majles increased.’®
Despite (and some claim because of) the lowering of property qualifications
before the second elections, and the abolishment of the estates system, the
second majles had a much larger proportion of members from elite circles:
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more than 80 percent of its members came from nobility, landowning, cleri-
cal, and government officials’ families.*”

One incident elucidates how electoral laws were biased in favor of the
elites: on 8 March 1910, the majles discussed a report according to which the
elections in the province of Kerman-Baluchistan included (probably as pos-
sible candidates) only a group of aristocrats (a‘yan), merchants and clerics, in
violation of regulations. The governor of Kerman then sent a telegram claim-
ing that since in the entire counties of Bam and Narmashir there were not
even ten literate men, it was impossible to conduct the elections according
to the regulations. This, apparently, was not an isolated case, and member
of parliament Hajji Seyyed Nasrullah asked that regulations be set for such
circumstances. Whereas some representatives accepted the governor’s claims,
Hasan Tagizadeh of the Democratic Party refused to do so. He said that
among the 200,000 inhabitants of Baluchistan, there were certainly enough
men who could read and write in Persian. Taqizadeh blamed the governor
for not spreading the word of the elections among the Baluch, claiming that
he was not interested in having their representative in the majles.® We can
see, then, that the majority of Iranian men (and all Iranian women) were ini-
tially denied active citizenship, manifest in the right to the vote or be elected,
on account of their lack of property or education; thus the revolution gave
far more political weight and power to men of the elites.

To conclude, the Western-educated elite, struggling for hegemony both
against the traditional aristocracy and the poor masses, attempted to exclude
those groups from its newly acquired political power. To do so, elite writers
depicted both the aristocracy and the masses as unpatriotic and as abusing the
possibility of public participation in politics. By describing the aristocracy
as corrupt and cruel and the masses as self-serving ignoramuses, educated
elite men positioned themselves as the only segment of society possessing
true patriotism and worthy of political leadership. Since patriotism was con-
structed as an essential part of an emerging hegemonic masculinity in Iran,
stripping certain groups of men of their patriotism meant excluding them not
only from political power but also from the realm of manhood. As shown,
Iranian nationalist discourse employed a gendered language in order to goad
men into political action. Men who neglected their political duties were
threatened with the loss of their honor and manliness. True patriots became
the only true men, and pseudo-patriots presented not only as immoral but
as emasculated. Thus, social positioning and nationalism converged in the
power relations constructing hegemonic masculinity during the period of the
Constitutional Revolution.
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7 Nationalism and Islam in a
provincial setting

Late Qajar Isfahan

Meir Litvak

A prevalent view among political scientists is that the way to examine the
true power of any state is to go to the periphery. Similarly, a fruitful way to
look at the dissemination of nationalism in Iran is to look at its evolution
in a provincial setting, on the receiving end of the state and of the intellec-
tual discourse that develops at the center. Yet, aside from the study of few
minorities, Iran’s major provincial cities have not received their fair share in
scholarship in general and in the study of nationalism in particular. The aim
of this chapter is to fill some of these gaps by examining aspects of national-
ism in Isfahan, since the late 1890s through the Constitutional Revolution
(1905-1911). Nationalism was a central component of the Constitutional
Revolution, since the abolition of despotism and the formation of an effec-
tive state based on the rule of law were deemed essential for enabling Iran
and Iranians to stand up to foreign powers. Nationalism also meant a new
type of collective identity or community forging new kind of relationships
between the people and the state. These elements were evident in Isfahan,
the third largest city in Qajar Iran, which experienced the growing impact of
European encroachment on its local economy, and harbored a strong sense
of local pride as the former Safavid capital. Hence, the spread of national-
ism in Isfahan was not only manifested in the adoption of a new discourse,
but also in the struggle to preserve national industries against economic
imperialism as well as in the coordination with other cities against the anti-
constitutionalist policies of Mohammad ‘Ali Shah and against foreign incur-
sions on Iranian territories.

The dominance of the clerical elite in Isfahan, particularly the two broth-
ers who were known as the Aqayan-e Masjid-e Shahi, Aqa Najafi (d. 1914)
and his younger brother Hajji Nurollah (d. 1927), as well as the relatively
marginal role of the radical Democrat faction and of non-religious intellectu-
als, meant that nationalism in Isfahan was heavily suffused by Shi‘i-Islamic
symbolism. To paraphrase Stalin’s approach to nationalism in the Soviet
Union, it was “national in form and Islamic in content.” Hence, the imagined
national community, both in discourse and in sociopolitical action, was that
of a Muslim Iran, often leading to the exclusion of the non-Muslim com-
munities, particularly the Jews.
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Economic nationalism: The Shirkat-e Islamiyye

The first manifestation of organized national action originating in Isfahan
was the establishment of the Shirkat-e Islamiyye (the Islamic Company)
by merchants and ‘ulama with the support of the governor prince Zell al-
Sultan in the spring of 1899 at the advice of the (secretly Babi) preacher
Malik al-Mutakallimin, in order to protect local textiles against foreign
mainly British imports.! The company’s charter and activities reflect the
fusion between nationalism and religion in addition to a strong sense of
local identity.> While the company’s name emphasized Islam, its documents
carried the pre-Islamic Persian emblem of Lion and Sun (shir va-khorshid),
which became a symbol of modern non-religious nationalism in Iran.? The
charter described the founders as a “group of Muslims,” who are “friends
of the Shah,” patriotic [vatan-parast] and nationalist (mellat-khwab), and
active in Isfahan, which is “the dome of Islam” (qibbat al-Islam) and the
“heart of Iran” (galb-e Iran).* The company’s stated goals, after thanking
God and addressing the Imam-e Zaman, were essentially nationalist. They
included the dissemination of the spirit of “national self-sufficiency [khod-
kefa’i melli], and the avoidance of foreigners.” More specifically it spoke
of the need to “develop the homeland”: organize the disrupted network of
trade inside Iran; help the government in building roads and railroad; sup-
ply the country’s needs for textiles; and fight the causes for the emigration
of thousands of “our brothers in religion” (baraderan-e dini) to foreign
countries where they work for poor wages under non-Muslims and bring
them back home. More practically, it underlined the need to boycott foreign
goods, except for machinery or equipment necessary for local development,
and highlighted the need to produce and consume local [Isfahan-made]
textiles. Likewise, it banned the sale of the company’s shares to subjects
of other countries, although it excluded expatriate Iranian merchants who
had taken another nationality in order to pursue their business activity.
Finally, the charter expressed the hope that with the enterprise and courage
of all those of Iranian stock (Irani-nezhad) whether high or low, and with
the idea of nationalism (mellat-khabi), the company would succeed and
would contribute to the “development of the country (mamlekat, literally
kingdom) and national progress (taraqi-ye mellati).”

The combined religious-nationalist idiom was evident in statements sup-
porting the company made by the leading Isfahan ‘ulama. The conserva-
tive Aqa Najafi relied on the Qur’an in explaining the need to boycott
foreign goods and urged the purchase of ‘Islamic goods’ (amti ‘a-ye Islami).
In a letter to the nationalist Calcutta-based newspaper, Habl al-Matin, he
stressed his wish that the interest of the ‘ulama in the company would help
the spreading of “Islamic crafts and goods,” so the dress of most Muslims
would be made by “Islamic cloth.” At the same time, he voiced his opposi-
tion to boycotting foreign goods as long as the Muslims were unable to sup-
ply all their needs.’ Hajji Nurollah, on the other hand, described the boycott



88 Meir Litvak

of foreign goods and the preference for local ones as an act of ‘patriotism’
(vatankhabhi).¢

Self-identity is largely defined in reference to an ‘other,” and in the com-
pany’s charter the other referred to foreign countries that should serve as a
source of inspiration for Iranians. Thus, it decried the deteriorating economic
situation in ‘our country,” comparing it with the development and progress
abroad, which necessitated taking action by forming the company. More-
over, in justifying the innovative approach of establishing a shareholding
company, it pointed to the “civilized countries of the world,” where every
class, “even shoemakers and merchants,” is organized in such companies.
In other words, the model for success and emulation is not Islamic, but is
universal, forward-looking and even implicitly Western in its spirit or values.

The company set up branches in various Iranian cities as well as outside
Iran, such as Istanbul, Baghdad, Cairo, Bombay, Calcutta, Baku, Moscow
and London, all headed by local merchants. Thus, following the model of the
1891 tobacco rebellion, foreign competition served to build nationwide or
national networks of merchants. In the Russian Caucasus the company cooper-
ated with Muslim-Iranian merchants, reflecting the powerful religious-ethnic
bond as the basis of international trade networks. Still, the difficulties it
encountered in this regard also reflect the tension between nationalism and
local interests during that period. The company failed to establish a branch
in Tabriz, despite the latter’s leading role in the Iranian economy, due to the
economic competition with local merchants and the political rivalry between
its Governor Crown Prince Mohammad ‘Ali Mirza and Zell al-Sultan.”

The importance of economic nationalism notwithstanding, the company
resorted to the Shi‘i clergy and to the religious idiom as the most powerful
means of disseminating its message. The Isfahani clerics solicited the support
of the leading mujtahids of Najaf and Karbala, who issued letters commend-
ing the establishment of the company, urging the Shah and the people to
support it, and asking people to buy domestic products so that Iran would
be self-sufficient and not in need of foreign commodities.

Religious preachers, most notably Jamal al-Din Va‘ez and Malik al-
Mutakallimin, traveled to various Iranian cities to advertise the company
and urge people to buy its shares and textiles. This was propagated as an
enterprise, which not only revived Isfahan’s tradition as the leading manu-
facturing city, but also as a national enterprise to reclaim and protect Iran’s
future. For Nowruz, for example, the people were summoned to buy lebas-e
vatani (patriotic clothing, i.e., clothes manufactured in the fatherland).

At the behest and sponsorship of the company, Jamal al-Din Va‘ez com-
posed a book called Lebas-e Taqua (dress of piety), combining nationalist
and religious argumentations in order to promote Iranian products. In the
book, Va‘ez argues that the “foreign enemy is constantly plotting to rob the
people” and turn them “into slaves” through the various concessions and
projects they launched. He emphasized the love of country and considered it
a part of being a Moslem. He specifically spoke of the “holy motherland of
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Iran,” and argued that “if you are a Moslem, and your holy motherland
is Iran, you must desire the progress of Islam.” The cause of the present-
day development of Iran, he added, would be “the success of the Eslamieh
Company.”’?

The company’s name, Islamiyye, as well as the extensive use of the reli-
gious idiom pointed to the exclusion of non-Muslims from its ranks, over-
shadowing the nationalist element. This was not a coincidence or oversight,
but reflected deeper cultural and social attitudes and practices. One reason
for the collapse of the Nasiri tobacco company that had been established in
1889 was the deal between one of its founders Hajj Mohammad Shafi
Amin al-Tojjar with Armenian and Jewish merchants to buy their trade
rights.!® In other words, the Muslim merchants saw the non-Muslims as
rivals and not as members of the same national community.

A changing discourse

As the Constitutional Revolution unfolded, the local elite in Isfahan, particu-
larly Aga Najafi, remained cautious or reserved.'" Conversely, Hajji Nurol-
lah, who would become the leader of the constitutional camp in Isfahan,
greeted the convocation of the Majles in Tehran enthusiastically seeing its
potential for introducing a new order. In a letter to Mirza Ibrahim, a mujta-
hid in Shiraz, which associated patriotism and Islam together he explained
that the new movement would bring the blessing of the shari‘at as well as
progress and patriotism, justice and equality, the unity of government and
people, and so the end of oppression.'?

While cautious regarding events in Tehran, the Isfahani elite took advan-
tage of the events in the capital to force in December 1906 the local governor,
Zell al-Sultan to set up a local provincial assembly (anjoman-e velayati).
Their demands combined nationalism, traditional Islamic concepts and mod-
ernist ideas, claiming to speak on behalf of “all members of Iranian mel-
lat.” Moreover, while relying on the “progressive nature of humanity” they
called on to establish such an assembly for the advancement on the “path of
happiness” and the pleasing of God. The ‘ulama in particular, stressed the
assembly’s role in “enjoining the good” and “reviving the Shari‘at.”*® The
assembly’s name, Anjoman-e Mogaddas-e Melli (the holy national anjoman)
reflected the combination of the two identities. Even Zell al-Sultan, who
had belonged to the old order and was known for his cruelty and lack of
consideration for the public’s rights, adapted to the new times. In his speech
inaugurating the Anjoman, he described the day as “one of the best national
holidays (a‘yad-e melli),” which would tighten the link between the dowlat
(state) and the mellat."

The events described demonstrate the evolution of a new nationalist dis-
course, as a central element of the Constitutional Revolution alongside con-
stitutionalism in the sense of opposition to foreign intrusion and the desire
to build a strong Iranian state. In Isfahan, the nationalist discourse was
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heavily religious. In reviewing this discourse, I wish to focus on two terms,
whose meaning underwent a change in the period prior to the revolution,
vatan from birthplace to homeland and mellat from a religious community to
people or nation." However, In view of Isfahan’s more conservative nature,
elements of the older discourse survived in the new atmosphere as well.

From the numerous references to the term vatan in Isfahan during the
period under review it is obvious that the modern-national meaning was
deeply entrenched. Interestingly, the term meyban as homeland was not
used, presumably because its Zoroastrian connotation was too obvious for
the religiously oriented Isfahan elite. Within this context, Iran or the vatan
were often described as poor and oppressed (mazlum), and as having been
sold to foreigners, all of them common themes in the Iranian national dis-
course then.*

These perceptions of Iran as a national state and not as the private domain
of a dynasty or a religious entity as well as the references to the vatan as a
territorial homeland entailed the view of the others not in religious terms as
infidels but as neutral or secular states or countries. Moreover, these others
were often described as ‘civilized’ (motamadane), and therefore, even though
they were at times rivals or even enemies, they could still serve as sources of
inspiration or even emulation for Iranians. As such, nationalism contained a
modernizing or progressive component in aspiring Iran to be part of the ‘civi-
lized’ nations. Thus, a newspaper article criticizing Mohammad ‘Ali Shah’s
oppressive anti-constitutionalist policies, suggested that he should look at
French history in order to see and learn the fate of tyrants.!” Similarly, in a
discussion on the educational problem in Isfahan, the Anjoman’s newspaper
proposed to bring teachers from France or to send each year fifty students
“from the nation’s children” (atfal-e mellat) to Europe to study there.!® Vari-
ous articles decried Iran’s technological backwardness compared with other
countries, and presented Japan that had adopted a constitution thirty years
earlier and has made great progress in general as a model to be emulated by
Iranians.?

These views, however, were not shared by the more conservative elements,
who continued to view the outside world in religious terms. Thus in response
to the calls for European-style education, Sayyid ‘Abbas, the representative
of Feridan in the Anjoman, replied that Iran and the lands of the Muslims
were not Europe and were not the lands of the infidels.?

Unlike vatan, the term mellat was used in Isfahan in a variety of meanings
depending on the context. While the traditional meaning of a religious com-
munity was still common, the term assumed at that period the meaning of
people in the sense of a human collective of varying size sharing meaningful,
but not rigidly defined common traits like the modern meaning of nation.
The usage of the diverse meanings reflected not only the slow pace in which
new terms become entrenched, but also the fluid borders of the ‘imagined
community’ at that particular time, fluctuating between the national, the
religious or the local.
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As Mohammad ‘Ali Shah was preparing his coup against the Majles in
June 1908, he sent a letter to leading ‘ulama throughout the country titled
“The road to salvation and the hopes of the mellat,” implying here the entire
people of Iran. In its response, the Isfahan Anjoman asked whether few
mercenaries can delude several crores (literally ‘half millions’) of the ‘vigilant
mellat’ and is it possible that the mellat, which had suffered so much in order
to achieve its sacred goal, would not act? In other words, the mellat in both
instances referred to the entire nation of Iran. Interestingly, the letter also
spoke of a “six-thousand years old” dowlat, reflecting two modern notions
of the term: first, the dowlat as the state or the country of Iran, rather than
a specific dynasty or government, and more importantly of the historical
continuity of Iran or Iranian statehood, predating the advent of Islam. The
latter is of particular importance in view of the Islamic perception of this
period as Jahiliyya, that is the period of barbarity and ignorance, to which
Muslims should feel no affinity.

Equally important, secularist nationalists in Iran turned the pre-Islamic
period into the lost golden age as a rhetorical device against the present and
often against the ‘ulama establishment. Here, on the other hand, it was Shi‘i
‘ulama who endorsed and legitimized this period as part of their national
outlook.?! In a separate letter to the Majles, the Anjoman used the more
democratic or populist term mardom for people, and pledged the support
of the people of Isfahan (mardom-e Isfaban) to stand on guard and defend
the Mashrutiyet.?

On numerous other occasions the term mellat applied to the people of
Isfahan reflecting the very strong sense of local identity perhaps even at
the expense of the state-wide national identity. In March 1909, following
the city’s takeover by the Bakhtyari chiefs, a letter to the Shah on behalf of
“the entire mellat of Isfahan” blamed him personally for the country’s sad
state.?? Similarly, in response to complaints against the new municipality,
Ja‘far Khonsari one of its leading members asked rhetorically whether the
mellat of Isfahan had given one dinar to the municipality, and wondered how
it could carry out its duties, when people refused to pay taxes.?*

Occasionally, the two terms were used together again reflecting the fluidity
of terms and possibly also of identities. In June 1909 the Isfahan Anjoman
conveyed to the foreign consuls in the city the complaint and protest of the
“mellat of Isfahan,” over the Russian incursion on Tabriz carried out in
support of Mohammad ‘Ali Shah. It further warned that the nation of Iran
(mellat Iran) would regard as null and void and would not allow the imple-
mentation of any agreement regarding the dissolution of parliament, or one
that would be against national independence, and would subordinate the
[national] interests to the court of Tehran.?

The duality of interests, identities and loyalties was also reflected in a
British report on Nurollah’s statement at a meeting of his closest partisans
held on 11 April 1907, two days before the arrival of the new governor
Nizam al-Saltaneh Mafi. Hajji Nurollah applauded the forced resignation
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of the formerly powerful governor Zell al-Sultan as a demonstration of the
Isfahanis’ strength and added that “if need be, they could dethrone the Shah.
If they did so, they would have a republic, if not for the whole country, they
would have one in Isfahan.”2® While it is highly unlikely that Hajji Nurollah
entertained genuine separatist intentions in view of his policies during the
Constitutional Revolution, the statement, if true, reflects his strong local
patriotism and determination to preserve the powers and rights of the local
elite vis-a-vis the central government and its emissaries.

The new usage of the term mellat as a statewide or local collective marked
another change of attitude, which is part and parcel of modernist nationalism
namely the perception of the people or nation (mellat) as citizens or active
players deserving natural or collective rights in the political arena rather than
mere subjects (ra Tyet) whose rights stem from the ruler’s benevolence. This
new perception entailed a new type of relationships between the people and
the state (dowlat), which was at the heart of the Constitutional Revolution.
In his letter to the ‘ulama of Shiraz in January 1907, in which he praised the
mashrutebh, Hajji Nurollah explained that formerly when despotism, cor-
ruption and general insecurity prevailed, the mellat and dowlat were afraid
of each other. Now, however, the two would cooperate with each other.?”
Similarly, when the Majles informed in November 1907 the governors that
the constitution had been approved, Hajji Nurollah expressed his joy that
for the first time, the mellat and dowlat have signed a pact of agreement and
unity between them.?® The notion of the mellat as an active entity appeared
in many of the letters and petitions sent from Isfahan to Tehran in the fol-
lowing months of the revolution.

Whether the mellat referred to a national, regional or local community, it
was predominantly portrayed in Isfahan as Muslim or Islamic ignoring or
excluding the non-Muslims. Thus a letter sent to the Shah in Rabi I, 1327/
April 1909 states that the “noble Muslim nation of Iran (mellat-e musalman-e
najib-e Iran) wants only its rights and the restoration of the constitution.?
Similarly, in some of his sermons and writings, Hajji Nurollah used the
terms dowlat-e ma meaning the state of Iran and not the Qajar dynasty, and
occasionally the term mamlekat-e ma, that is our country. But, whenever he
referred to the people inhabiting Iran he spoke of ‘the Muslims,” implicitly
ignoring all the others.?°

The inclusion of non-Muslim in the new political community emerging in
Iran was hotly disputed in the Constitutional Revolution. In Isfahan, where
Aqga Najafi had organized in 1903 pogroms against the Babis of Isfahan and
its environs,*! the issue was not debated publicly. But with few exceptions, it
was manifested in exclusionary practices against non-Muslims, particularly
the Jews.

When the local leaders sought to mobilize the population for action against
the Shah or wanted to show unity against foreign incursions, they brought in
the non-Muslims to the national or public fold. Thus, following the Shah’s
unleashing of the Shah-Sevan tribes to raid villages in the Tabriz area, the
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Union of ‘ulama (Ittibad-e ‘ulama) of Isfahan summoned the people of the
city: Muslims, Armenians, Zoroastrians and Jews calling them to heed the
call of the Najaf-based mujtahid, Akhund Khorasani, not to pay taxes to
the government.? Similarly, on the Mashruteh’s second anniversary, Hossein
Kaziruni, one of the leading merchants of Isfahan, called in a public letter to
Julfa’s Armenian Bishop, upon the Armenians of Julfa to demonstrate their
patriotic position (maratib hamvatani) and join the others in singing.3

Yet, when it came to local politics or the local economic sphere, these
inclusionary attitudes gave way to exclusionary practices. Shortly after the
establishment of the Anjoman, the guild of the cloth sellers sought its help
against their Jewish competitors. Using religious arguments rather than eco-
nomic ones, they demanded that the Anjoman issue a ban against “groups
of Jews who are engaged in peddling cloth and silk among the houses of
Muslims,” and whose “conduct vis-a-vis women is a source of corruption of
the faith and of sin.” At the insistence of the Anjoman, a meeting attended
by various guild leaders and heads of the Jewish community was held in
Kaziruni’s house. It reached an agreement, supposedly with the consent of
the Jewish leaders, which imposed severe limitations on the Jews. Accord-
ingly, ‘the Jewish sect’ (ta’ifeh-ye Yahud) were not be allowed to sell cloth
and silk within a radius of eight miles (two farsagh) of the city. The Jews
pledged that their women would not go around veiled and would not dress
like Muslim women, but would have their own unique dress and hairstyle;
that Jewish males would not trim their beards like the Muslims, and would
not sell alcohol and wine to Muslims. In return, the Jews were allowed to
continue their trade in the villages outside the banned radius and were also
given three months to collect their debts within the city.>* While the economic
aspect in this act is evident, another possible motivation might have been
the anxiety of the Muslim majority from the challenge to the established
socioreligious distinctions and hierarchies precisely at a time of major change
and upheaval.

When members of the silk merchants guild sought to enlist the support
of the newly founded municipal anjoman (anjoman-e baladiyet) for the new
measures against the Jews, they encountered opposition. The municipal anjo-
man’s newspaper asked rhetorically whether the edict was compatible with
the ordinance of the shari‘a and the laws of the Mashrutiyet. How can it
be that infidels (kuffar) who are under the protection of Islam, particularly
people of the book, and who obey the rule Islam, are now prevented from
an employment from which they had formerly made a living?3* In other
words, the writer did not view the Jews as integral members of the Iranian
or Isfahan collective but as a subordinate people, who deserved protection
and consideration based on Islamic law, but not equality to Muslims. The
measures against the Jews aroused protests by foreign consulates, and it is
not clear whether they were actually enforced. The treatment of the Jews
points to a more qualified reading, as Vanessa Martin observed, of Hajji
Nurollah’s declaration that the mashrute would bring ‘equality,’ as referring
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to equality among Muslims (in his words king and beggar) before the law,
but with Christians and Jews still occupying an inferior position in accor-
dance with the shari‘a.’

Nationalism in action

Nationalism in Isfahan during the Constitutional Revolution was also evi-
dent in various types of political actions that were part of the broader state-
wide effort, of which only three will be discussed.

The Isfahan Anjoman and the local merchants supported the Majles
resolution of 1 December 1906 to establish a national (melli) bank that
would compete with the British-controlled Imperial Bank. As in other
cases, the religious and national idioms were intertwined in the advocacy
for the bank. In their letter to the Majles, Aqa Najafi and Hajji Nurollah
supported the establishment of an Islamic bank as an act of benevolence
for the Muslims. Concurrently, in his public sermons, Hajji Nurollah
highlighted the importance of the bank for the country’s development in
numerous ways such as the extraction of minerals, building railroads and
the establishment of factories. More importantly, he stated that “Iran’s
funds” (maliyat-e Iran) would not be exported to foreigners. Seeking to
push the local merchants and guilds to purchase the bank’s shares, Hajji
Nurollah purchased bank shares for 5,000 tomans, and since he had no
children, he declared that he would allocate half of his personal prop-
erty to the bank. He implicitly threatened to shame the Isfahani elites by
saying that he would call upon the “Muslim women” (zanha-ye Mus-
limin) to extend their help and buy bank shares, each according to her
means. Other prominent figures too pledged to buy the bank shares most
notably Kaziruni, the leading activist merchant pledged 10,000 tomans,
while Aga Najafi, the second largest land-owner in the city pledged 1,000
tomans. Students of the modern Imaniye school collected 150 tomans for
the national project.’”

A nationwide campaign was launched to promote the project, and every-
one, in Janet Afary’s words, paid lip service to the project and supported
the idea in public. Yet, the project failed. Nationalist rhetoric aside, the
bank project intensified class divisions among the merchants throughout
the country. The smaller ones would have benefited from the new enter-
prise, which could have provided them with additional credit to expand
their trade. But some of the big merchants who were also moneylenders
were less enthusiastic.’® Financial constraints, British and Russian hostility
toward the Bank well the worsening political crisis between the Majles and
the Shah doomed it.

Protection of local textiles and the boycott of foreign goods remained
important features of national activity throughout the constitutional period.
In April 1907 the Isfahan Anjoman-e tojjar held a gathering of close to 2,000
people more than those who had voted for the local provincial anjoman, to
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discuss the protection of local goods. The resolutions, which conflated nation-
alist and religious themes, stated that Islamic dress (lebasha-ye musalman)
should be made of Islamic cloth (agmishe-ye Islamiyye), and furniture and
other goods should be Iranian made (masnu ‘at-e Iran). Speaking at the gath-
ering, Hajji Nurollah pointed to the Japanese as a model in this regard and
explained that they would not have achieved their advanced level of progress
had they not protected their products. His brother, Aqa Najafi, gave a fiery
sermon in which he declared that he and other ‘ulama pledged not to wear
anything of European manufacture. In conclusion, the participants swore
on the Qur’an not to possess clothes and furniture produced outside the
beloved homeland (vatan-e aziz).* Following another sermon by Aqa Mirza
Mahmud Sadr al-Muhadithin at the Chehlsutun pavilion, the Ruznamah-ye
Anjoman reported, the people, who were motivated by nationalism (mellat
dusti) and patriotism (vatan-khahi), pledged that their wives would not wear
foreign-made products.*

Other merchants established the Sherafat Company, whose mission too
was “distribution of the Vatan goods” and repudiating imported textiles.
The Sherafat Company produced mainly uniforms, and the Anjoman
accepted Nurollah’s proposal that it would supply the uniforms of the local
gendarmerie.*!

During the summer of 1907 the leading shareholders of the Shirkat-e
Islamiyye launched a campaign against Ziegler and Co., one of the largest
European firms, which they accused of selling its stock at ‘ruinous reduc-
tions’ in order to flood the market. The Isfahan Bazar was closed by order
of Hajji Nurollah for over 100 days as a measure against foreign textiles.
However, even in the field of textiles, which was so central to the local
economy, the repeated calls for the boycott of foreign goods show that it
was never fully successful among merchants and buyers alike, and that the
financial considerations often prevailed over national commitment. Accord-
ing to the British, retailers continued to purchase their imports secretly, and
if requested, made deliveries of goods at night. Reflecting on this problems,
the local newspaper Jibhad-e Akbar bemoaned the fact that regardless of
the efforts to boycott foreign goods and purchase Iranian-made clothes,
many women in Isfahan flooded the bazar the moment they heard that the
foreign goods were cheaper. Conveniently, the writer ignored the role of
the male merchants who sold the foreign goods, and while speaking on the
harm done to the country’s economy, it asked whether these women had
no husbands to guide them in the right path.** Even the Aqayan broth-
ers sometimes subordinated their national zeal to their personal economic
interests. While waging the campaign against foreign textiles, they avoided
calling for a boycott of all foreign products, since they themselves were
partners in one of the tobacco trading companies that had been set up after
the 1991 tobacco rebellion.*

Coordination among major cities at periods of national crisis was another
indication of nationalism in action.* Isfahan showed its solidarity with the
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people of Azerbaijan, who had been subjected during 1908 to tribal raids
instigated by Mohammad “Ali Shah for their support of the constitutional
effort. The local bazar was closed, mourning processions were held and
women reportedly brought their jewelry to the Anjoman and offered
to sell them in order to help “our brothers and sisters in Azerbaijan.”
Young men volunteered to fight there under the religiously laden title
“feda’iyan-e majles” (majles redeemers), and chanting the religious
slogan “we are God’s slaves, we shall redeem the Mashrute” (Bande
khoda’im, mashrute feda’im).%

Reactions in Isfahan to foreign incursions on Iranian territory demon-
strated attachment to the national territory, but as in other cases it was
expressed mostly in religious terms. A case in point was the reaction to the
incursions of Ottoman-Kurdish tribes on Iranian territory in April 1907. In
addition to being the rival empire, the Ottomans were also the flag-bearers
of Sunni Islam, which is the old religious adversary of Shi‘i Iran. Mosque
preachers in Isfahan reportedly gave stirring sermons calling for the “vic-
tory of Islam through Allah’s soldiers” (junud-e ilahiye), while the Anjoman
newspaper published an editorial on Islamic defense, which denounced the
Ottoman incursion as a crime. The two Aqayan brothers informed the gov-
ernment that the “community and state of Islam” (mellat-o-dowlat-e Islam)
are mobilizing for the struggle against the Ottomans, who were presented
in all of these statements as non- or anti-Muslim. Even school children were
mobilized to the national-religious effort. Some schools launched a march
of protest carrying black flags chanting national slogans (shi‘ar-e vatani),
while students of the Madrase-ye Islamiyye marched with green flags and
listened to sermons that decried the act of oppression in Tehran. Students of
the local orphanage declared their readiness to go to battle and become the
“feda’i-ye mellat.”*°

The Isfahan Anjoman declared that it had mobilized 1,500 volunteers
from the city to fight the invaders, and added that the “Armenians, Majus
(Zoroastrians) and the Jews, are also united on the issue,” declaring that they
would “redeem the mashruteh.”#” In other words, while the external threat
created the semblance of national unity, the mobilization effort or motiva-
tion was different: religion for Muslims and defense of the Constitutional
Revolution, which promised them equality for non-Muslims.

The Anjoman also protested against the Russian assault on Tabriz in 1909
in support of Mohammad ‘Ali Shah. In a letter sent to the foreign represen-
tatives in the city it requested their pledge that foreign armies would not
enter Iranian territory. The mellat of Isfahan, it stated, declares to all civi-
lized nations and countries, and particularly the two neighboring countries
(i.e., Russia and Britain) that the nation of Iran would deem any agreement
regarding the dissolution of parliament as an act against national indepen-
dence and the subordination of the [national] interests to the court of Tehran
as null and void and will in no way allow it to operate.”*
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Conclusion

Nationalism in late Qajar Isfahan could be described as broad-based and
well entrenched ideology and movement as it was manifested in various
complementary forms: as discourse, solidarity with other regions in Iran, and
finally social and political mobilization. In addition, it encompassed broad
social strata from merchants and craftsmen, clergy and even schoolchildren.
Local newspapers, which appeared during the Constitutional Revolution,
played an important role in disseminating nationalist consciousness and
discourse by discussing the woes of the Iranian nation. As they addressed
events in other parts of the country they expanded the cognitive map of
their readers from the city and province to the entire country. The subject of
national identification was Iran — the state, the territory and the historical
entity. Reactions to the Russian attacks on Tabriz, capital of the province
of Azerbaijan, and to Ottoman incursions on Iran’s western borders clearly
showed the importance and value attached to the state’s territory and bor-
ders regardless of the ethnic composition of the specific region.

Yet, throughout the period under analysis the local nationalist discourse was
heavily suffused by Shi‘i-Islamic symbolism in view of the dominant role of
the local ‘ulama and the relatively marginal role of the radical Democrat party
and of non-religious intellectuals. Thus, when merchants and clerics organized
against economic imperialism, they employed an amalgam of nationalist and
Islamic symbols and terms establishing an Islamic Company in order to pro-
mote ‘national dress,” and defining the protection of local industry as a reli-
gious duty. Therefore, the dominant imagined national community in Isfahan
was Muslim, to the exclusion of the non-Muslim minorities, particularly the
Jews. Only at times of great national threat from the outside, were the Chris-
tians and Jews temporarily incorporated into the national community but
without producing a major change in intercommunal relationships.

This phenomenon appears as a soft case of religious nationalism, which is
defined as “the fusion of nationalism and religion such that they are insepa-
rable,”* or in a less committing formula as “the attempt to link religion to
the idea of the nation state.”** Clearly, the Isfahan elite saw a convergence
between Shi‘ism and nationalism in the sense that Iran was a Shi‘i country or
nation, with religion rather than language being the decisive factor of inclu-
sion or exclusion. The religious contrast between Iran and its Sunni neigh-
bors certainly contributed to the consolidation of this notion, as expressed
by the reference to the fight against the Ottomans “victory of Islam through
Allah’s soldiers” and not in terms of rivalry between two states or between
two ethnicities of Iranians against Turks.

Yet, this type of nationalism did not endow the territory of Iran with any
religious sanctity as has been the case with the sanctity of the Holy Land
for religious Jewish nationalism or of Filastin in the case of the Palestinian
Hamas. Nor did it grant the Iranian nation any special role or mission in the
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service of Shi‘ism, as was the case with Polish and Irish nationalisms, which
described both nations as the ‘Christ of the nations.”' Rather, it was the
belief that Shi‘ism was an integral if not central element of Iranian national
identity, and that the Iranian nation was a Shi‘i one. Moreover, the use of the
ancient pre-Islamic Persian insignia of lion and sun as well as the occasional
reference to the historical continuity of Iran predating Islam, point to the
probably unconscious endorsement of the belief in the primordial nature of
the Iranian people going back to antiquity. Equally important, acceptance
or even some legitimization of the pre-Islamic past was not regarded as
sacrilegious or as a direct affront to religion, presumably because it did not
entail any political significance as a substitute to Islam as would happen later
under the Pahlavis.

It may be surmised that this type of nationalism was not unique to Isfa-
han, and prevailed in other provincial centers as well. With the exception
of Tehran or Tabriz, the role and impact of westernized intellectuals and
elite members in provincial cities was relatively marginal compared with
that of clerics or merchants. In addition, resentment of foreign imperialist
encroachment, which played an important role in awakening nationalism,
was reinforced by Shi‘i sentiment against infidels, both inside and outside the
country, and contributed to the fusion between Iran and Islam.
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8 Iranian nationalism and the
question of race!

Ali M. Ansari

Introduction

It is commonly held that the dominant narrative of Iranian nationalism has
been one of race, and that of the Aryan race in particular.? The racist ideas
implicitly associated with this narrative are generally traced to the adoption
of the European doctrines of Aryanism that emerged in the nineteenth cen-
tury by Iranian nationalist ideologues at the end of the nineteenth century
and through to the high tide of secular nationalism in the first half of the
twentieth century. This racial — and by extension racist — interpretation of
nationalism through an Aryan prism has been blamed for many of the ills
that have subsequently plagued Iran: a dogmatic and bigoted application of
Iranian identity founded on a fictive affiliation with Europe and a whole-
sale rejection of indigenous, ‘authentic’ qualities of the Iranian character
and experience, normally associated with Islam and by extension the Arabs.
Quite apart from the fact that this argument utilises the very same approach
with regard to the assumption of an ‘authentic’ character, culture or indeed
race, the argument itself conflates trends and retrospectively applies defini-
tions and meanings that are not supported by a close and critical reading of
the sources themselves.?

This chapter will argue that the narrative of Aryanism, as a racial
construct of superiority, while undoubtedly popular in sections of soci-
ety, was neither widely supported by the leading ideologues of Iranian
nationalism (such as Hasan Taqizadeh [1878-1970] and Mohammad ‘Ali
Foroughi [1877-1942]), nor left unchallenged. Far from espousing the
chauvinism that often accompanies vulgar nationalism, these ideologues
promoted a cosmopolitanism that sought, from their perspective, to ele-
vate Iran to its rightful place among the family of nations. Above all, the
founding fathers of Iranian nationalism betrayed a deep affinity with the
central tenets of the Enlightenment, which saw the salvation of humanity
through the pursuit of education. Ironically it is this very affection for
the ideas of the Enlightenment that has been their undoing in the eyes
of their critics.
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Narratives of the Enlightenment and the concept of race

The critique of Enlightenment ‘rationality’ accompanied the emergence of
Enlightenment ideas to dominance in European intellectual culture through
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. But the most concerted critique
of the Enlightenment as the progenitor of race-based nationalism did not
emerge until the experience of two world wars and specifically, the horror of
industrial genocide committed by the Nazis in World War II. That a people
as cultured and civilized as the Germans could have participated in such bar-
barism was so incomprehensible that it could only be explained by delving
deep into the intellectual roots and apparent causes of such a catastrophe;
namely the dogmatic rationalism of an Enlightenment that far from facili-
tating reason had resulted in the domination of ‘unreason.” The somewhat
monochrome narrative critique that emerged, regarded the Enlightenment
(singular) as the source and origin of scientific rationality (scientism) that had
resulted in the categorisation and increasingly rigorous definition not only of
terms but of humanity itself, into a hierarchy of achievement and capability.
This was ultimately locked into a biological determinism that was by definition,
‘natural’ and fixed.

In one distinct sense, this critique was correct. The growing scientism of
the Enlightenment and its intellectual heirs had contributed to a process by
which terms and words became increasingly rigorously defined out of all
proportion or indeed relation to their original, often ambiguous, multiple
meanings. Ironically, critics of this process tended to conflate it so that the
contemporary rationalisation and definition of terms were retrospectively
applied to earlier periods of usage. This was obviously most misleading in
cases where, through application in different contexts, words had altered
their meanings altogether albeit often in subtle ways, but ways, nonetheless,
that conveyed either a different sense, or because of a lack of definitional
rigour, had originally contained multiple meanings. For example the word
democracy, which connotes much that is positive to the contemporary ear,
to someone in the nineteenth century reared on the classics might convey a
more vulgar and less satisfactory contrast to the much more desirable con-
cept of republicanism. Thus, when Lord Curzon remarks in his discussion on
Amir Kabir, that the fact that the son of the court cook could ascend to the
highest office in the land suggests that Iran was among the most ‘democratic’
countries in the world, it is doubtful (as some may have read it) that Curzon
was expressing a compliment.’

The perils of polysemy and semantic context are more explicit when
one considers terms such as ethnicity and race, staples of the debate on
nationalism today, and terms whose modern definitions, when retrospec-
tively applied, might encourage a contemporary student of social science to
believe that his predecessors applied the same contextual definition with all
the implications this would involve. The term ‘ethnick,’ for example, seems
to have been originally been used in relation to ‘unbelief” and was defined
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by Dr. Johnson in his Dictionary (1755) as “heathen; pagan; not Jewish; not
Christian.”® Although the understanding of the concept of ethnic and eth-
nicity was to change, a recognition of its original meaning, as an attitude of
mind rather than being, is important to appreciate how ethnic, national and
racial distinctions have continued to imply (not always explicitly) a mentality
that can be adopted, taught and incorporated. Consequently, ‘Englishness’
becomes an attitude and approach to life, “a parcel of historic privileges
scarcely distinct from the natural rights of humankind,” which could be
adopted and acquired by others.”

Although important echoes of this definition remained, the concept of race
more commonly retained an association with nation and kinship well into
the nineteenth century, and was frequently used interchangeably with those
terms.® It was not so much the word itself that mattered but the descriptions
associated with it. One should nonetheless be wary of automatically imput-
ing a racist ideology to all who used these terms.” Race as a biologically deter-
mined and fixed category had emerged in European intellectual discourse
in the nineteenth century but it had not become a staple of that discourse
until the late nineteenth century and was neither universally accepted nor
unchallenged.!® Indeed, although European imperialism is generally consid-
ered to have encouraged racist ideologies in order to justify the ‘white man’s
burden,” imperialism and racism were neither synonymous nor regarded as
natural partners. The emergence of racial doctrine that resulted in biologi-
cally distinct races imbued with ‘natural’ and unchanging characteristics
had somewhat paradoxically emerged from an Enlightenment critique of
religious beliefs in monogenesis. Ridiculing such ideas, eighteenth-century
thinkers had argued instead for multiple creations and descents, or polygen-
esis.!! It did not necessarily follow that racial affiliation granted a superior
status and more often than not any hierarchy was justified on an educational
rather than biological distinction.

Certainly in the various European Enlightenments that followed, the
Anglophone world tended — although by no means exclusively — towards
the educational distinction, with imperial dominance a product of civiliza-
tional attainment that could be acquired as well as lost.'? For Curzon, the
epitome of the ‘imperialist,” distributing the benefits of civilisation to those
less fortunate was an obligation that could not be shirked, and to do other-
wise would be a breach of duty that would shatter the legitimacy of empire.'3
More striking perhaps was the indignant response of British academics to
German accusations of using ‘half Asiatics’ against Germany in the Great
War (for Civilisation):

There are not only half-Asiatics, there are real Asiatics side by side with
England; and England is not ashamed of it. For she does not reckon the
culture of Europe is higher than the culture of Asia, or regard herself as
the hammer upon the anvil of India."*
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No wonder then that no less a figure than Gandhi might muse “that the
British Empire existed for the welfare of the world.”®

A translation of ideas

If the European debate was a good deal more complex, nuanced and fre-
quently ambiguous than subsequent critics suggest, the reality on the Iranian
side was considerably more diverse. This emanated in large part from the fact
that the growing semantic rigour that was affecting Western intellectual dis-
ciplines in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had yet to make
any real impact in Iran. Those Iranian intellectuals who had contact with
Western ideas and ideologues were undoubtedly aware of the growth in race
theories, although how these might translate into the Persian language, with
its propensity (even encouragement) for polysemy and ambiguity, remains
more debatable. Thus, while the word nejad finds itself increasingly associ-
ated with the term Aryan/Iranian among Iranian nationalists, and is com-
monly translated as the equivalent of race, as with the English word itself, the
meaning could be read in diverse ways. Indeed the first Iranian intellectual to
begin a systematic cataloguing and definition of Persian words, ‘Ali Akbar
Dehkhoda, noted a variety of different usages throughout Persian litera-
ture from the Shabnameb to the present day, stretching from ‘class’ to the
more familiar ‘descent,’ ‘lineage’ and ‘kinship.”*® To this day, surnames will
append ‘-nejad’ to denote just such a kinship relationship, however tenuous
(for example, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad). The meaning of the word therefore
parallels that of race in the English and would not automatically implicate
the speaker with a loyalty to racial ideology. Context was everything.!”

The fashion for the designation ‘Aryan’ reflected trends in linguistics that
had emerged in Europe and that had subsequently shifted to denote a lan-
guage group, peoples, common descent and ultimately race. It was most
frequently used to distinguish Europeans from the Semitic ‘cultures’ that had
been the provenance of much religious culture, most obviously Judaism and
Christianity, and in an Iranian context, Islam. Aryanism, in its various con-
structs and interpretations, was therefore a product and heir of the Enlight-
enment critique of religion, and superstition in particular, and the critique of
religion and its damaging ‘dogmatism’ was transferred to the peoples who
had brought it. In the Iranian context the focus was almost exclusively on
Islam and the Arabs, and for all the vituperative character of the criticism —
most obviously seen in the writings of the early nationalist ideologue, Mirza
Agha Khan Kermani (1854-1896/7) — the solution was invariably sourced
to the education of the public through the acquisition of knowledge and the
application of reason, the panacea of Enlightenment philosophers.

What is perhaps more remarkable and less appreciated is that Iranian
thinkers tended to push back against explicitly racial doctrines and expla-
nations. In his famous response to the French philosopher (and sometime
critic of Semitic thought) Ernest Renan, the Iranian political thinker and
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agitator Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (1838/9-1897) emphatically defended
Arab intellectualism and criticised the attempt to categorise intellectual abil-
ity by race or nation. He accepted that since the High Middle Ages the
Arabs had been “buried in profound darkness,” and sought explanation
in Islam. “Here the responsibility of the Muslim religion appears complete.
It is clear that wherever it became established, this religion tried to stifle
the sciences and it was marvellously served in its designs by despotism.”"’
This might appear a surprising comment from someone normally asso-
ciated with political Islamism, but Afghani frequently railed against the
pernicious effects of religious dogmatism — which it should be stressed
he regarded as a universal problem rather than particular to Islam - and
sought refuge and to some extent salvation in education and philosophy.
While such comments have been largely ignored by Islamist devotees of
Afghani, they have been wholly endorsed by his Iranian supporters and
perhaps counter-intuitively by proponents of nationalism, although given
the ‘Enlightenment’ sentiments he expressed in this response it is not dif-
ficult to see why. Nonetheless Afghani’s popularity among proponents of
nationalism suggests a clear confluence of ideas, and a sense of intellectual
indebtedness that belies the notion that Afghani’s ideas belonged to a dis-
tinctly Islamist intellectual tradition.?

Iranian nationalist thought of the early twentieth century — those of the
founding fathers — was a good deal more nuanced and indebted to the ideas
of the (Anglophone) Enlightenment than is generally appreciated. The
bywords of this movement were ‘civilisation,” ‘education’ and the ‘rule of
law.” Although articles and speeches frequently sought to elevate the Iranian
nation and had recourse to the concept of race — as in the Iranian/Aryan
race — these were often used in tandem with the notion of an Iranian spirit,
that had somehow failed and needed reviving through the implementation
of a proper nationwide system of education. That is, the discussions not only
berated the Iranians for having failed to achieve their potential — whatever
their apparent and inherent advantages — but sought the solution through a
revolution of the mind.?!

Iranshabr

The newspaper Iranshahr (1922-1927), the successor paper to the immensely
influential Kavebh (1916-1922), has traditionally been viewed as among
the most powerful advocates for a rigorous nationalism bordering on an
assumption of racial superiority. Yet the majority of its articles dealt with
the need to acquire the manners of civilisation through education. The lan-
guage is undoubtedly robust, but the methods and solution are familiar. And
this robustness and directness of language cannot be understood outside the
context of the political and social malaise that had affected the country in
the latter decades of the Qajar dynasty and perhaps most dramatically in the
aftermath of the Constitutional Revolution. The breakdown in government



106 Ali M. Ansari

and indeed general governance throughout the country in the years leading
up to and through the Great War (1914-1918) was a cause of major trauma
among Iranian intellectuals who grew increasingly frustrated with the appar-
ent inability of Iranians to grasp the seriousness of their situation. Paeans
of praise to the greatness of Iranians were not a consequence of imperial
achievement, but born of the bitterness of decline, and were almost always
contrasted unfavorably with the miserable reality faced by Iranians. These
were in effect urgent calls to arms, not exercises in self-congratulation born
of any sense of racial superiority.

Thus in an early article in Iranshabr titled “Iranian Characteristics,”?* the
author outlines what he sees as the main — positive — characteristics of Iranians
after having explained that nations and peoples enjoy characteristics just as
we see in individuals. Indeed such characteristics cannot be confused with
those of individuals since they are expressed by society and can be witnessed
throughout history. All peoples have them and they are perennial. Thus, by
way of example, the Anglo-Saxon race (one of the few times the word race —
nejad — is used) are blessed with constancy, the Arab peoples (gowmi-e ‘Arab)
with generosity and the Turkish nation (mellat-e Turk) with bravery. Indeed
it will be immediately apparent that the terms nejad, qowm, and mellat are
used almost interchangeably and in part to avoid repetition. As far as the
Iranians are concerned these characteristics are threefold: intelligence and
sagacity; an ability to imitate (probably derived from remarks in Herodotus),
which the author argues is a prerequisite for regeneration; and last but by
no means least, personal initiative and enterprise.?? Just to be sure (and in
an echo of Edward Browne’s comments?*), these characteristics have been
observed by Europeans who have commented on the intellectual vitality of
Iranian children even in the outermost villages.

These characteristics, it is helpfully pointed out, could be the basis of
the progress of any nation, but why is it that the Iranians find themselves
wanting in this regard? The answer, it turns out, is misapplication of these
virtues. To clarify for his readership, the author explains that Iranians are
like children, never satisfied, always playing, uneducated, ignorant and in a
word, immature.” Indeed the thrust of the article, however objectionable it
might appear to Iranian readers, would appear to draw on Immanuel Kant’s
famous essay, “What is Enlightenment?,” in which he opens with the answer
that “Enlightenment is man’s emergence from his self-incurred immaturity.
Immaturity is the inability to use one’s own understanding without the guid-
ance of another.”?® The direction of travel is clearly towards education of the
self but not education in terms of acquiring facts but in terms of attitude,
approach and above all ethics. Iranians, the author argues, can clearly see
the ills of their society all around them - the absence of an ‘honourable’
aristocracy, the pervasiveness of superstition, the absence of law — but what
lies at the heart of all these problems is quintessentially the corruption of
Iranian manners (fesad-e akhlagh), which is given to (among other things,
the author lists twelve failings) lying, hypocrisy, treason (to both country
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and religion), conceit and fanaticism in all things. The answer clearly lies in
a revolution of the mind, the precise means of which, the author notes, will
be dealt with in a later article.?”

A month later, we find the sequel, “War against Corrupt Manners.
Having outlined the problem in the previous article and described it as a
house that must be set alight, and a tree that must be uprooted through
the acquisition of knowledge and manners, the author proceeds to warn
his readers that Iranians must neither fear nor depend on foreigners for
the task ahead.?” The means of achieving this transformation in manners
are then systematically listed and discussed in some detail beginning with
a better approach to their propagation and dissemination, with particu-
lar attention to the clergy who need to be educated to better fulfil their
task with respect to ethics and manners, and followed by promoting the
publication of books and articles on ethics; the formation of scientific and
ethical associations; the formation of a society of capable teachers; the
promotion of theatre and cinema; the promotion of facilities for the welfare
of society; the promotion of healthy living (on the basis of healthy body,
healthy mind); and preventing unemployment and idleness. The list con-
cludes with an appeal to the Iranians to look to themselves and their own
past to seek answers to their present problems. However much, pleads the
author, we have imitated others and learnt from them, we must not ignore
all that Iranian civilisation has produced and taught others, and in this
he does not limit himself to the pre-Islamic past but argues that Iranians
can be rightly proud that their philosophers and intellectuals contributed
greatly to the progress of Islam. To further distinguish that achievement,
the author quotes the French academic Professor Darmesteter to argue that
Iranian Islam was essentially a Sasanian Islam, so indebted was it to the
achievements of the empire it had subsumed.?°

A far more aggressive call to arms can be found in an article published a
year later titled “Nationality and the National Spirit of Iran.”3! Yet despite
the call for Iranians to return to the glories of their Aryan roots — and indeed
race — the focus remains, and indeed the article opens with, the need to
ensure freedom of thought and argues that it has been the absence of this
along with education and the persistence of ignorance that has hindered
progress.’> Much blame is laid at the feet of incompetent and corrupt rul-
ers, and by way of comparison the characteristics of the English nation are
outlined. Interestingly, and one can but wonder whether the author was
familiar with Edmund Burke, he says that the spirit of the English nation
can be summed up in one word: conservatism. But not, it is stressed, a
conservatism that is against progress but one that facilitates it.>* It is this
inherent conservatism that promotes stability and has shielded Britain from
the revolutionary turmoil of Bolshevism, Communism, Spartacism,** and last
but by no means least Fascism.

Indeed, argues the author, anyone who visits Britain will soon see that it
is totally different from other European countries, and frankly in a league of

»28
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its own. Few articles are as openly Anglophile as this, but it serves to remind
us that Iranian intellectuals had greater sympathy and admiration for the
ideas of the British Enlightenment than those of the continent. Moreover, as
argued earlier, for all the use of the word race the overwhelming emphasis of
the articles was towards the education of the mind, not the purity of the race,
the term for which lacked rigour within the Persian lexicon and was used
interchangeably with a host of other similar terms. Even if we accept that
they adopted the usage in emulation of the Western use of race, as has been
shown, within the British tradition of the Anglo-Scottish Enlightenment, the
term retained an ambiguity of purpose.

One could certainly discern a use of race in relation to what were com-
monly considered to be major racial groups, but most of the significant
ideologues and founding fathers of nationalism tended to push back vigor-
ously against any attempt to claim ‘purity” for the Iranians. It simply did not
make sense to make a case for racial purity —and by extension the superiority
of that race — for what amounted to an imperial state seeking to make the
transition to a national one.

Foroughi

Here, the lessons — and failures — of the Ottoman Empire loomed large on
the political horizon.’* Mohammad ‘Ali Foroughi (1877-1942), perhaps the
leading nationalist thinker, was quick to ridicule the tendency that sought to
purify all things from language to race, and long before the foundation of
the Language Academy during the rule of Reza Shah, he recounted — with no
little irony — an absurd attempt by one listener to berate a speaker for hav-
ing used the Arabic loan word mellat for ‘nation’ rather than ‘discover’ and
use an authentic Persian one.*® Foroughi is of course known to have used to
describe Reza Shah during the coronation address as ‘pure born’ and ‘of the
Iranian race’ but similarly in the same oration draws attention to the Iranian
nation (mellat) and peoples (qowm), and spends much more time urging
Reza Shah to emulate the great kings of Iran’s past.’” In his article on “Why
We Must Love Iran,” the thrust of the piece is on the many positive contri-
butions of Iranian civilization,*® not on the superiority of the Iranian race,
and the solution to the many problems faced by Iranians is as always, educa-
tion.* On the occasion of the celebrations held to commemorate the millen-
nium of Ferdowsi’s birth in 1934, Foroughi took the opportunity to criticise
those who appeared to be arguing for a race as a basis for nationality:

What is nationality unity? Intellectuals have discussed this a great deal
and have come up with different points of view. Is the result of their
discussions that national unity is based on race? Is it based on subjection
to one monarchy? Is it do with a common province, city or land? Does
it come from a shared religion? Does it come from sharing the same
language? Or is it all of these things? Of course all of these factors play
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a role in national unity but none of these on their own are the author
of national unity nor of an ethnic group, or indeed of a race. We cannot
go back further than twelve generations, how can we know what race
we are from? Of course there are differences between the black and the
white race, the yellow race may have a difference with these two but in a
state which is all white with all the mixing of blood which occurs in mil-
lions of years, how is it possible to know from which branch they come?
Is it possible to say that everyone in this room is from one race? No!*

One can perhaps detect a shift in emphasis in Foroughi’s reflections. If earlier
nationalists had taken the reality of Iranian nationality and national unity
as a given and sought out characteristics and failings that needed tough
medicine to solve, Foroughi was taking a step back and asking what in fact
constituted the nation. This echoed and undoubtedly reflected the change in
mood in Europe after the catastrophe of the Great War.

Mahmoud Afshar and Ayandeh

Mahmoud Afshar, another leading intellectual and editor of the highly influ-
ential journal Ayandeh (Future) produced a particularly revealing essay in
1927, “The Problems of Nationhood and the National Unity of Iran.”*!
Afshar’s article is interesting on a number of grounds. Not only does he go
into the question of national identity and its construction in some detail,
he is among the few writers to actually define what he means by the term
race (nejad), which he defines in his opening paragraph as consanguinity.*
Consanguinity is reinforced by time but, argues Afshar, the ties that might
bind a nation are varied and rarely if ever identical. Some nations are
bound by religion or social attitudes, others by language or history, and
still others by common economic interest. A powerful influence, he adds,
is a shared environment and he points out that different peoples (agvam)
who are thrown together and share an environment over centuries may in
time become one.

A good example of this in practice is the United States, and he adds for
good measure that the formation of the Iranian nation is somewhat similar.
It is clear, he explains, that different peoples have mixed with the Iranians
over centuries, but given the length of time and the complete integration that
now exists, “there is not much one can say about/against the racial unity of
Iran.”* This last phrase is particularly frustrating inasmuch as it can be read
in two subtly different ways. One could read it to mean that one cannot talk
about racial unity, or indeed it could be taken to mean that centuries of inte-
gration and intermarriage have resulted in a degree of unity “which cannot
be challenged.” Either way, purity would not appear to be at the forefront of
his thinking, and the context, as always, is vital. Afshar clearly understands
that conceiving of the Iranian nation as a homogenous race is nonsense, but
neither does he want to give his critics the opportunity to deconstruct that
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unity and legitimise diverse ethnicities. The source of his anxiety and the
target of his article become apparent as the discussion unfolds.

Placing Iran within a broader comparative perspective, Afshar reassures
his readers that the Iranian experience is the norm and not the exception,
most nations are the product of the integration of various peoples, and it
remains very difficult and a matter of intellectual conjecture and debate
which facts have precedence in any collective national project. To take the
example of Germany for instance, common descent and language take prece-
dence over religion. The Swiss, by contrast, share neither common descent or
language and instead represent the political unity of three different peoples
who are unified as one nation through a historical political and social union.
He then notes emphatically, and perhaps in contrast with the Swiss, that the
bonds that bind Iranians are much stronger: consanguinity, shared religion,
and a historical and social union of several thousand years — significantly he
avoids the dubious nationalist assertion of political unity. He then proceeds
to the point of the article and the driving force of much nationalist discourse
in this period: the threat posed by Turkish nationalism.

Indeed, contrary to popular belief, the main target (and anxiety) of Iranian
nationalists remained their Turkish counterparts, for the simple reason that
the main threat to the territorial integrity of the new nation-state of Iran was
Turkish/Azeri nationalism. If early nationalist ideologues such as Kermani
targeted Arabs and Islam, this was on an ideational plane, not an ethnic one.
Put simply, Arabs did not pose an ethnic challenge to the territorial integrity
of Iran. And it was the persistence of Turkic cultural practices, not Muslim
religious ones, which proved the most resistant to change. For example,
when the government of Reza Shah reminded ministries in 1935 to use the
solar ‘Iranian’ calendar institutionalised a decade earlier, their objection was
to the continued ‘unofficial’ use of the Turkic calendar.** Afshar was among
the most vigorous in his defence of Iranian unity on the face of what he
regarded as the Turkic challenge, refusing to call the new Turkish Republic
by its official name and insisting throughout on the term Ottoman.* Indeed
for all the cordial relations between Iran and the Turkish republic in this
period, official nomenclature was not something they could appear to agree
on with a formal request issued as early as 1924 to the Turkish government
to use ‘Iran’ rather than ‘Ajam’ when formally describing the country.*®

Afshar of course had no such qualms, and his dismissal of ‘Ottoman’ claims
that “half of Iran is Turkish,” along with Tazi (i.e., Arab) claims that parts of
Iran are Arab, was uncompromising. Of course, he pointed out, before the
attack of the Arabs and the Mongols, Iran was populated by Iranians, and
if different races (which he notes here as ‘yellow’ and ‘Semitic’), they fully
integrated with the native population and never dominated them. He added
for good measure that if Turkic and Arabic dialects are spoken in Azerbaijan
and the Persian Gulf region, this was purely accidental and the origins and
reasons are well known. His thesis on the ethnic integration that goes to
make the Iranian nation includes both the Jews and the Armenians, whom
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he describes as excellent examples of integration despite having ‘migrated’ to
Iran, but hits an interesting stumbling block with the Zoroastrians and Par-
sis, who choose not to intermarry with the local population but are clearly
Iranian on the basis of origin. This is a salutary reminder that no thesis is
perfect, although Afshar would no doubt be the first to argue that national
identity is constructed from a variety of building blocks.*” It was this empha-
sis on the construction of national unity that is perhaps the most striking
aspect of the article, since for all the trumpeting of the glories of the Iranian
nation and its Aryan roots, Afshar makes clear that the realities are quite
different and that Azeri and Arab distinctions remain, which the enemies of
Iran, most obviously the Ottomans, are willing to exploit especially through
their propaganda on the ‘unity of Turan’ and ‘Pan-Turanism.™®

Afshar’s fear (vahbshat) remains the dismemberment of the Iranian state
through the actions of others and the inaction of Iranians. To explain this,
Afshar uses the example of Germany and Austria after the Great War to
show how nations are subject to the vagaries of domestic and international
politics. Indeed, for all the bombast about Iranian unity in the preceding
pages, Afshar’s dramatic conclusion is that nationalism is at heart a politi-
cal project and he contrasts the fortunes of German unity after the war (a
durability he credits to Bismarck) with the fragmentation of the Austro-
Hungarian empire whose fractiousness was exposed by political failure. It
was only politics, domestic and foreign, that prevented the rump of Austria
from being merged into Germany - although he argued, this may yet hap-
pen.® The key, he argued, was to construct a sense of nationhood that
reinforced and built upon other sources of unity. Just as others promote
ideas of Pan-Turkism and Pan-Arabism, we Iranians have “no choice” but
to develop and promote an idea of Pan-Iranianism.*° It may well be, con-
tinued Afshar, that some languages have been imposed on the Iranians but,
if language was the final determinant of nationhood, then surely the Irish,
who speak English, would have been content with their lot.*!

Having outlined his case that nation-building is a political project, Afshar
then detailed the means by which this could be achieved, most importantly
the development of an authoritative state with a powerful order. Afshar
stressed that by this he did not mean dictatorship and urged his readers not
to make such a mistake. But the powerful state would take all measures to
disseminate the Persian language and the history of Iran in every part of the
country but especially Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Khuzestan and Baluchistan
and the areas of Turkmen concentration. Publications should be made avail-
able and, if possible, at a subsidised rate. Second, internal communications
need to be improved, most obviously the development of railways. Provinces
should be divided and new names be developed, bearing in mind economic
and political realities.”> All place names should be Persianised and foreign
words still used in government should be gradually replaced with Persian
words, bearing in mind that this must be done judiciously and without
undue haste. Perhaps most interesting in this list of prescriptions is Afshar’s
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argument that a balance is required between the centre and the periphery and
some measure of devolved power is necessary, even if he concludes that the
priorities of nation-building must for the present trump the preference for
decentralisation, which is more beneficial to the freedom that he hopes for.*

Afshar’s remarkable article highlights a number of important themes for
our understanding of Iranian nationalism in its formative period. In the first
place, and very much reflecting the discursive reality in the West, polysemy
rather than precision often characterised the use of words and concepts in
this period, and what is important was context. These were above all politi-
cal journals with an avowedly political priorities for which academic rigour
was occasionally sacrificed. Afshar was undoubtedly robust in his language
and he was clearly proud of his own roots, but he was also engaged in a
political contest against opponents who were no less and often far more
ethnocentric in their views. One cannot judge Afshar outside this crucial
context.

But perhaps more importantly, the definitions that have become part of
the lexicon of the contemporary social sciences* cannot be retrospectively
applied to writers for which the ideas of nationalism had yet to become
sensitised to the realities of genocide. The was considerable fluidity in the
understanding and application of the concept of race with some no doubt
utilising it as a fixed biological characteristic, but a great many, including
Afshar and most certainly Foroughi, using it more often than not as a syn-
onym for nation, as well as the broader racial classifications then in common
usage. The descriptors black, white and yellow undoubtedly sound awkward
to the contemporary ear, but they would not have appeared so to intellectuals
in the first half of the twentieth century.

Concluding thoughts

The nationalist project was undoubtedly corporatist and under Reza Shah
enjoined the discipline of the parade ground, but this did not make it Fascist
and few, if any, ideologues (although by no means all) identified with Fas-
cism, or still less with national socialism.** Indeed for all the bombast and
occasional reference to the ‘pure race,’ it is remarkable how almost all the
leading thinkers declined to think of Iranian nationhood as anything other
than a melting pot of diverse peoples forged through a common history.*
Even more remarkable is the fact that the apparent flag-bearer of this new
Aryan nationalism, was quite content to arrange a marriage between his son
and heir apparent and the daughter of King Faruq of Egypt. True, Princess
Fawzia could lay claim to being a Circassian, not an Arab, but this would
have been a distinction lost on most observers.

Moreover, the positive characteristics of the Iranians — or their spirit —
were more often than not highlighted to provide a more stark contrast with
the reality of their contemporary weakness and poverty of spirit. As Afshar
was at pains to point out, there was nothing inherently brilliant about the
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Iranians; civilisation had to be attained, worked for and acquired, and the
nationalist project was a political one that had to cultivate a sense of nation-
hood. In outlining why Iran must be loved, Foroughi stressed that, in his
view, there was no contradiction between patriotism and internationalism;
on the contrary, one was essential for the other.’” The purpose of national-
ism was not to build barriers and distinctions, still less to convey a sense of
superiority. It was to engender a revolution of the mind that would allow Ira-
nians to take their seat with confidence at the international commonwealth
of nations. That such explanations were required reflected the reality that the
message was not always getting across and there were many Iranians who
were increasingly espousing ideologies of Iranian superiority. Paradoxically,
this may be seen as a consequence of the expansion of education and need to
simplify the message being conveyed. Taqizadeh found himself increasingly
frustrated by the determination of some to articulate an Iranian chauvinism
that sought to downplay the achievements of others whatever their merits.*
More worrying was the tendency to view Iranianness in fixed ethnic terms,
especially in terms (‘Persian’) defined by others. In highly revealing notes
made as an aide-mémoire to himself, Tagizadeh vented his frustration:

Persians not an ethnic group. . . . Iranians do not understand this . . .
culture and geographic area is binding force . . . language and religion
is not important . . . culture is the most important . . . Persian always
taught in Azerbaijan . . . everyone 100% Iranian even when speaking
other languages . . . can’t call Turkish speaking people Turks . . . they
consider themselves Iranian . . . language imposed upon them from the
past ... no Turkish . .. don’t read or write it . . . only Persian . . . everyone
learns only Persian.*’

Taqgizadeh, himself an Azeri, was highlighting a central paradox of the
national project — a paradox and indeed irony that would have frustrated
his fellow intellectuals, including most notably Afshar. The central strategy
of the Iranian national project was to manage a transition from an imperial
state to a national one. The Iranians would not go the way of the Ottomans,
nor become Persians as the Ottomans had become Turks. On the contrary,
Iranianness had been reimagined as a means of transcending ethnicities in
order to bind disparate peoples together in a revitalised imagined commu-
nity imbued with a renewed spirit of civilisation. For Iranians to become an
ethnicity, still less a race, in our contemporary understanding of the term,
was to tragically miss the point altogether.

Notes

1 I am grateful to Robert Bartlett for his comments on an earlier draft.
2 Such views gained traction after the Islamic Revolution when strident attempts
were made to distinguish contemporary nationalism from its ‘Pahlavi’ variety.
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9 Nationalist representations of
the Persian Gulf under Reza

Shah Pahlavi

Chelsi Mueller

The Persian Gulf was a central theme in the anti-colonial, nationalist dis-
course that came to be dominated by the state during the reign of Reza Shah
Pahlavi. The highly visible British presence in the Persian Gulf was a light-
ning rod for the vital expression of anti-British sentiment in the aftermath of
the Great War (1914-1918). Britain’s support of the Al Khalifa shaykhs at
Bahrain, and the Qasimi shaykhs who claimed Abu Musa and the Tunbs —
like their support for Shaykh Khaz‘al in ‘Arabistan (renamed Khuzestan in
1925) and other semi-autonomous tribal chiefs in the south — was viewed
as part of a colonial strategy that was designed to deny Iran its territorial
sovereignty and independence.

This chapter examines how the Persian Gulf was viewed and how was it
depicted in the dominant discourse in Iran during the course of events that
brought Reza Shah to power and until his downfall (1921-1941). A par-
ticular emphasis is placed on the way in which the Arab shaykhdoms of the
lower Gulf were depicted in Iranian nationalist discourse and how they were
addressed in the foreign policy of Reza Shah Pahlavi.

Under Reza Shah, Iran contested Britain’s claim to be the protector of
Arab shaykhs in the Persian Gulf and challenged its position as the main
security provider in the Persian Gulf waterway. Nationalist sentiments were
expressed in territorial terms: the entire Persian Gulf, including the islands,
waterway and the Arab shaykhdoms on the southern littoral were depicted
as usurped Iranian frontiers. Iran’s claim to be the only legitimate sovereign
in the Persian Gulf — a claim that resonated in the minds of many Iranian
people — gained the Shah some leverage that he could use to reduce British
influence in southern Iran and loosen British authority in and around Iran’s
territorial waters.

The rise of nationalism in the nineteenth century was colored to a great
degree by disenchantment with Iran’s shrinking borders, particularly in the
Caucasus where Iran lost sizeable swathes of territory to Imperial Russia.
Moreover, the southern provinces of Iran were commonly perceived more
as a precinct of the British Indian Empire than part of the sovereign Qajar
state.! Hence Iranian nationalist discourse during the late Qajar and early
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Pahlavi periods was preoccupied principally with the idea of land and the
need to secure the country’s territorial framework, preferably its Safavid
borders.?

During World War I, Ottoman, Russian and British troops invaded Iran,
causing its collapse as an independent political entity. In the aftermath of
the war, Russian troops withdrew but British troops remained in the north
on the pretext of preventing the incursion of bolshevism. In 1920, the Brit-
ish troops (NORPER Force) retreated but the British Indian Army remained
as they had been stationed at in Iran’s Persian Gulf ports, Bushehr, Bandar
‘Abbas, Hengam, Jask and Chabahar.?

In the aftermath of the war, the dominance of the British in the south, par-
ticularly in the Persian Gulf, emerged as a focal point of bitterness and anti-
colonial feeling. The Iranian press churned out articles describing the tactics
that the British used to subjugate Iran — such as negotiating separate treaties
with tribal shaykhs and khans without respect to the central government;
treating Iran’s oil wells, telegraphs and postal services as British domains.
Newspapers called for an end to the capitulations, foreign monopolies and
special privileges for foreigners that had been inaugurated by corrupt Qajar
leadership.* And the press provided a constant commentary on what it called
the British “colony-seeking policy” in the East in general and in the Persian
Gulf in particular.’

But the rise of Reza Khan and the success of his military campaigns against
local rebellions in Tabriz, Gilan and Khorasan gave cause for some hope
that these military achievements could lead to the restoration of Iran’s lost
frontiers and the revival of its former greatness. The restoration of ‘Arabi-
stan — even before it was achieved — was viewed as a milepost on the way to
an even larger goal, that of ousting the British altogether from the Persian
Gulf. In October of 1923 the newspaper Ettehad declared that the arrival of
Iranian troops to ‘Arabistan was a forerunner of the good news that Iran will
soon be able to recover the ports and islands wrested from her in the Persian
Gulf.® This feeling was also echoed on the local level. An apt example is the
sentiment that was expressed at a patriotic reception held in honor of the
army garrison posted to the southern port of Lingah. One observer recounts
how a local man took to the stage and gave a speech welcoming the troops
to Lingah and expressing his earnest hope that soon the army would also go
on to recover Bahrain and Oman.”

Local actors, including merchants, community leaders, journalists, port
authorities, police, governors, customs clerks, passport officers and military
men, were eager to participate in the struggle to liberate Iran from foreign
domination. They expressed their nationalist sentiment in territorial terms,
viewing the islands, waterway and even the Arab shaykhdoms of the lower
Gulf as usurped Iranian frontiers. Bahrain was the flagship issue. One year
after the coup that brought Reza Khan to power, a very enthusiastic local
official at Bandar ‘Abbas encouraged the government to renew its claim to
Bahrain. He gathered the relevant records from his files and wrote a detailed
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letter to the Foreign Ministry in which he systematically laid out a histori-
cal and legal case for Iran’s claim to sovereignty over Bahrain. But he didn’t
stop with Bahrain. In his report, he goes on to say that Qatar (Zubara) was
formerly a dependency of Bahrain and he recommends that the army should
aim to recover Qatar as well.®

Britain’s control of post offices in the south was a big source of resentment
in Tran. At the end of 1922 the British organized a conference in Bushehr
to facilitate the transfer of southern post offices to Iranian administration.
When that happened, the head of Iran’s new Persian Gulf Postal Administra-
tion got a letter from an Iranian national, a merchant residing in Bahrain.
This man expressed joy upon hearing that Iran had assumed control over six
post offices in the south of Iran. He said this was a cause for rejoicing, for
Muslims in general and for citizens of Iran in particular. But he goes on to
say that there are other places in the south that need to be included in Iran’s
postal administration, including Bahrain, Trucial Oman and Muscat. These
are ports, he explains, which were formerly part of the “guarded domains”
(mamalek-e mahrusab). But because the former custodians of the state failed
to send soldiers and failed to assert the state’s sovereignty there, these ports
became insubordinate (khudsar). In conclusion, he says, it is also necessary
to consider Bahrain, Trucial Oman and Muscat as part of Iran’s Persian Gulf
postal administration.’

These kinds of notions proliferated throughout the Reza Shah period. As
late as 1937 the Iranian consul in Karachi wrote to Tehran to inform that
the British were interfering in the affairs of Muscat. Their actions, he said,
were a cause for protest because “the Imperial government views Muscat as
an integral part of the imperial territory.”

Local authorities in Iran’s port towns were also hypersensitive to anything
that could be interpreted as an affront to national pride. For example, the
chief of police in Khuzestan came across a map and forwarded it to his
superiors because he noticed that the sea next to Khuzestan was labeled the
“Gulf of Basra.” He says that this is a cause for concern, because he was
accustomed to seeing this part of the map labeled as either the “Iranian Gulf”
or the “Persian Gulf.”!! His title “Chief of Police for Khuzestan” instead of
“‘Arabistan” gives witness to the vital link between place names and the
nationalization process that was begun during the Reza Shah period.

Surveillance of the political landscape gave local officials and military
men an opportunity to advertise their vigilance and dedication to the
nationalist cause. In 1926, Iran’s consul in Baghdad wrote what could per-
haps be considered a policy paper regarding Kuwait. He tells the Foreign
Ministry that “the Iranian government, for the sake of building its future,
needs to carefully watch events in Kuwait.”!? In support of his assertions,
he says, “Iranian nationals make up the majority of the population of
Kuwait.”!3 He goes on to explain that Iranian citizens have historical
rights to Kuwait because “to this day they have been contributing to the
water and the soil and commerce and wealth of Kuwait.”!* His immediate
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concern — and reason for writing — was a rumor going around that the
territory of Kuwait could be joined to the territory of the Najd, and that
if this were to occur, Iran would have a big powerful Arab state on its
border. He says that this would be dangerous for two reasons: it would
pose a danger from the national perspective (it would be an Arab state)
and it would pose a danger from the religious perspective (it would be a
Sunni, Wahhabi state). In order to prevent this from happening, he urges
the Iranian government to intervene and to consider the idea of annexing
Kuwait to Iran.!s

Another way in which local actors sought to nationalize the Persian
Gulf was through efforts to eliminate foreign symbols from the landscape
and to replace them with Iranian symbols. A prominent example is the
national flag. During Reza Shah’s reign, the government was inundated
with reports of offenses involving flags in and around the Persian Gulf. A
letter addressed to the speaker of the majles by a group of Iranian nation-
als residing at Bahrain describes how the sneaky British Political Agent at
Bahrain moved the British flag from the roof of his building to a flagpole
placed in the ground. He describes how a special place was created in the
soil of Bahrain just for that flagpole.’® What is implicit in this distinction
between a flag draped on a building and a flag flown from a flagpole
is the perception that a flag emplaced in the ground denotes territorial
sovereignty — in this case, it appeared as though Britain was claiming
sovereignty over Bahrain. This vital distinction was made explicit in 1931
when the Foreign Ministry issued instructions to all foreign embassies and
legations to the effect that foreigners were forbidden from flying their flags
from flagpoles placed in the ground.'”

An episode from the career of Gholam ‘Ali Bayandor, Reza Shah’s senior
naval officer, is an apt illustration of the kind of symbolic acts that prolif-
erated in the Persian Gulf during these years. During his first months on
the job, in the summer of 1933, Bayandor was out on patrol and noticed
a British flag flying at Basidu, a section of Qeshm Island where the Brit-
ish maintained a coaling station for the Royal Navy. Having confirmed
with his superiors that the British did not have the right to fly a flag there,
he returned to the island in his ship to remove the offending flag.!® The
way that he relates the events of that day are particularly colorful. He said
that on that day there was no British warship at Basidu, so he came into
the harbor and ordered his crew to disembark. He recalls that as they
approached the British area, the British (Indian) officers ran away. So he
ordered his crew to march over to the flagpole. They marched with a full
honor guard, he said, including a drum and fife. They assembled at the
flagpole. He lowered the British flag, put the Iranian flag on the flagpole
and raised it up. Then they saluted the flag and gave it military honors."”
The Iranian flag raised over Basidu didn’t last for more than a few days,
but for Bayandor this was a symbolic act suffused with political meaning.
For him it was the reassertion of Iranian sovereignty on a contested piece
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of territory. Excluding foreign symbols from the landscape became a vital
expression of control in a border region that was caught in the throes of
colonial domination.

At times, the Iranian government stirred up nationalist sentiment in the pop-
ulation by giving credence to populist ambitions, but by doing so it dimin-
ished its own room for maneuver, and found itself forced to react to the very
passions it had created. The formal adoption of new passport regulations is
a case in point. In October 1921 the kargozar (agent of the foreign ministry)
in Bushehr notified his superiors that British officials were issuing travel
documents to Iranians from Bahrain. This, he said, constituted interference
in Bahrain, contrary to the sovereignty of Iran, and he requested that the
Ministry provide some instruction in the manner of dealing with this issue.?
The Foreign Ministry reacted by dispatching one of its employees to instruct
port officials on the procedure for handling travel documents in a way that
was consistent with Iran’s claim to Bahrain.?! By June of 1922, Iranian port
officials began impounding British-issued travel documents that Bahrainis
presented and issuing Iranian travel documents in their stead.?? The central
government then found itself pressed from two sides. On the one side, the
Foreign Ministry was pressured by the British to reverse this policy, while on
the other side, myriad voices from within and without pleaded with Tehran
to bring its Persian Gulf policies in line with national sovereignty and inde-
pendence.? Ultimately, Foreign Minister Mohammad ‘Ali Foroughi sided
with the surge of nationalist feeling and sent official written instructions to
port officials to treat Bahrainis as Iranian citizens.**

Tehran’s formal adoption of this policy would have a profound effect on
trade and travel between the two shores of the Persian Gulf throughout the
interwar years and beyond, and no subsequent government would reverse
it. When the government that issued the passport instructions fell, the British
Minister in Tehran appealed again to the Foreign Ministry to cancel the
instructions affecting Bahrain travelers.”® But the new minister of foreign
affairs, Mohammad Mosaddeq (best known for his role in the nationali-
zation of the oil industry in 1951), told him that that the instructions had been
issued by the previous government and that although the new government
(of Hasan Pirnia) did not intend to raise the issue of Bahrain, it was not
willing to cancel the previous government’s instructions to treat Bahrainis as
Iranian citizens.?® Canceling the instructions, he explained, would be viewed
by the public as a total abandonment of Iran’s claim to Bahrain. He went
on to say that Iran refused to abandon the claim for moral and sentimental
reasons: the island had formerly been an Iranian possession, Iran had never
renounced her claim, and public opinion would not consent to a renuncia-
tion of the claim unless good cause could be shown for doing s0.?’

Soon it became clear that the instructions issued to the kargozars in 1922
and 1923 - to treat Bahrainis as Iranian citizens in regard to travel documents —
was more of a cheap way to please public opinion than a real challenge to
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British authority. A letter from Hajji Mirza Mehdi Khan, based in Moham-
merah, illustrates the gap between Iran’s claim to sovereignty over Bahrain
enshrined in bombastic rhetoric and regulations and its inability to put it
into force, as he describes the problem:

Since I arrived to Mohammerah there has been an effort in regard to the
people of Bahrain: Iranian procedures have been carried out to prevent
the British officials from intervening in their affairs and to encourage
by various means their Iranian-ness. When they travel to the kargozar’s
office, they are presented with an Iranian tazkera (passport). And when
they want to return to Bahrain, as with other domestic ports of Iran,
a travel document is given to them and since this order has been under-
way, the British consul also has been giving a tazkera to the people of
Bahrain, signed and visa’d, and in Bahrain they are permitted to depart
with that travel document. So when they come to [my] office and request
a travel document to visit the [Shi‘i shrines in Iraq], and as per your
order, I do not give them a tazkera. They, after hearing this, go to him
to get a British tazkera.?®

While the Foreign Ministry, lacking the means of coercion with which to put
into force its claim to Bahrain, tried to keep the issue contained, the Iranian
newspapers and Iranians resident at Bahrain kept the issue alive, cultivating
the narrative of Iranian Bahrain groaning under the foreign yoke. Iranians
wanted more than words; they wanted Reza Khan and his army to mount a
real challenge to British interference in and around the Gulf. A community of
Shi‘i Iranians residing in Bahrain, calling themselves the “nationalist party,”
sent letters to Shirazi newspapers and lobbied government officials.?’ The
Iranian Consul at Najaf issued a statement inviting Bahrainis to come to
his consulate and register as Iranian citizens.’® Zeyn al-‘Abedin Rahnema, a
majles member and editor of the newspaper, Iran, published an open letter
to the Foreign Ministry, saying:

First of all, Bahrain is in the Iranian Gulf and is an inalienable domain
of Iran, yet, there is no Iranian government official there, so must the
people there be trapped by the pressures of the foreign officials? Second,
if Bahrain’s postal fees are in line with the rates of the interior provinces,
then why is there a foreign stamp attached to the shipments that arrive
from Bahrain? Third . . . the government does not have a post office in
Bahrain, and the Bahrain post office was not among those transferred [to
Iranian authority] at the Bushehr postal conference, yet the importance
of Bahrain, if it is not greater than the Gulf provinces is also not less,
and if all of the Bahraini people really desire to have an administrator
and officials from the government of Iran, then it is not clear: why has
the sending of government officials and the opening of government agen-
cies [there] not yet been ventured? Now, please . . . take the necessary
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measures to open government offices and send bona fide, competent offi-
cials to Bahrain and the other islands of the Gulf to comfort the people.!

In the Iranian discourse the situation in Bahrain had fast become the epitome
of British colonial policy that aimed to deprive Iran of its legitimate rights
in the Persian Gulf. Bahrain was more than an island, it was a symbol of all
of the past Iranian frontiers in the Persian Gulf that had been usurped by
foreigners and whose restoration to Iranian sovereignty must be longed for.

The focus of Iran’s foreign policy throughout the rule of Reza Shah Pahlavi
was political and economic emancipation from the Soviet Union and Great
Britain. The Shah leveraged Iran’s weakness to its advantage, playing both
ends against the middle as a means of procuring the maximum degree of
independence. The first foreign policy priority on the new Shah’s agenda was
to forge an economic and commercial relationship with the Soviet Union that
would both end Iran’s dependence on Russia and also ensure that Britain
would not be able to exert a dominant position in Iran’s economy. Toward
that end he sent his energetic and capable court minister ‘Abdolhossein Khan
Teymurtash to Moscow for talks that would result in the non-aggression and
neutrality treaty of 1927 (whose terms also formed the basis of the subse-
quent agreements of 1931 and 1935).%

The Iranian-Soviet agreement, negotiated by Teymurtash and concluded
in 1927, provided a reasonable relief from the Soviet threat to the north.
Following that Teymurtash began to prepare for what would prove to be the
bigger challenge and that was his negotiations with the British. The agreed-
upon goal for these talks was the conclusion of a general treaty that would
resolve all outstanding issues between the British and Iranian governments.
The Soviets feared that Iran would reach an accommodation with the British
that would allow the British to threaten the Soviet Union from Iranian soil.
Thus, the Soviet Union supported Iranian nationalism as a brake against
British expansion. Soviet representatives privately warned Teymurtash of the
strategic dangers inherent in allowing the British company Imperial Airways
to develop aviation rights along Iran’s Persian Gulf littoral and they warned
Teymurtash not to surrender Iran’s claim to Bahrain because of its strategic
position in the Persian Gulf.??

The major obstacle on Iran’s path to full independence was British com-
mercial, military and political ascendancy in Iran. They benefited from low
taxes and customs rates, special courts for foreigners and other commercial
advantages. British firms held commercial concessions for telegraphs, rail-
roads and most prominently, oil.>* The 1902 D’Arcy concession afforded
the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) the exclusive rights to prospect for,
exploit and export Iran’s oil. Abadan, the site of APOC’s oil installations,
looked like a colonial mini-state, an overcrowded undeveloped township
around an industrial center where “natives” labored under the supervision
of British company managers.* Iran also had numerous grievances with Iraq,
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then under British mandatory rule, not the least of which was the unfair
boundary delimitation between them. According to the boundary en force,
the entirety of the river that formed the international boundary (the Shatt
al-‘Arab or Arvand Rud in Persian) lay in Iraqi territory.’® Finally, it was
no secret that the Persian Gulf was viewed around the world as a “British
Lake.”3” British warships anchored freely at Bushehr, where the large Union
Jack fluttered over the grandiose mansions housing the British Resident and
his staff. The many vestiges of colonial control on Iranian soil infuriated
nationalist opinion and became the focal points of Reza Shah’s dealings
with the British.

On the eve of the Anglo-Iranian negotiations, Reza Shah took two impor-
tant decisions. The first was his announcement of 10 May 1927 that all capit-
ulatory privileges would be abolished in one year’s time. This put pressure
on the British to conclude a commercial agreement with Iran. The second
was his decision to refer Iran’s claim to Bahrain to the League of Nations.

In the letter, dated 22 November 1927, the Iranian government objected
to the wording of the Jeddah Treaty signed between the British government
and Ibn Sa‘ud, King of the Hijaz and of Najd, which characterized Bah-
rain as a territory having “special treaty relations with the British govern-
ment.”% Iran lodged an additional protest on 5 January 1929 against a new
Bahraini law that barred Iranian nationals from entering Bahrain without
a passport.’® However, after these protests were submitted to the League,
Teymurtash indicated quietly that he preferred that this issue should form
part of the bilateral negotiations with the British government. For him, the
claim to Bahrain was more valuable if it could be used as a bargaining chip
to get some concessions during the far-reaching negotiations with the British.
The British government was also keen to prevent international arbitration
of the Bahrain issue for a variety of reasons: arbitration, they feared, would
undermine the confidence of the shaykhs who were in treaty relations with
the Britain and looked to them for protection against Iran; it would encour-
age the belief that the British government was weak in the Middle East; and
it would set a dangerous precedent for other powers in the region, such as
Ibn Sa‘ud who might have wished to challenge Britain’s position in Kuwait.*
Satisfied that Teymurtash preferred to handle this outside of the League, the
British government submitted a detailed refutation of Iran’s claim to Bahrain
to the League but informed the Secretary General that the two countries
would resolve the dispute within the context of bilateral negotiations.*! Dur-
ing the course of subsequent negotiations, Teymurtash would several times
re-raise the specter of international arbitration — the prospect of which he
knew posed some risk to the British, and a risk that he hoped to leverage in
Iran’s favor.*?

The deadline for the end of capitulations drew closer and the two sides
had failed to reach an agreement on all the issues under discussion (espe-
cially owing to the insertion of the Bahrain issue), so the end of capitulations
was addressed separately in the framework of the Anglo-Iranian commercial
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agreement concluded on 10 May 1928, the day the abolition of capitulations
took effect.*> The agreement protected the rights of British subjects in Iran,
but afforded Iran full autonomy in its customs policy.** Upon the conclusion
of the commercial agreement, Teymurtash wrote to the British minister in
Tehran, saying that the first round of negotiations was finished and signaled
his expectation that the Persian Gulf would be a focus in the second round:

the Iran of today hopes to see her relations with the British Empire estab-
lished on a new basis: the equality of rights, community of interests and
recognition of her legitimate aspirations. There is no need to mention
the out-of-dateness of the existing treaties and conventions and Iran’s
abnormal situation in the Persian Gulf and a host of other issues that
were raised during our discussions. His Majesty’s government consented
in principle to revise and rectify this and the Persian Government highly
appreciates its attitude.*

During the protracted negotiations, the anti-British rancor heightened
nationalist sentiment, and irredentist tendencies in Iran were encouraged
and exploited by the Shah as a means of exerting pressure on the British.
This was particularly evident in the formulation of Iran’s policy toward
the Arab shaykhdoms of the lower Gulf, which were polities under British
protection. Iran’s policy, under Reza Shah, was to treat the inhabitants of
the Persian Gulf - including the inhabitants of the Arab shaykhdoms - as
Iranian citizens, subject to Iranian law. In September 1928 fresh instruc-
tions were sent from Tehran to the provincial authorities reminding them
to regard travelers from Kuwait, Muscat, the Trucial States and Bahrain
as Iranian citizens. This followed upon an earlier circular instructing port
authorities to allow the inhabitants of the southern littoral entry to Iran
only if they carried Iranian passports or identity documents, and to issue
documents and charge the statutory fees to those who did not carry them.*
Many travelers from the lower Gulf arrived to Iranian ports only to have
their identity documents torn up or confiscated and receive new Iranian
documents from the officials. When leaving Iran, travelers from the lower
Gulf were given ‘ilm-o-khabar — travel passes specified for persons proceed-
ing “from one domestic port to another” — the implication being that places
like Dubai, Kuwait, Bahrain and Muscat were all Iranian ports.*” The harsh
experience with Iranian nationalization policies was a prominent factor in
the decision taken by many of the Gulf’s transnational merchants to relocate
their homes and businesses to the Arab shaykhdoms of the southern littoral
during the Reza Shah years.

Iran officially declared its non-recognition of the independence of the
shaykhdoms and its non-recognition of Britain’s special relationship with
them in August 1928. This came about after an exchange of letters between
the two governments after an Iranian customs patrol arrested an Arab
dhow off the coast of Tunb Island. The British government asserted that
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Tunb was owned by the Shaykh of Ras al-Khaimah and that he was under
British protection as per the treaties en force between them.*® The Iranian
government, which claimed Tunb as an Iranian island, rejected the notion
that the Shaykh was independent and rejected Britain’s claim of protect-
ing him “on the pretext of having treaties.”* The Iranian Ministry of War
viewed the British claim to protect the Arab shaykhs as a sham. An internal
memo warned that the British “viewed with hostility Iran’s rightful pos-
sessions in some of the coasts and islands of the Persian Gulf and resorted
to coercive force and military actions to subordinate the shaykhs.”*® The
Foreign Ministry reiterated Iran’s “indisputable right” to Tunb Island and
added that the Iranian government could not recognize the aforementioned
treaties as valid.’! At that time, a number of local intrigues came to light
that appeared to support a rumor that Iranian officials had been instructed
to open direct negotiations with the Trucial Coast rulers without reference to
Great Britain.’? This came after a considerable effort on the part of some
businessmen and journalists familiar with the shaykhdoms to persuade
the government that the various shaykhs of the southern littoral could
be “attracted to the side of Iran.”’3

Encouraged by a policy that treated the shaykhdoms of the Arabian litto-
ral as usurped Iranian domains, Iranian naval officers and customs officers,
carried out their board and search operations on Arab vessels with particular
zeal, firing on them, taking crews to shore for investigation, even putting
them on trial. A number of vessels were arrested by Iranian men-of-war in
the territorial waters of the Arab rulers, including Kuwait, Qatar, the Trucial
Shaykhdoms and Muscat.** A British naval officer reported that petty Iranian
officials “aggravate the Arabs by announcing everywhere that they own the
whole Gulf, including the Arabs’ own territory.”>’

The nationalist aspiration to assert sovereignty over the entire Persian Gulf
waterway, islands and littoral was a tool that the Shah employed to gain
some leverage in his efforts to loosen British authority in the south of Iran
and the Persian Gulf. The Shah’s endeavor to extend the central authority
over Iran’s ports, islands and territorial waters met with limited success:
he compelled the British to withdraw their troops from Iranian ports and
to evacuate their naval bases on Iranian islands; introduced a small, mod-
ern navy into the Persian Gulf waterway; established regulations for the
visits of foreign warships to Iran’s territorial waters and ports; and began
policing its waters. He failed, however, in his effort to conclude a general
treaty with the British government, owning to his insistence on a positive
recognition by Britain of at least one of Iran’s declared territorial claims —
Bahrain, Abu Musa and the Tunbs. Another area in which his government
failed was in its policy toward the Arab sheikdoms of the Persian Gulf: Iran
sought to establish separate relations with the Arab rulers on the southern
littoral and at the same time entertained shadowy claims to sovereignty
over their domains. The Arabs’ fear of Iran strengthened their reliance on
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British protection allowing the British to entrench their position along the
southern littoral and making it even more difficult for Iran to gain influence
in the shaykhdoms.

While Reza Shah’s policy in the Persian Gulf met with limited success,
the introduction of Iranian nationalism into the Persian Gulf waterway
bore major ramifications. Harsh polices that were intended to unify the
country prompted mass waves of migration from Iran’s southern coastal
areas to the Arab states of the lower Gulf. Heavy-handed treatment of
travelers from lower Gulf by Iran’s port authorities disrupted centuries
of movement and exchange between the two shores. And Iran’s ambition
to gain sovereignty over the entire Persian Gulf waterway, littoral and
islands, made a substantial impression on the rulers and inhabitants of the
Arab shaykhdoms. The entrance of nationalism forged an acute dichotomy
between Persians and Arabs in the Gulf, and the conflict that emerged
between the Iran and the shaykhdoms of the Arabian littoral during the
Reza Shah period would continue to characterize the Persian Gulf into
the twenty-first century.
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10 Iranian nationalism, Islamic
unity and Shi‘ism in Iran’s
regional policy

From the Pahlavis to the
Islamic Republic

Raz Zimmt

In an interview given to the German newspaper Der Spiegel in 1974, Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi claimed that the concept of “Muslim solidar-
ity” should not be taken too seriously. The Arabs, said the Shah, are Sem-
ites, while the Iranians are Aryans. He added that the religious connection
between Muslims is not as powerful as sometimes claimed by Arab states,
and that ethnicity is a more powerful link among Arabs than the religious,
Islamic connection between the Arab states.! The Shah’s words reflected his
conception of Iranian nationalism, the central ideological tenet underpinning
his rule.

Domestically, the Shah sought to replace religious Islamic solidarity with
Iranian nationalism as the main force uniting Iranian society, seeing this
change as essential for furthering his goals. However, while emphasizing
the ethnic-national component of Iranian identity, the Pahlavi regime also
strove to bolster its standing as a dominant power in the Arab Middle East
and Muslim world. To accomplish this, the Shah could not afford to shape
his foreign policy in light of solely ideological considerations, which were
predicated on a particularistic Iranian nationalist conception, but had to take
into account Iran’s national interests.

The historical narrative based on the Aryan (Indo-Iranian) hypothesis,
according to which the history of the Iranian nation predates the emer-
gence of Islam in the seventh century, was highly appealing to the Pahlavi
regime. This narrative allowed the regime to present the reforms initiated
in 1963 (the “White Revolution’) as a return to the true Iran and to estab-
lish Iran as a member of Western civilization as part of the Shah’s efforts
to strengthen Iran’s ties with the West. According to this narrative, Iran’s
history is divided into two periods: the glorious pre-Islamic period, which
ended with the Islamic conquest in the seventh century, and the dark Islamic
period of ‘foreign” Muslim rule, lasting from the seventh century until the
twentieth century.? One expression of this founding myth can be found in
the Shah’s book Mission for My Homeland, in which he claimed that no one
can doubt that Iranian culture is closer to Western culture than to Chinese
or Arab culture.’
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If ideological-cultural calculations alone had shaped Iran’s Middle Eastern
policy, Tehran would have preferred a relationship with the countries closest
to it in terms of ethnicity and culture, including Pakistan, Afghanistan and
Turkey, while adopting a hostile policy toward Arab countries and other
Muslim states. But these calculations were secondary in shaping Iran’s poli-
cies. Since the 1950s, Iran strove to increase its influence in the Arab world
so as to block Nasserist influence in the region, and to secure its standing
in the Middle East as a whole and in the Persian Gulf in particular. Tehran
could not explicitly express its animosity toward Arabs if it wished to realize
its national interests in a region mostly inhabited by Arabs. Therefore, Iran
preferred to downplay the cultural differences between Iranians and Arabs as
much as possible and instead highlight the religious common denominator.
Ideological calculations, past experiences and national interests all helped
shape Iran’s attitude toward its Arab neighbors.

The concept of Iranian nationalism was instrumental in formulating Iran’s
foreign policy vis-a-vis the Arab world. At times, this concept was manifested
even in expressions of Iranian hostility and condescension toward the Arabs.
This sense of superiority was at times evident in Iranian newspapers and state-
ments of high-ranking Iranian officials, who on several occasions — usually in
private — expressed their wariness of and hostility toward Arabs. In the early
1950s, when Iranian newspapers were allowed to publish caricatures without
censorship, Arabs were often portrayed as snakes.* In September 1958, in its
report on a meeting between Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser [hereafter Nasser]| and the
leader of the Kurds in Iraq, Mustafa Barazani, the daily Jahan claimed that
the Kurds - like all other Iranians — are smarter than Arabs and will never
agree to live under the rule of countries that gained independence less than
fifty years prior.’

After the severing of ties between Iran and Egypt in 1960, Iranian news-
papers called Egyptians ‘lizard eaters,” an age-old derogatory term express-
ing disdain toward Arabs.® In private, the Shah himself confessed to his
primordial animosity against Arabs. Thus, for example, in a meeting with
the US Secretary of State in April 1962, the Shah proclaimed about the
Arabs: “Maybe this is just prejudice, but I simply don’t like them.”” In May
1963, in a meeting with the head of Israel’s Mossad, Meir Amit, the Shah
also expressed his hostility toward Arabs. In a discussion about the latest
developments in the Arab world, the Shah stated: “the trouble is that with
these Arabs, you never know where you stand.”® Other Iranian high-ranking
officials also did not hide their animosity toward Arabs. In his memoir, Meir
Ezri, Israel’s ambassador to Tehran, described how an Iranian general told
Itzhak Bar-Moshe, a consultant from Israel’s Broadcasting Authority who
was dispatched to Iran in late September 1960: “How have we sinned [to
deserve] God sending the Qur’an to an Arab in Arabic and not in Farsi?”’

At most times, however, Iran was careful to avoid expressing an overt
anti-Arab attitude in its policy. As Iran’s conflict with Nasserism and Arab
radicalism intensified, so too did Iran’s need to increase its influence in the
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Arab world, which led Tehran to strengthen its ties with the conservative
Arab regimes. For this reason, the Pahlavi regime prioritized Iran’s national
interests over Iran’s particularistic nationalism in relations with the Arab
world and invested a great deal of effort in furthering its ties with Arab
regimes. Iran also sought to create a clear distinction between its purported
positive attitude toward Arabs and its fierce opposition to the Egyptian presi-
dent and his policies in the Arab world.

In a number of opinion pieces published in Iranian newspapers during
the 1960s, writers emphasized that Nasser and the Arab people are two dis-
tinct and separate entities and that Iran’s criticism is directed solely against
Nasser’s policies and does not stem from ill will toward Arabs. Thus, for
example, in an editorial published in June 1963 by the daily Eztela‘at, titled
“Iran and the Arab Nations,” the author stated that according to Islam, there
is no difference between anyone who has the title Seyyed (descendent of the
Prophet Muhammad) and a black Abyssinian. All are considered brothers
and equals and thus, there is no difference between Arabs and Persians.
Contrary to this vision, the paper argued, the Egyptian president attempted
to ignite a war between brothers, start fires in a different part of the Muslim
world each day and gain superiority over the rest of the Muslim nations.'® In
another Ettela‘at paper, published in February 1965 under the title “There
Is No Border between Us,” the author claimed that the roots of the good
relations between Arabs and Iranians date back to the cooperation between
the Sassanid kings and the Arab chieftains during the time of the ancient
Persian Empire and also during the wars between Persia and Rome in which
most of the Arab tribes cooperated with Persia. Even at the dawn of Islam —
before Iran accepted the new religion — the Prophet Muhammad had always
mentioned the Persians favorably.!!

The desire to strike a balance between Iran’s inherent hostility toward
Arabs and its desire to gain significant regional influence in the Middle
East was also evident in its approach concerning the trends of unification
in the Arab world in the 1950s and 1960s. Although it disapproved of the
idea of Arab unity and saw it as a challenge to Iran’s national interests,
Tehran recognized the widespread support this idea garnered in the Arab
world under Nasser’s leadership. Similar to the distinction Iran tried to
make between its attitude concerning Arabs and its opposition to Nasser,
Iran’s public line made a distinction between Iran’s supposed support of
Arab unity and its objection to Nasser’s attempts to exploit this idea to
realize his domination in the Middle East. Iranian newspapers claimed that
Iran never objected to Arab unity, and that the problem is that this unity
is headed by a rapacious and egotistical person who wishes to make the
Arabs his slaves.!?

Due to the hostility that characterized Tehran’s private attitude toward the
Arabs and the trend of Arab unity, the Pahlavi regime could have sought to
tighten its relations with the neighbors closest to it in terms of ethnicity and
culture, namely Afghanistan, Pakistan and Turkey. But when it came to these
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countries as well, Iranian policy was based mainly on Iran’s national interests
and the calculations that guided Tehran’s policies were mostly national and
pragmatic and not ideological. In the 1950s and 1960s, Iran was involved
in initiatives to establish alternative unity structures, intended to balance
the trend of Arab unity. Such a framework, which Iran strove to promote
in the late 1950s and early 1960s, was based on the idea of forming an
‘Aryan Unity’ between Iran, Pakistan and Afghanistan. The ‘Aryan Alliance’
between Iran and its non-Arab neighbors would have been a regional, politi-
cal counter-alliance to the Arab world. In its attempts to promote such an
alliance, Iran highlighted the cultural connection between those countries.
Whereas in its relations with the Arab world, Iran emphasized the religious
component of its national identity, in its attempts to promote the Aryan
Unity with its non-Arab neighbors Iran highlighted the ethnocultural com-
ponent of its identity.

The idea of forming a federation between Iran and Pakistan was probably
first raised in 1958 by the then Pakistani president, Iskander Mirza. Iran met
this idea with enthusiasm, seeing it as a possibility to form an Aryan Alliance
encompassing over 100 million Muslims that could address the Arab world
on an equal footing, to some extent.!® Iran also saw this plan as an oppor-
tunity to fully integrate the Pakistani and Iranian militaries, which would
make the Iranian military stronger. Although Pakistan first raised the idea of
an Aryan Alliance, it quickly became evident that Iranians were much more
eager to promote this vision, while the Pakistanis struggled to temper their
enthusiasm.' The revolution in Iraq, which led to Iraq’s withdrawal from the
‘Baghdad Pact’ in March 1959, prompted renewed discussions between Iran
and Pakistan concerning greater coordination, although by then, it appeared
that the idea of forming an Aryan Alliance had been shelved. In November
1959, on the eve of a visit to Tehran by the Pakistani president, Muhammad
Ayub Khan, Iranian media highlighted the historical connection between the
countries, and the common racial, religious and cultural factors uniting the
states. In his address greeting the Pakistani president, the Shah referred to a
thousand years of shared history and to the cultural and religious connec-
tions between the two countries.'

In the summer of 1963, shortly after the announcement of the intention
to establish an Arab federation of Egypt, Iraq and Syria, the idea of an
Aryan Alliance was once again resurrected in Iran. In a June 1963 editorial
published by the newspaper Asia Javan, it was stated that the improve-
ment of relations between Afghanistan and Pakistan had been achieved
thanks to the Shah’s efforts to further unification between the three Aryan
states. According to the newspaper, many citizens of those three countries
supported this idea, which was a testimony to the steadfastness of the
unity between the three Aryan states in the face of the Arab federation’s
formation.'® As before, these ideas did not lead to any practical result.
When it became apparent that negotiations surrounding the formation of
a united Arab federation had gone awry, the idea of Aryan unity was again
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abandoned by Iran, which did not have a vested interest in continuing to
promote it. This was evidence that Tehran supported the idea only as a
measure to counter Arab unity efforts.

In embracing the notion of Iranian nationalism, the Pahlavi regime
attempted to create a separation between the Iranian-national tradition and
the Islamic-Shi‘i tradition in order to minimize the importance of religion.
Over the years, the Shah cultivated an image of himself as a devout Mus-
lim, but his political approach was anti-clerical and anti-Islamic, seeking
to diminish the influence of religion over politics and to curb the power of
clergy in society.!” On the other hand, Iran’s desire to increase its influence in
the Arab and Muslim world meant it could not ignore the common Islamic
identity of Iranians and Arabs. Therefore, the Pahlavi regime increasingly
referenced Islam to emphasize the common cultural-religious denominator
Iran has with Arabs and Muslims, while making a distinction between Islam
in its Iranian interpretation — which, according to the Shah, sought peace and
brotherhood — and Islam in the purported interpretation of Nasser, which
sought incitement and bloodletting.

In the public relations campaign Iran waged in the Arab world during the
1960s, Islam was often used to lambast Nasser and his policies by blaming
him for the death of Muslims worldwide. Egypt’s involvement in the Yemeni
civil war, the aid it provided to Cyprus in its conflict with Turkey, and its
support of India in the conflict with Pakistan over Kashmir were all used to
attack Nasser and accuse him of being culpable in the deaths of innocent
Muslims just to further his own megalomaniacal goals.'® Iran played the
Islam card when criticizing Egypt’s involvement in the civil war in Yemen,
especially after the escalation of Egypt’s attacks in the tribal region of north-
ern Yemen in the autumn of 1966. These attacks triggered an outcry in the
Muslim world because of Egypt’s use of chemical weapons, providing Iran
with a good opportunity to lambast Egypt. In the summer of 1966, Egypt
executed a number of Muslim Brothers leaders, including the organization’s
chief ideologue and prominent author, Sayyid Qutb, triggering condemna-
tions throughout the Muslim world; once again, Iran capitalized on this
public anger to castigate Nasser. The Iranian daily Ferman even claimed that
Egypt used communist weaponry from China and Eastern Europe to execute
“Muslim clerics and theologians.”"

During the 1960s, Iran also undertook a number of initiatives to strengthen
cooperation between Muslim countries, with the intent of strengthening
Iran’s regional standing and serving as a counterweight to the Arab unifi-
cation trend led by Egypt’s president. In the mid-1960s, Iran joined Saudi
Arabia’s efforts to promote the ‘Islamic Alliance’ initiative. These efforts cul-
minated in King Faisal’s call in early 1966 to hold an Arab summit. Egypt’s
criticism of this initiative was used once again to lambast Egypt and its
president. The Iranian regime claimed that during his thirteen years of tyr-
anny, Nasser did his utmost to sow the seeds of discord between Arabs and
Muslims and that as a last resort, he was trying to prevent Muslim unity
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due to his fear of the power of Islam and the power Muslims can muster
through their unity.?

However, despite Iran’s supposed support of Muslim unity, it was evi-
dent that these initiatives were intended first and foremost to serve Iran’s
national interests and stymie Nasser’s influence in the Arab world. In private,
high-ranking Iranian officials emphasized that their support of the Islamic
Alliance was not intended to bring about the creation of an Islamic bloc. In
a conversation with an Israeli Ministry of Foreign Affairs representative,
Mordekhai Gazit, Iran’s Prime Minister Amir ‘Abbas Hoveyda stated that
alliances based on religion are a thing of the past.*!

While in its relations with Arab and Muslim countries, Iran emphasized
the Islamic component of its identity and called for Muslim unity, in its
relations with Arab countries with a large concentration of Shi‘a Muslims,
Iran highlighted the Shi‘a component of its identity to solidify its standing
in those countries. This tactic was apparent in Iran’s approach toward the
Shi‘a in Lebanon and Shi‘i clergy in Iraq. During the 1960s, Iran focused
its activity in Lebanon on relations with the Christian leadership in Beirut,
mostly due to the identification of many Shi‘i Lebanese leaders with Nasserist
Egypt. However, Iran did not abandon its attempts to improve the relations
with the Shi‘a community in Lebanon. The Shah was determined to increase
the Lebanese populace’s identification with Iran so as to weaken the pro-
Nasserist trends there, and to this end he wished to use the special connection
between Shi‘i Iran and the Shi‘i minority in Lebanon. In the 1960s, the Shah
estimated that the Shi‘i Lebanese community has gone through changes and
that the Iranian regime can exploit this for its own good.?

The Iranian regime provided the Shi‘i community in Lebanon with
$330,000 per year as part of a plan implemented by Iran’s Security and
Intelligence Organization (SAVAK) to block Nasserist influences in Leba-
non.? During the 1960s, Iran also formed incipient relations with the Shi‘i
cleric Musa Sadr, who quickly rose to prominence and became the leader of
the Shi‘i community in Lebanon. Iran wished to exploit Sadr to harness the
Shi‘a of Lebanon to serve its interests and increase its influence in Lebanon,
while Sadr saw Iran’s involvement as an opportunity to gain greater freedom
in his activism. Sadr maintained ties with the SAVAK throughout the 1960s,
but rejected an offer for direct monetary assistance from Iran in 1962. The
events of 1963 resulted in a conflict between the Iranian regime and Sadr:
the Lebanese cleric leveled harsh criticism against the Pahlavi regime for the
White Revolution reforms enacted by the Shah. Despite this, Sadr continued
to maintain relations with Iranian officials in Beirut and the Iranian authori-
ties expressed a great deal of interest in him.*

Iran also strove to strengthen its ties with the Shi‘i community in Iraq and
its religious leaders as part of its efforts to block the growing influence of
Nasserism and Arab radicalism in its neighbor country. The Pahlavi regime’s
relations with the heads of the Shi‘i religious establishment in Iraq were also
intended to increase the influence of Iraqi clerics over that of the Iranian
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clergy, as part of the regime’s effort to weaken Iran’s religious establishment.
In the mid-1960s, Iran increased its activity among the Iraqi Shi‘i commu-
nity due to its growing fear of Nasser’s mushrooming influence in Iraq. In
a conversation with an American journalist in Tehran, the Shah even raised
the possibility of a Shi‘i uprising in Iraq designed to thwart the growing
Egyptian influence there.?

These efforts vis-a-vis the Shi‘i community in Iraq in the mid-1960s were
spearheaded by Iran’s ambassador to Baghdad, Mehdi Pirasteh. On the eve
of his ascension to the position of ambassador, Pirasteh claimed that he
presented a few conditions before accepting the role, including receiving a
special budget that would allow for special activities, such as bribing Shi‘i
religious leaders in Najaf and organizing the Shi‘is and Iranians who reside
in Iraq into a significant force.?* The ambassador presented himself as a
devout Shi‘i Muslim with connection to the Shi‘i religious centers in Iran;
he courted Shi‘i clerics with small sums of money, gained their trust and
organized their visits to Iran’s embassy and consulates in Iraq.?” Iran also
used its Shi‘i identity to appeal to the Shi‘is in the Persian Gulf in an effort
to increase its regional influence. For example, in a press conference in Paris,
the Shah, who on numerous occasions presented himself as the defender of
Shi‘is in the Gulf, addressed the possibility of Egyptian encroachment on the
Gulf, and insisted that while most of the population in the area spoke Arabic,
most were also Shi‘i, as were most Iranians.?®

An analysis of Iran’s regional policy in the 1950s and 1960s shows that Iran
employed different components of its national identity: the ethnocultural-
Iranian component, the Islamic-religious component, and the Shi‘i-religious
component based on its shifting national interests. The religious and cultural
identity components were clearly evident in shaping Iran’s foreign policy, but
they were used, at best, as a cover for a political strategic struggle between
Iran and the Arab world. Ideology became a tool to achieve political goals
and national interests, namely the exercise of Iranian dominance in the Per-
sian Gulf, the fortification of Iran’s regional hegemony and influence in the
Arab and Muslim world, and the curbing of the growing influence of Nas-
serism and Arab radicalism in the region.

Interestingly, the Islamic Republic, much like the Pahlavi regime that it
overthrew, employed a similar combination of different aspects of Iranian
identity for the purpose of realizing its political interests. Ideologically, Ira-
nian nationalism would seem to contradict the Islamic Republic’s platform,
but the post-revolutionary regime, too, had to take into consideration Iran’s
national interests in shaping its policy. In the discourse that developed fol-
lowing the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, some scholars emphasized the
religious-Islamic dimension in Iran’s policy and its revolutionary Islamic
underpinnings. Others emphasized the preference Tehran gives to political
calculations and national interests.?’ Both approaches fail to comprehend the
complexity as well as the uniqueness of Iranian strategy. Iranian policy is not
one-dimensional. It is not based solely on an Islamic revolutionary vision or
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solely on political and strategic calculations, and it does not manifest Islamic-
Shi‘i or national-Iranian worldviews alone.

One example of such complexity can be seen in the speech given on
13 February 2008, just two days before the twenty-ninth anniversary of the
Islamic Revolution, by Ayatollah ‘Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, the former
president of Iran, who then served as the chairman of the Expediency Dis-
cernment Council. In his speech, Rafsanjani expressed Iran’s revolutionary
vision. Islamic unity, Rafsanjani said, is the way to achieve the victory of
Islam. The Islamic umma must join hands to avoid division and maintain
its unity in the face of its enemies’ schemes.*® In his speech, Rafsanjani once
again stressed Iran’s complete support of Muslims worldwide. This obliga-
tion, also emphasized by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the leader of the
Islamic Revolution, was based on a rejection of the idea that there are dif-
ferent nations and countries in Islam, and a desire to achieve complete unity
of all Muslim believers. Nationalism was seen by Khomeini as an Imperialist
plot, intended to weaken the Muslim world in order to exploit it. The over-
throw of the Shah in Iran was meant to be only the first step in accomplishing
this desired Islamic unity.

But similarly to the Pahlavi regime, the Islamic regime adopted a complex
foreign policy. This complexity was apparent, for example, in Iran’s attitude
concerning Hamas during Israel’s ‘Cast Lead’ operation in Gaza in January
20009. Since the Islamic Revolution, Iran had not limited the spread of its
revolutionary ideology to the Shi‘a alone, and had not conditioned the aid
it provided to Islamic movements and organizations on their acceptance
of Shi‘a Islam. Therefore, it provided Hamas, a Sunni organization, with
generous support until Hamas criticized in 2012 Iran’s Syrian ally Bashar
al-Asad for killing Sunnis in the Syrian revolt. This cooperation was based
on ideological affinity and mutual interests.

Iran’s foreign policy after the revolution did, however, manifest a prefer-
ence to strengthening its standing and influence among Shi‘i Muslims, who
are meant to serve as the standard-bearers of the Islamic Revolution. This
is apparent in Iran’s special relationship with Hizbollah in Lebanon and the
Shi‘i movements in Iraq. During the 2008-2009 Israeli operation known
as Cast Lead, conservative elements in Iran attempted to link Shi‘i Islam
with the Sunni Palestinian struggle in Gaza and with Hamas’ actions in
particular. These propaganda efforts were especially apparent in the early
days of the operation in Gaza, during which Iran, and the rest of the Shi‘i
world, marked the days of Tasu‘a and ‘Ashura, two days of mourning over
the martyrdom of Imam Hussein in the Battle of Karbala in the seventh cen-
tury. The story of ‘Ashura serves a central role in fostering the ideal of self-
sacrifice in Iran, and the marking of those days of mourning in the midst of
the fighting gave the events in Gaza special religious meaning that was well
exploited by senior politicians, clerics and the Iranian media. Rafsanjani,
for example, addressed the events in Gaza in his Friday sermon at the Uni-
versity of Tehran, and compared them to the massacre of Hossein and his
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supporters committed by the Umayyads. Alluding to the Arab regimes that
did not back Hamas, Rafsanjani compared those who support the Israeli
attack on Gaza with those who stood by Yazid, the Ummayad Caliph, in
the Battle of Karbala.*!

The passing of the ‘Ashura did not stop the Iranian effort to create a con-
nection between the Palestinians and the Shi‘is. An article published on sev-
eral websites affiliated with the conservatives in Iran claimed that the beliefs
of Hamas and the Palestinians are close to Shi‘i Islam. This is because most
Palestinians belong to the Shafi‘i school of jurisprudence (madhhab) in Sunni
Islam, which is considered to be the closest of the four Sunni madhhabs to
Shi‘i Islam due to its veneration of the descendants of the House of ‘Ali. The
article listed mosques established in the West Bank and Gaza named after
prominent figures in Shi‘i Islam, including ‘Ali b. Abi Taleb, his wife Fatemeh
az-Zahra and their son Hossein b. ‘Ali. The article also quoted Ayatollah
Mortaza Motahhari, one of the leading thinkers of the Islamic Revolution,
who in a 1970 speech rejected the claims that Palestinians are enemies of
the Shi‘a. Motahhari mentioned Leila Khaled, a well-known member of the
Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, who according to the Ayatol-
lah, claimed she was Shi‘i in a speech she delivered in Cairo.3? In its attempts
to create a link between the Palestinians in general, and Hamas in particular,
to Shi‘i Islam, Iran wished to add another dimension to its ties with the Pal-
estinian movement, which it believed would enable it to increase its influence
in the Palestinian arena.

While in its relations with some of the Islamist movements in the Middle
East, Iran wished to emphasize the Islamic-Shi‘i dimension of its identity,
in its relations with the Muslim republics in central Asia; for example, Iran
preferred to highlight the national-cultural aspect of Iranian identity. The
disintegration of the Soviet Union in 1991 led to the creation of six Muslim
republics north of Iran. This development presented Iran with an oppor-
tunity to broaden its influence and further its ideological, financial and
strategic ambitions. The independence of these republics also posed new
challenges to the regime.

Iran’s relationship with Azerbaijan is the most complex. Azerbaijan is the
only country of the republics created in the territory of the former Soviet
Union that has a Shi‘i majority. Well aware of the existence of a large Azeri
minority in Iran that is denied its national rights, Tehran was concerned
about the empowerment of Azeri national consciousness that might lead to
separatist tendencies among Iranian Azeris. This concern negatively affected
its relations with independent Azerbaijan.

While Iran established excellent relations with the Sunni Tajikistan, mostly
owing to their similar cultural roots and common provenance, Iran’s rela-
tions with Azerbaijan remained strained. In a conflict that erupted between
Shi‘i Azerbaijan and Christian Armenia over the Nagorno Karabakh region,
Iran even served as a central supply route to Armenia, thus aiding Armenia’s
war effort against Azerbaijan.
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Iran used the national Iranian card against Azerbaijan on numerous occa-
sions. In December 2008, an Iranian news site reacted to an interview given
by Azerbaijan’s president, Ilham Aliyev, in which he called for the estab-
lishment of a united Azeri government in cooperation with the Turkish-
speaking countries of the world, including Azerbaijan’s neighbors. The site
called Aliyev’s words a grave violation of Iranian sovereignty, suggesting
that he was meddling in Iran’s internal affairs. The site threatened that in
response to Azeri subversion, Iran may demand the return of the territory
of the Caucasus, which were stolen from it in the Treaties of Golestan and
Turkmenchay, concluded between Russia and the Persian Empire in the
nineteenth century. These treaties included the ceding of Baku, Azerbaijan’s
capital.>* A few months before, on the occasion of the 180th anniversary of
the Treaty of Turkmenchay, calls were heard in Iran to return the territories
of the Caucasus. It is interesting to note that these calls came from Iranian
religious conservatives, who would seemingly wish to encourage religious
solidarity with Shi‘i Azerbaijan. Even the ultra-conservative news site Raja
Neuws, affiliated with radical religious circles in Iran, published an article
that stated that just as the USSR had collapsed, so too would the United
States and Israel, thus opening a new chapter when the Iranian lands in the
Caucasus will also be liberated.?*

The Iranian government’s emphasis on different aspects of Iran’s national
identity for the realization of national interests is what allows it to realize,
in the most effective way, its historical desire to achieve dominance and
regional hegemony and even become a major world power. Iranians are
proud of their ability to navigate a complex foreign policy. In a speech given
in Tehran in December 2007, a senior member of the Revolutionary Guard
referred to the need to exercise ‘soft power’ in Iran’s foreign policy. He
mentioned that Iranian foreign policy comprises several components, includ-
ing Iran’s past; Iran’s strategic standing in the region; the Persian language
used in Tajikistan, Afghanistan and parts of India, Pakistan and Turkey; the
Islamic Revolution and the values it represents; and the sphere of Iranian
civilization that stretches from China and Kashmir all the way to Turkey.?

The willingness to combine the different components of Iranian identity
and highlight each of them according to differing needs can be considered
as a source of strength for the Iranian leadership. This ability allows Iran to
maintain greater maneuverability, adapt its policy to varying circumstances
and provide complex solutions in the face of a complex reality.

During the Pahlavis’ rule in the twentieth century, Iranian nationalism was
emphasized and positioned as the focal point of Iranian identity. Following
the Islamic Revolution, the revolutionary regime wished to position religion
as the focal point of identity. However, both regimes strove to gain regional
hegemony and acted accordingly. Similarly to the Pahlavi regime, the Islamic
regime incorporates political-national interests with cultural-ideological con-
siderations, and also employs different components of Iran’s national identity
to further its regional standing. It appears, therefore, that central aspects of
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Iranian regional policy have persisted since the 1950s. Despite the differences
in policy between the Pahlavi regime and the Islamic regime, there are also
strands of continuity, reflecting similar basic national interests.
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11 Surveying the ‘Sheikhdoms’ of
the Persian Gulf, 1966-1973

Newspaperman ‘Abbas Mas‘udi
and the construction of Iranian
nationalism in foreign policy

Camron Michael Amin

What image was ‘Abbas Mas‘udi, clean-shaven and always wearing a
suit and tie, trying to project while touring the Emirate of Fujairah in
19732! East meeting West? Modern meeting Traditional? A civilized civil-
ian meeting a savage warrior? It is fair to speculate that on his last trip
to the Sheikhdoms (shaykbnishinha) of the Persian Gulf — and by that
Mas‘udi meant Bahrain, Qatar, Kuwait, the United Arab Emirates (UAE)
and Oman? - the Iranian newspaperman and politician very much wanted
to project an image of Iran that was peaceful yet powerful, modern but
not radical, Western but very much welcome and at home in its Middle
Eastern setting. This perfect propaganda fantasy is also a window on an
effort to shape Iranian nationalism in public discourse intended for domes-
tic, regional and international audiences. On the one hand, the Mas‘udi
Persian Gulf travelogues seem to provide a stark contrast with the Islamic
Republic’s propaganda about Iran and its role in the region. But, in fact,
an examination of Mas‘udi’s travelogues to the Persian Gulf reveals some
interesting continuities between the late Pahlavi period and the Islamic
Republican period in the core themes of the image Iranian leaders wished
to project, as well as in the negative Western responses to Iran’s national
aspirations. Moreover, the continuities are not just observable as discourse
in the mediascape® or in diplomatic exchanges, but also in material and
institutional expressions of Iranian soft power in the Persian Gulf.

As with other national ideologies, Iranian nationalism has always been
defined explicitly or implicitly against an Other. Therefore, foreign policy
institutions, public discourse on foreign policy, and, of course, everyday
diplomatic practice provide opportunities to study continuity and change
in articulations of Iranian nationalism with respect to changing perceptions
of Others or categories of Others. The media, in particular, is a forum in
which we can study Iranian nationalism in foreign policy discourse. ‘Abbas
Mas‘udi, as the editor and owner of Iran’s main daily newspaper, Ettela‘at,
was an important and prolific contributor to the construction of Iranian
nationalism in foreign policy public discourse in the twentieth century. Often
considered a semi-official spokesman for both Pahlavi kings, Mas‘udi also



Surveying the ‘Sheikhdoms,” 1966-1973 143

served in the Majles (parliament), in the Senate, and, on occasion, as an
enthusiastic surrogate for Pahlavi foreign-policy initiatives. He made official
trips to America in 1945-1946, Eastern Europe in the 1950s, China in the
1950s and 1970s (both Taiwan and the People’s Republic) and the ‘Sheikh-
doms’ in the 1960s and 1970s.* After each of these trips, Mas‘udi published
travelogues — first in his newspaper and then as bound volumes.

There are certain features one comes to expect in Mas‘udi’s travelogues.
Journalistic, episodic, and personal, they often contain contradictory his-
torical asides and interjections of opinion. Nonetheless, Mas‘udi frequently
attempts to capture the essential character of a foreign nation with a small
anecdote. For example when discussing Americans in 1945 he noted the deep
cultural implications of America’s love of ice cream (due to consumerism) and
public water fountains (a result of public health policy informed by science
and supported by technology and investment in infrastructure) — something
to scorn, and something to admire.’

Sometimes these essential definitions of other cultures were compared
directly with things back home in Iran, as if to locate Iran along a global
spectrum of practices and trends. Mas‘udi would also look for evidence of
Iran and Iranians in the wider world. He would take note of Iranian artifacts,
exhibits, and merchandise in foreign countries. He would report on encoun-
ters with the Iranians overseas, be they official representatives, immigrants
or private travelers. In combination, these features of his travelogues estab-
lish a historicized sense of Iran’s place in the world. Whereas the American
example might have inspiration or warnings for Iran, the Sheikhdoms of the
Persian Gulf had only echoes of a tribal past that were fading as they aspired
to modernization that Iran had already ‘achieved.’

The Persian Gulf travelogues were not produced in a foreign relations
vacuum. Mas‘udi was writing in a moment when Iran was becoming more
assertive in the Persian Gulf and trying to push back against regional and
Western critics of its new posture. From the first war with Russia in the
early nineteenth century until Operation Ajax in 1953, Iran was largely on
the defensive in all areas of its foreign policy. However, in the 1950s things
began to change. From August 1953 to February 1979 in the midst of the
Cold War, Iran was solidly in the Western camp and could generally count
on American diplomatic and military support when dealing with its neigh-
bors. Great Britain, despite costly efforts to preserve its strategic options
in the Middle East, was firmly and publically committed to leaving the
Trucial States of the Persian Gulf in the 1960s. Iran had long attempted to
push back against British dominance in the Persian Gulf. Under Reza Shah,
Iran probing the limits of British protection of the Trucial States with naval
exercises, attempts to police the waterways of Persian Gulf, and increasing
its diplomatic and commercial presence in the Gulf.® In 1927, 1936 and
1949, the Iranian government initiated public and diplomatic discussions
of its territorial rights in the Persian Gulf. In 1956 Iran began to assert its
rights militarily against Saudi Arabia with respect to the Farsi and ‘Arabi
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Islands — carefully calibrating its activities to avoid an embarrassing con-
frontation with the British as they disengaged from the region. In 1957,
Iran passed a law granting Bahrain representation in Iran’s parliament — a
bit of irredentist posturing that it only began to reverse after a decade.”

Mas‘udi’s Persian Gulf travelogues begin before Iran renounced its claim
to Bahrain. Iran gave up territorial claims to Bahrain in 1969,% but then
succeeded in keeping Bahrain out of the United Arab Emirates- in 1971. It
also came to terms with Saudi Arabia regarding the Farsi and ‘Arabi Islands.
Iran secured British assent for its seizure of the Tunb Islands and Abu Musa
in 1971 at the expense of the UAE,’ committed troops to suppress the Dho-
far Rebellion in Oman in 1972, and wrangled a better border agreement
from Iraq in the Algiers Accord of 1975. Looking at this period in isolation,
we would have to conclude that it was a promising renaissance of Iranian
regional power.!? After 1979, Iran was again on the defensive with the Iran-
Iraq War (1980-1988). That defensive posture began to change, ironically,
in 1991, when Iran briefly seemed to be the lesser of two evils in American
eyes compared to Iraq’s Saddam Hussein. In 1992, in fact, then President of
the Islamic Republic ‘Ali Akbar Hashemi-Rafsanjani paid a visit to the island
Abu Musa (the first ever by an Iranian head of state) reigniting concern about
Iran’s aspirations in the Persian Gulf, especially among Arab member states
of the Gulf Coordination Council. Iran’s renewed assertiveness became even
clearer after the US invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq — despite the failure of
a ‘Grand Bargain’ with the United States and Iran’s inclusion in the United
States’ ‘Axis of Evil’ list. Even without the anti-American, Islamic revolu-
tionary stance of the Islamic Republic as the immediate context, the Islamic
Republic’s behavior in the Persian Gulf represents more of a continuity in
Iranian foreign policy and propaganda than a break. Over three decades
after the fact, one Saudi analyst grumbled about the years 1968-1971, “In
the final analysis, Pax Britannica gave way to a Pax Iranica.”'! Iranian for-
eign policy in the Persian Gulf, however, was also not a new target for West-
ern and regional critics.

Bullets in their guns: Western and regional
Iranophobia in the Pahlavi period

Britain, a comparative late-comer to the Persian Gulf, emerged by a slow

and painful process as a powerful and arbitrary factor during the nineteenth

century and remained so for nearly one hundred years. Today, when concrete

symptoms of her decline in that area are evident, her eclipse may be viewed
in the historical perspective.!?

— Fereydoun Adamiyat, Bahrein Islands: A Legal and

Diplomatic Study of the British-Iranian Controversy, 1955

Adamiyat (1920-2008) was not the first Western-educated Iranian dip-
lomatic scholar-statesman to employ his Occidentalist expertise in the
service of Iranian interests in the Persian Gulf. And he would not be the last.
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His portrayal of British power as being ephemeral, illegitimate and on the
wane was particularly bold given the Coup of 1953 and the fact that the
dynasty he served owed its survival in that moment to British and American
intervention. Its polemical tone, which gave British critics much to discredit
it with, belied a scholarly engagement with the subject (based, in part, on a
PhD thesis earned at the London School of Economics) and a carefully con-
structed legal argument that concluded the book. Adamiyat, like Mas‘udi
in his later travelogues, asserted Iran’s ‘historical rights’ over Bahrain on a
historical narrative that was as much an account of British machinations to
create its treaty relationship with Khalifa shaykhs of Bahrain in the nine-
teenth century as an argument for Iran’s historical ties to the territory before
then. But his conclusion rested on Iran’s acceptance of the Western norms
of international law:

We must of necessity conclude: Firstly, that the British claim to title over
Bahrein has not been obtained by means sanction in international law;
secondly, that the de facto situation of Bahrein [in 1955] is not in con-
formity with international order; thirdly, that the disharmony remains
between the de facto and de jure status of the island; and, fourthly, that
the Persian title to the Bahrein Islands is based on the rule of laws; it is
supported by the facts of history and by a plethora of legal precedents.'
The Persian case is legally sound, whatever the political implications
may be.'*

This robust contest of public diplomacy was decades old.” In several
pointed notes in his 1955 work, Adamiyat rebutted the 1951 work of
Majid Khadduri (himself responding to, among other things, a 1936
defense of Iran’s rights published in French by expatriate Iranian author,
‘Azizullah Maliki Isma‘il).' In 1957, J.B. Kelly’s rebuttal of Adamiyat
emphasized in harsh and hostile terms the ‘unreasonable’ tenor of Iranian
claims on Bahrain.'”

Leaving aside the merits of the British and Iranian cases, what is strik-
ing from the present perspective is how ‘Tranophobic’ British and regional
responses were. Indeed, although Iranian diplomats and commentators dur-
ing the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah did not use the term Iranophobia,
there is little doubt that they felt legitimate Iranian national interests faced
serious ideological headwinds that seemed especially ironic during the period
of Iran’s own close alignment with the American and British strategic
Cold War interests from 1953 to 1979. The Iranophobia of the late Pahlavi
period was not merely an Iran-centered version of Euro-American Oriental-
ism. Iranian public diplomacy had to contend with Arab nationalist narra-
tives and Soviet-inspired negative framings of Iran’s role in the Persian Gulf
by ‘non-aligned’ nations as well. Writing for a special issue on Pakistan in
the journal of the Middle East Research and Information Project in 1973,
Feroz Ahmed wrote a scalding critique of Iranian policy in the Persian Gulf
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that all but accused Iran of aggressively trying to encroach on Pakistan’s
regional interests to further the Pahlavi regime’s interests that were wholly
aligned with Western imperial interests:

The imperialist strategy in the region consists not only of “protecting”
the countries which are already under its influence, . . . but to thwart the
attempts of nationalist regimes such as that of Iraq, to free themselves
of imperialist domination. That the Shah was being groomed for this
function has never been denied by him and his imperialist masters. . . .
[In] the case of a popular uprising in Pakistan, friendly Muslim interven-
tion can be expected from Iran . . . Attempts are being made to integrate
Pakistan more fully with Iranian sub-imperialism.'®

In diplomatic and academic circles then, Iran under the Pahlavis had a dif-
ficult time presenting itself as something other than hopelessly irredentist in
its regional aims; in these characterizations, Iranian imperialism in the Gulf
was no less aggressive and duplicitous when it was in the service of even big-
ger players. But, Iran and its surrogates did not stop trying to frame things
differently, of course. Writing in 1976, the Iranian-born, US-based expert
on Iran, Sepehr Zabih (d. 2009), saw Iran’s position in the Persian Gulf not
just as positive but also as something of a vindication of Iranian national
aspirations:

[The Gulf] has become the sharpest focus of Iran’s foreign policy. This
policy is dynamic and active, while striving to be non-provocative. It
seeks a realistic perception of the international and regional environ-
ments in which it operates as well as Iran’s national resources which help
implement it [emphasis mine]."”

For all the expertise that informs Zabih’s views in this period, his portrayal
of Tranian Persian Gulf policy is infused with assumptions about Iranian
national interests and nationalism. Zabih, like Mas‘udi, was not writing in
a cultural or political vacuum. Zabih’s words were a rebuttal to Oriental-
ist characterizations of Iranian national interests. In Zabih’s prose, Iran’s
pursuit of its national interests is rational and active, yet not threaten-
ing. He was not the only Western-based Iranian scholar to struggle with
nuanced advocacy (or, at least, sympathy) for Iranian national interests.
Even in the works of the noted scholar of Iranian foreign policy, Rouhol-
lah Ramazani,?® we can see a tension between careful, nuanced analysis
and partisanship. In 1966, he described ‘traditional’ (i.e., Safavid) Iranian
foreign policy (‘blinded’ by Shi‘ism) as characterized by independence,
irredentism, and unrealism — with the latter two negative stances being
only imperfectly changed by Reza Shah (‘analogously’ blinded by national-
ism).?! In his 1975 study of Iranian foreign policy through 1973, Ramazani
followed the state narrative of Iran’s change of heart on Bahrain (although
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it carefully distanced itself from Mas‘udi’s characterization of the Shah as
an anti-colonial champion).?? In the Pahlavi period, it seemed that nearly
every diplomatic action Iran took in the Gulf was like putting bullets in
the guns of Western and regional critics. One might see them as examples
of how Iranians both inside and outside of Iran struggled to legitimate
their national aspirations in the court of world opinion; this is a dynamic
that did not become easier after 1979, but which predated the rise of the
Islamic Republic. Complicating matters further, nationalist assertions of
Iran’s proper place in the Persian Gulf and the world often came some
troublesome cultural baggage.

Orientalist is as orientalist does: Mas‘udi, Iranian
nationalism, and Persian Gulf

Farhad Mas‘udi asserted that his father had sought and received permission
from the Shah to take his first trip in 1966. This was part of a larger push to
engage the Arab world dating back to 1960, when ‘Abbas Mas‘udi circulated
an Arab language paper called Tkha’ (Brotherhood). Farhad Mas‘udi further
portrays his father’s Persian Gulf trips as catalyzing an informal process
using the Kuwaiti government as intermediaries that ultimately restored rela-
tions between Iran and Egypt in August 1970.2° In 1966, however, Mas‘udi
described the paramount threat to Iranian interests in the Persian Gulf as
being the anti-Iranian propaganda and ‘pharaoh-ism’ of the regime of Gamal
‘Abd al-Nasser.

Mas‘udi’s first trip began in Kuwait on 6 September 1966 and lasted
nearly two weeks. He concluded his first travelogue with his stopover in
Shiraz on the way back to the capital and his address to the Iranian Lions’
Club chapter there (noting his membership in the Iranian Rotary Club
also). The images Mas‘udi published of himself posing with traditionally
attired Arabs contrasted with images of him lecturing his suit-and-tie wear-
ing countrymen back home. The Lions’ Club in Shiraz might as well have
been in Kansas City for all the cultural distance Mas‘udi put between Iran
and ‘the shaykhdoms.’

Nonetheless, his first travelogue opened and closed with overviews of
Iran’s historical ties to the Persian Gulf.?* These historical summaries linked
the southern Persian Gulf to Iran going back to Achaemenid times and late
Safavid and Afsharid times, leaving out historical details that would compli-
cate Iran’s claims on specific areas of the Gulf. Mas‘udi blamed the British
for Iran’s original alienation from the Arab countries of the Persian Gulf. His
speech to the Lions’ Club in Shiraz presented the Persian Gulf as something
of new (or renewed) Iranian frontier — already populated by Iranian guest
workers and families that still harbored fondness for their Iranian roots
despite being assimilated into the Arab milieu of the southern Persian Gulf
for generations. If Iran could realize the ambitions of Mohammad Reza
Shah to “once again secure our county’s historical position in the waters
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of the Gulf,”? there would be new markets for Iranian goods and services.
While the British presence in 1966 did hamper Iranian interests, Mas‘udi
identified the main obstacle to Iran’s interests as Nasserist Egypt that stoked
anti-Iranian sentiment based on Iran’s friendship with Israel and claims on
Bahrain. The region looked very different to Mas‘udi after Egypt’s defeat
in the June War of 1967. His complaints about anti-Iranian propaganda in
the later Gulf travelogues softened slightly in that Mas‘udi stopped pointing
fingers at Nasser or Egypt specifically.

Mas‘udi’s second trip took place in the late spring of 1969, after the Pahla-
vis had relinquished Iran’s claim on Bahrain. It was also after the British
had begun to withdraw, but before Bahrain’s final status — or that of the
other Trucial States had been determined.?® According to his son, Mas‘udi’s
presence in the Sheikhdoms in 1969 seems to have been picked up in the
Arabic press and was interpreted as a Pahlavi attempt to derail the forma-
tion of the UAE.?”” The third trip took place in the summer of 1973 and
resulted in the most over-the-top travelogue title, The Persian Gulf in the
Age of Pride and Grandeur. The Iranian occupation of the Tunb Islands
was an accomplished fact and Iran’s involvement in Oman was just under-
way. The last two travelogues included spirited defenses of Iranian foreign
policy in the Persian Gulf but also mild criticisms of Pahlavi soft power
initiatives.

Mas‘udi’s 1969 travelogue emphasized Iran’s diplomatic and cultural dis-
tance from the Sheikhdoms by not picturing him there with anybody. By
contrast the third travelogue puts him in many pictures, conveying a sense
of the southern Persian Gulf as a place where Iranians can and should be.
Iran’s distinctiveness is framed as ‘modern’ and ‘stabilizing’ — a viable alter-
native to British imperialism, and a clear contrast with the ‘backward’ if
developing Sheikhdoms. The Shah, ironically, is presented as an anti-colonial
activist, nudging the British out of the Persian Gulf and warning off others
(the United States, China, the Soviet Union).?® Mas‘udi was not a subtle
propagandist, choosing to add a cover page to his 1973 travelogue that fea-
tured quotes from the Shah regarding “the freedom of the region and other
issues following the removal of the fetters of colonialism from the feet of the
nations of the Persian Gulf”:

Now the time has come for the English to leave the Persian Gulf. And,
we repeat, if the British leave through the front door, they should not
enter (again) through the back door.?”

The problems of the Persian Gulf must be solved from among the
countries that share the Gulf. We do not wish to see Britain leave this
region and return through another door, pulling the strings in from Lon-
don. But, at the same time we do not wish other powers to try and take
the place of Britain.

(US News & World Report, 20 January 1969)3°
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We are ready to cooperate with all counties with coastal waters along
the Persian Gulf. We believe this cooperation will facilitate the stability
of the region.

(Interview with Action in Tunis, 7 February, 1970)

The role of Iran in the Persian Gulf is absolutely based on humanitari-
anism and reason, with no pretensions of power or being in the role of
“big daddy.”

(Washington Post, 1970)%

Mas‘udi offered an illusion of consistency in Pahlavi policy toward the Per-
sian Gulf and a sense of international importance for the Shah’s various pro-
nouncements. The ‘New Delhi Statement’ as Mas‘udi calls it figured rather
prominently in his second travelogue because it reaffirmed Iran’s abandon-
ment of claims to Bahrain. The images and texts of his travelogues could,
nonetheless, convey a good deal of orientalist condescension — with the Arab
Gulf states being repositories of exotic traditions and chaotic governance.®
Mas‘udi, as much as possible, tried to affiliate himself (and Iran) with the
glimmers of progress he reported. In his 1973 travelogue, for example,
Mas‘udi posed for a picture in a ‘democratic’ council meeting, but not in the
new mosque.*?

In all his travelogues Mas‘udi reviewed and critiqued institutional expres-
sions of Iranian soft power: Iranian-run schools and hospitals in the UAE,
Qatar, Kuwait, and Bahrain. Hospitals were portrayed as expressions of
Iranian modern assistance to less sophisticated Arab neighbors. Schools,
however, were about both providing expert assistance to Arabs, but also
about supporting connections to expatriate Iranian communities.

For Iranian schools intended to educate Arabs, Mas‘udi reported on
local complaints that the schools had inadequate numbers of instruc-
tors to teach in Arabic. He argued for more Arabic instruction so as to
make the schools, which were funded by Iran’s Ministry of Education,
more practical and more competitive with other regional providers of
education, like Egypt. Regarding schools for expatriate Iranians, he was
primarily concerned about receiving official permission for such schools
to exist. These schools, after all, facilitated the presence of Iranians in
the Persian Gulf — those who worked in schools for Arabs, those who
worked for Iranian-owned corporations, and numerous Iranian profes-
sionals including the doctors and nurses who staffed the Iranian clin-
ics and hospitals. Mas‘udi lamented the unfinished status of a school
in Fujairah in 1973.3* The tone of his discussion of schools was mildly
critical in that he endorsed the idea but felt the execution was coming
up short and more needed to be done. Hospitals on the other hand were
near-perfect expressions of Iranian soft power.?® This soft power was
important in overcoming Iran’s image problem in the Gulf. Mas‘udi was
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fairly candid about this, but he blamed it more on Egyptian, Saudi or
Iraqi provocations than Iranian mistakes.

After meeting with the Crown Prince of ‘Ajman in 1966, Mas‘udi decided
to pay a visit to an Iranian clinic established there in 1964. It was not in good
order — a deteriorating old building with insufficient electricity to run the air
conditioning units the rooms were equipped with. The sickest patients were
supposed to be transported to a fully equipped hospital in Dubai, but there
was no working ambulance. He had high praise for Dr. Mohammad ‘Ali
Hakimi, and his assistants Abu’l-Qasim Zamani and the ‘Swiss-educated’
nurse-midwife, Ms. Layla Furuhidfarr, who “returned to serve her home-
land” (i.e., Iran) by managing the maternity ward at the clinic. That the clinic
was not just for the sake of humanitarianism was evident in the Mas‘udi
reported from Dr. Hakimi,

[two hundred fifty] men, women, and children come to our clinic from
different places in this sheikhdom and even from adjacent ones. They
are examined and treated. People have a special confidence in our prac-
tice. The other clinics in ‘Ajman are typically devoid of patients. People
seldom seek out the Egyptian doctor there even with the well-equipped
building. It is due to nothing else than the pure intentions with which
we serve them. They return them with affection.

Mas‘udi then urges that more resources be rushed to the clinic so that, “the
clinic staff, who are indeed self-sacrificing soldiers, can be supported and
encouraged” (emphasis added).’® Helping the people of the Gulf was one
thing, but keeping the Egyptians from helping them converted the clinic into
a strategic asset, and the civilian medical staff into troops. This sort of atti-
tude could be a bullet in the propaganda gun of a regional rival. In the case
of Traqi propaganda fueled by its conflict with Iran over the Shatt al-‘Arab,
Iranian soft power efforts were portrayed as fronts for covert ‘infiltration’
activity.’” But the heart of the matter was Iran’s claims on Bahrain. Here is
what Mas‘udi said about the issue in his second, 1969 travelogue:

Iran Is Not a Colonial Power

On my first trip to the Gulf (1966), I understood completely from my
contact with the shaykhs and residents of each place that all the people
of the coast, especially the Arabs, were fanatical about Iran’s claims
on Bahrain. They did not hide their protective feelings about Bahrain.
They raised angry calls about this issue, and call Iran colonialist. They
circulate harsh attacks on the radio and in the press. They call us repres-
sive and expansionist. They make the Arab nations ill disposed toward
us and see Iran’s historic and rightful claims as colonialism. In the end,
foreign propaganda portrays us as imperialist, colonialist, American and
Israeli and everything else. And the only excuse [for this] was our claim
on Bahrain which Arabs consider part of their soil. They assert Arabness
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and nationalism and these sorts of things and plant the seed of suspicion
among the people.3*

It is important to remember that the primary audience for this travelogue
is in Iran. One gets the sense that Mas‘udi is trying to illustrate just how
untenable Iranian historical claims on Bahrain were even as he was at pains
to argue the merits of those claims. He uses the device of two conversations
with two different kinds of Bahrainis — one of Persian descent, and one
of Arab descent. Both reject Iran’s claims on Bahrain, but the Bahraini of
Persian descent seems better able to appreciate the significance of the Shah’s
renunciation of Iran’s claims on Bahrain and take it a face value. The Arab
Bahraini is hostile and unmoved. Either way, Iran’s claims on Bahrain were
not presented as realistic.’ There is reason to think that this effort to walk
back from Iran’s long-standing claims was intended as much for an Iranian
audience as an international one — an effort to contain nationalist outrage.
The Shah was very concerned about the effect of relinquishing Bahrain,
effectively trading Iranian territory for the interests of a much-vilified (albeit
fading) ‘great power’ like Britain.*’

That was the situation in 1969. Fast-forward to 1973, and the headlines
of Mas‘udi’s coverage on Bahrain tell a different story: “People Inclined to
Wear European Clothes,” “Protecting Iran’s Ancient [Cultural] Heritage,”
“Bahrain Knows It Owes Its Independence to the Shah of Iran,” “Renais-
sance of Construction in Bahrain,” “Bahrain Progresses on the Road to
Democracy,” “Iranian Companies and Institutions in Bahrain” and “Noth-
ing is Left of the British Military Base.”

Iran’s non-threatening and active foreign policy toward Bahrain sacrificed
territory for — in Mas‘udi’s portrayal — a regional ally that was grateful to
Iran, on the same path of progress as Iran and respectful of Iran’s ancient
connections to Bahrain and the Persian Gulf. Bahrain is a jewel in the crown
in the adroit management of Iran’s strategic national interests in the Persian
Gulf. This characterization matched up perfectly with the Shah’s own pro-
nouncements on Iranian policy toward Bahrain:

[On] the issue of Bahrain archipelago, we were faced with a historic
decision. You know how these islands were separated from Iran 150 years
ago. However, no one could tell what kind of interaction had been at
work since then, what sort of changes had taken place in the popula-
tion composition, or whether the majority of the inhabitants wanted
to join Iran or have independence . . . As you know, an overwhelming
majority of the Bahrainis opted for independence. We accepted this as
we had promised. As a result, the Bahrainis, today are perhaps one of
the closest friends of Iran instead of enemies. I would like to think that
at as a consequence of our action, which was based on high example
of international justice and respect for human rights, not as losing ter-
ritory but winning hearts. This is representative of Iran’s general policy
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in the Persian Gulf. Apart from islands belonging to Iran, we in the Per-
sian Gulf covert no territory. Nor do we have a greedy eye on anyone’s
wealth. On the contrary, we have extended our hand in friendship to
the largest as well as the smallest country in the region. We are ready to
offer any assistance we can afford to any who asks for it without any
strings attached.*!

In the 1973 travelogue, Mas‘udi pictured Iranian staff of the Red Lion and
Sun Hospital in Qatar with men in suits and ties, women in knee-length
dresses and stylish coats.* Picturing them as civilians — as opposed to scrubs
or white lab coats — made them both worthy replacements for the evacu-
ated British military personnel and worthy successors to the pioneering (but
rhetorically militarized) Iranian staff of the Fujairah clinic portrayed in the
1966 travelogue. Iran’s softer stance on Bahrain was thus part of the softer
and more constructive of itself in the region that it wished to construct. But,
there was a complication in that narrative: Oman.

Mas‘udi’s portrayal of post-independence Bahrain contrasted consider-
ably with his portrayal of Oman. He visited Oman in 1973 and just as Iran
was intervening in the Dhofar Rebellion there. Oman was his first entry in
the 1973 travelogue and longest single section.*> How could the ‘Tranian
man’s burden’ in Oman be justified? Iran’s involvement with Oman was
the most assertive foreign policy action of late Pahlavi period — one that
tested regional concerns about Iran’s assertiveness in the region and that
went beyond what Iran’s Cold War allies would endorse.**

In Mas‘udi’s account, Oman was backward — more ‘Ajman than Kuwait
or Qatar — owing to the misdeeds of a former sultan (Sa‘id ibn Taimur) and
the effects of foreign interference. It was only on the right track because of
a coup d’état by the king’s son, Qabus ibn Sa‘id, who is portrayed as both
progressive and no longer under the sway of the British. The structural simi-
larities between the Bu Sa‘id and Pahlavi dynasties’ political histories — both
born of coups and collaboration with foreign powers — must have been
hard to ignore. But, in Mas‘udi’s careful crafting, some kings (like Sa‘id ibn
Taimur) were bad and some dynasties (like the Qajars) might be bad, mon-
archy per se was not. The rebellion in Dhofar is portrayed as basically under
control despite being foreign inspired. It is important to recall that the larger
context here is Iran positioning itself as the guarantor of stability and the
progressive partner to developing states. A vulnerable Oman, seeking Iran’s
help to stabilize its political situation and make progress suited the narrative
being constructed by Mas‘udi and the Pahlavi court about Iran’s assertive
and ‘positive’ role in the Persian Gulf. One image pictured an Omani local
contemplating a dark past and bright future, with the dark past represented
by the aging fort in the background* and, perhaps, despotic practices of the
former king (pictured with slaves).* By way of contrast, the new king was
presented as being more progressive in attitude if not in garb, when he was
shown “personally participates in and supervises a class of schoolgirls.”*
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Progress on ‘the woman question” was noted in regards to other Sheikh-
doms as well. In this version of ‘colonial feminism,” as Leila Ahmed has
termed the phenomenon of Western countries using gender inequality in the
Middle East to justify Western intervention in Middle Eastern affairs,* Iran’s
gaze replaces the Western Orientalist gaze. Certainly in Mas‘udi’s rendering,
the most modern looking people in Oman are Iranian consular staff. And he
is pictured happily in their midst, blurring the lines between his roles as jour-
nalist, senator, and Foreign Ministry surrogate, but clearly locating himself
in an official Pahlavi outpost of modernity in a savage land.*

Conclusion: Nationalism and soft power continuity in
Iranian foreign policy in the Persian Gulf

Although the Pahlavis were swept from power and Islamic Republic attempts
to project a much different version of Iranian modernity — less gharbzadeh
(or “plagued by the West,” to recall Jalal Al-e Ahmad’s famous critique of the
late Pahlavi period) — as it reasserts itself in regional affairs, the institutional
soft-power legacies from the Pahlavi era represent a continuity. There is still a
well-maintained school for Iranian expatriates in Dubai and elsewhere in the
Gulf.>® There is still the hospital in Abu Dhabi — modernized and marketed
anew.’! And, in retrospect, it is worth noting that the Iranian government
opened an office for Islamic propaganda in 1951, and was pleased with the
impact of radio sermons by clerics such as Husayn ‘Ali Rashid and Mortaza
Motahhari on Egyptian and ‘extremist’ Sunni sentiments in the Persian Gulf
specifically.> Modern-day royalists-in-exile and Islamic Republicans might
not appreciate these continuities, but they exist in the historical record.

So as we consider the question of continuity and change in Iranian nation-
alism in this case we should recall Iran’s essential strategic interests in the
Persian Gulf have not changed much in over a hundred years even though its
ability to further those interests have. For all of its contrasts with the Pahla-
vis, the Islamic Republic is building on the soft-power legacy of the Pahlavis
and even asserts that it means to be a modern guarantor of stability. Even
Mas‘udi might have found this essential framing of Iranian soft power in the
Persian Gulf quite familiar amid all the changes.

Even the highly constructed expressions of nationalism we see here can
have genuine cultural and emotional impact. Some of this was even visible
in the pseudo-academic debates over Iran’s claims on Bahrain prior to 1969.
There was a minor backlash against the Shah’s change in Bahrain policy. The
Shah was obliged to suppress the Pan-Iran Party for a brief period in the
spring of 1970.53 An examination of some Harvard Oral History Interviews
with military figures — notably the interview with Ramzi ‘Abbas Attaie™ -
suggests that the disputes over islands in the Persian Gulf were important to
their narratives about their careers in the 1950s, ’60s and *70s. In the 1920s
and ’30s, military memoirs of officers serving Reza Shah emphasized their
contributions to military campaigns in support of state centralization and
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tribal suppression. For the later generation of officers serving Mohammad
Reza Shah, the campaigns serving Iran’s Persian Gulf policies were analogous
in establishing nationalist credentials and careers. One can certainly see this
sort of nationalist legitimacy bestowed to the generation of Iranians who
participated in the ‘Sacred Defense’ of the homeland during the ‘imposed
war,” as Islamic Republican commemorations often describe the events and
sacrifices of the Iran-Iraq War.’> Furthermore, nationalist readings of for-
eign policy are often inscribed in other areas of state control such as public
education.’® States cannot absolutely control individual reactions to such
domestic propaganda, but they can influence the cultural environment in
which individual senses of identity are formed.

The emotional reality of nationalism coexists with sober strategic realism
in foreign policy discourse. If there is a common thread between the Pahlavis
and the Islamic Republic, it is a nationalist desire to be the peers of great
powers in international affairs, but also skepticism that Iran will ever have
true allies among the great powers. For even during a time when Iran could
not be more in line with Western interests, 1953-1979, it faced an Irano-
phobic discourse in public diplomacy. This was certainly reflected in Mas‘udi’s
travelogues and other Iranians who engaged with pseudo-academic diplo-
matic Western literature on Iran’s territorial claims in the twentieth century.
Mas‘udi’s travelogues formed an attempt to popularize these nationalist
framings of foreign policy discourse and to justify them in the court of world
opinion. These efforts may, in fact, have given these nationalist framings
broader cultural currency and durability in Iran if nowhere else.
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be tidy and clean”

Exoticism of the countryside in
late Pahlavi Iran

Menahbem Merbavi

A total rift thus divides and sunders the bonds between parents and children,
sending each to their separate fate: one group to the rural trap, the other to
the city trap.!

Glorifying the countryside

In her study on the crystallization of the concept of Heimat in Germany,
Celia Applegate has found that interest in the rural population is a central
element in the construction of German nationalism, which the Heimat move-
ment represented. She cites as an example Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl, the father
of folklore studies, whose scientific interest in the traditional communities
living on the bank of the Rhein evolved into fascination that bordered on
admiration since he saw these folk people as holding “the essence and vital-
ity of Germany.”?

In Egypt, rising national awareness from the mid-nineteenth century
onward and the search for a glorious past were coupled with romantici-
zation of the rural population as the true heirs of the nation’s ancestors.
The underdeveloped countryside was perceived by some nationalist think-
ers as more authentic, resembling a section of the population that had not
been “contaminated” by Western technology and values. From the end of
the nineteenth century, Egyptian rural life was perceived as “originally and
distinctively Egyptian” and the peasants as “the purest example of what it
meant to be Egyptian.”?® This romanticism imagined the “fallah’s primitive,
unchanging style of life” representing “the genuine qualities of Egyptian
civilization” being “an Egyptian fossil in which the pristine and authentic
nature of Egypt was revealed.”*

By contrast, Iraqi nationalist intellectuals could not hide their fear of the
rural population of their country, whom they believed “were likely to gener-
ate disease and pollution” and characterized as “more emotional, fatalistic
and children of their passions.”” This colonialist view, influenced by British
rule over the country, was the rationale behind various programs of devel-
opment whose purpose was to change the face of the countryside and its
inhabitants beyond recognition.®
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The situation in Pahlavi Iran is of special interest due to the fact that by
the mid-1970s, it had been going through a long and well-orchestrated pro-
cess of modernization from above. A combination of admiration with fear
and mockery of rural Iran are evident in the attitude of modernized Iranians
and the Pahlavi state during its last years, when the efforts at modernization
were at their height.

The legacy of Pahlavi modernism in Iran

Reza Shah’s accession to the throne in 1925, and the cultural mission of
members of the Pahlavi elite who surrounded him, with their vision for a
modernized, westernized and urban Iran, precipitated the rise of romantic
attitudes toward the countryside and the peasantry. As Farzin Vejdani has
recently claimed, as state institutions took on the task of cultivating the
masses in the late 1930s, some Iranian intellectuals turned to folklore stud-
ies.” According to Vejdani, the turn to scholarly work served as a refuge to
those who found the political arena restrictive for their aspirations: “It was
the perceived failure of the Constitutional Revolution that pushed some of its
intellectual supporters and architects in the interwar period to seek cultural
over political (i.e., parliamentary democratic) forms of representation.”®

In the same vein, one could claim that the interest of Iranian intellectu-
als in rural Iran in the period preceding the revolution came with the sober
realization that the Pahlavi state could not deliver the necessary changes it
spoke about so vehemently. This was also the impression of soldiers who,
from the 1960s, served in the Literacy Corps after coming into direct contact
with the peasantry they were sent to educate. These young men and women,
whose military service was teaching the rural population hygiene and some
basic concepts of national identity, faced the chasm that separates city and
village on a daily basis. As vividly put by one of them:

I thought it was unbearable to imagine that in the midst of such beauti-
ful nature we were in a place which looked more like a garbage dump
where people lived. It was like a dream. Though a few moments ago I
was looking at the most beautiful scenery, I would have liked both of
them, the beautiful scenery and the horrible village, to be no more than
a dream because looking at the ruins was more difficult than accepting
the natural beauty.’

What stands out in this testimony, besides the harsh conditions, is the
unbridgeable gap between the romantic imagination (buttressed by the scenery)
and the cruel and depressed reality of the countryside. An abyss seemed to
lie between villagers and their “benefactors.”

However, while in the earlier Pahlavi period, it seems that intellectuals and
the state shared the objective of modernizing the countryside, these relations
underwent a drastic change in the Pahlavi regime’s last two decades. During
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the first Pahlavi period (1925-1941), Pahlavi Weltanschauung was primarily
focused on promoting the Iranian countryside from its primitive conditions,
physically as well as mentally. Supported by a deep belief in science as a
prescription for the regeneration of the nation, Iranian modernizers were
highly committed to educating traditional populations and assisting them in
changing some basic habits of hygiene and family planning.!® The “White
Revolution” of 1963 seemed to draw new lines between the state and an
ever-growing number of intellectuals who opposed the state and its inten-
tions for modernizing rural Iran.

Romanticism and exoticism of rural Iran

Fear of the disappearance of rural ways of life arises during periods of rapid
mechanization and development, in Iran as well as in other countries. Rus-
sian nationalist writers, for instance, provided sentimental portraits of the
rural way of life in parts of Siberia, as the Soviet state was constructing
hydroelectric stations in the 1970s.!! In Iran as well, modernist discourse
expressed nostalgia for the seemingly disappearing peasantry after World
War II, and especially from 1963 onwards. With the onslaught of develop-
ment and infrastructure, as part of the “White Revolution,” the peasantry
became symbols of the “authentic” values that were perceived to be under
threat.

With the Pahlavi vision of the “great civilization” (tamaddon-e bozorg)
being cultivated and disseminated, rural Iranians presented a paradoxical
image. On the one hand, they resembled the pristine values and naiveté of
Iran, preserving some of its old traditions, arts and dialects, while on the
other hand, they presented a backward society that needed to be changed,
modernized and ‘civilized.’'?

In its attitude toward Iranian peasantry, Pahlavi state media, which
addressed both domestic audiences of the cities as well as foreign media and
visitors, focused on the differences between modernized Iranians and what
the peasantry represented. Special attention was given to cultural differences
that implied deep divergence from the modernist path, the one paved by the
Pahlavi state.

Hygiene and its relation to nationalism have been studied by various schol-
ars in the context of modernity and the relationship between the individual
and society.'3 Indeed, as part of the changing perception of individuals as
part of the nation and citizens of the modern nation-state, hygienic condi-
tions have become a trademark of being modern, efficient and loyal citizens.
For example, British author Sir John E. Gorst described the main goal of his
seminal book on the topic as:

To bring home to the people of Great Britain a sense of the danger of
neglecting the physical condition of the nation’s children. These will
form the future British people; and upon their condition and capacity
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will depend not only the happiness of our own country but also the
influence of our Empire in the world.'*

He therefore dedicated a whole chapter to the topic of hygiene and the ideal
conditions in which to raise healthy children, that is the future citizenry."

During the late Qajar period in Iran, the idea that measures could be taken
to ameliorate the ravages of epidemics brought the matter of hygiene to court
ministers such as I‘tizad al-Saltaneh.'® In this context, hygiene emerged as
something beyond the basic elements of bodily health and became part of a
wider concept that “embraced the themes of cleanliness and individual well-
being, or humanism.”!” In the first decade of the twentieth century, a cadre
of European-educated physicians and state bureaucrats tried to elevate urban
Iranians’ awareness of hygiene and its relation to health.'® The government’s
campaign against more traditional practices (like those of sex life and pro-
creation) and those who used and believed in them was, in fact, a struggle
over who held a monopoly on hygiene."

The demand for hygiene and sanitation thus provided a tangible litmus
test that defined those who were modern from those who were not. The fear
of villagers’ neglect of their cleanliness had deep roots among the Pahlavi
elite, children of the modernized middle class of the early twentieth century
who tried to generate a “practical renewal (tajaddod) of Iranians’ bodies
and minds.”?° A higher degree of sanitation among the peasantry had a dual
role in the litmus test of their modern credentials: it was not only a means of
preventing diseases and infant mortality, but was also perceived as a matter
that was not confined to the private sphere but rather pointed to one’s abil-
ity and willingness to contribute to the nation, its demographic needs and
according to high hygienic standards.

Following the Mosaddeq Crisis and the Shah’s reinstatement to power in
August 1953, in which the United States and Britain played a crucial role,
the question of the influence and domination of foreigners in Iranian politics,
and the need to reassert Iranian legitimacy, expanded to the much deeper
dilemma of Iranian’s authentic identity. This question, not unknown to other
societies, particularly in times of radical changes and modernization, became
of major political relevance as the Pahlavi state seemed to endorse a specific
brand of Iranian nationalism, based on the monarchy and closely related to
Iran’s imperial pre-Islamic past. Accordingly, the question of Iranian identity
became closely intertwined with the question of the legitimacy (or the lack
thereof) of the Pahlavi regime.

Douglas Guthrie, a stills photographer who worked in the ruins of Susa on
behalf of an archeological mission in the mid-1960s, noticed the high degree
of sensitivity the Iranian authorities showed to any contact between locals
in the nearby village and the team he was part of: “They would not allow us
to take a photo of any traditional manual craftsmen.” No particular reason
was given to this limitation, but it seems it had to do with the image of Iran
that could have been damaged by such photos being taken by foreigners
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and taken home for display.?! This conjecture is supported by the Pahlavi
regime’s restrictions on films, pointing at the Pahlavi state’s desire to project
a positive and progressive image of Iran, suppressing images of rural Iran,
which could be seen as backward.

In October 1971, Iran celebrated 2,500 years of Iranian monarchy, a hall-
mark in the history of the Pahlavi regime. Preparations for the celebrations
included a variety of activities in an attempt to project a modernized image
of Iran to the world as well as to the Iranian population. As the media in Iran
was searching for cultural symbols and iconic figures, urban, modern Irani-
ans were encouraged to get to know their own countrymen in remote parts of
the country, such as the villagers living in the deserts and steppes of Iran, far
from the political and economic urban centers. In an effort to introduce the
Iranian countryside and the peasants who live there to middle-class Iranians,
the state-controlled press expanded its coverage of the peasantry. Examining
this coverage reveals the tension between fascination verging on admiration
versus the curiosity and embarrassment from certain habits peasants had.
The Pahlavi regime wished to bring urban Iranians and their rural compatri-
ots together; this was tied to the Pahlavi’s national agenda, which sought to
tie the image of the hardworking peasant to the image of the state. It should
come as no surprise, then, that the Pahlavi state was concerned about the
potential of rural Iran to present the world with an image of Iranians as
unsophisticated, although it also wished to exploit the image of Iranian peas-
ants as cultural icons. It should come as no surprise, then, that the Pahlavi
state was concerned about the potential of rural Iran to present the world
with a negative, primitive image of Iranians as unsophisticated, although it
also wished to exploit the image of Iranian peasants as cultural icons.

The Pahlavis’ confusion about the rural population and their concern with
the negative effect they might have on the image of Iran has a long legacy,
going back to the early years of the rule of Reza Shah. The British historian
Ann Lambton experienced it firsthand:

In the 1930s the internal movement of goods was to a large extent by
camels, mules and donkeys — camels, incidentally, were not supposed to
exist: they were not modern and did not fit in with Riza Shah’s program
for modernization. It was forbidden to photograph them.?

The film The Cow (gov), directed by Dariush Mehrjui, was released in 1971,
the same year as the celebrations for the foundation of the Persian Empire.?* The
film tells the story of a villager (Hasan) whose entire livelihood depends on
his cow. When the cow dies mysteriously while he is absent, the entire
village conspires to keep the secret of the cow’s death from its owner. Upon
discovery of the death, Hasan goes through what seems a mental breakdown,
pretending to be the cow, which leads to his death on the way to the hospital.
The film was revolutionary in setting its events in an Iranian village, but in
doing so, it caused the Pahlavi cultural establishment discomfort regarding
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the image of Iran it portrayed. Throughout the film, the villagers are depicted
as superstitious and passive, tending to rely on the Almighty when plagued
by thieves. The censor prevented the film’s release and made Mehrjui state
that it relates to a story that had taken place many years earlier, prior to the
reforms of Reza Shah.?* Regarded by some as a watershed in Iranian cinema,
the film turned the spotlight on the marginalized Iranians of the countryside,
but also questioned the Pahlavi self-perception regarding the attributes of
rural Iran. More importantly, since its focus was on villagers, it symbolized
a “return to the authentic bedrock of Iranian society and psychology.”?
The film emphasizes the price rural Iran pays for its inclusion under the
Pahlavi national plan. The fact that the hero dies on his way to the hospital,
a symbol of the achievements of the Pahlavi national development, stresses
the incompatibility of rural society with the national scheme for urban Iran.
In short, the elites’ attitudes toward the peasantry were conflicting: on the
one hand, they expressed admiration for the inhabitants of the countryside as
embodying ideal, genuine and authentic Iranians untouched by foreign influ-
ence. On the other hand, they were embarrassed by the peasants’ traditional
ways of life, such as their loyalty to religious values and practices, which
contrasted sharply with the Pahlavi ethos of the modern Iranian.

Living relics of a disappearing world

The fascination with the Iranian peasantry should be seen in the context of
identity dilemmas expressed by Iranian intellectuals in the last two decades
of the Pahlavi regime. The confusion brought about by the erosion of tradi-
tional society, together with the onslaught of the state in its cultural crusade,
brought the Iranian intelligentsia into an identity conflict expressed in vari-
ous ways. Many intellectuals were very critical of the regime while at the
same time distanced from old frameworks of identity (religion, clan), and
therefore sought to revive old frames of identification. For some, the sense
that the old ways of life were in danger reflected the decline of Iranian society
in its entirety.

Ironically, the state itself participated in this deification of the countryside
by launching folk festivals of various kinds, as well as sporadically attempt-
ing to revive old traditions such as ancient handcraftsmanship. While some
of the festivals were avant-garde in presentation, the most famous of which
was the annual Shiraz festival, others, such as the Festival of Culture and Art
(jashn-e farhang va honar),*® were inclined toward folklore performances.
The celebrations of 2,500 years of Iranian monarchy were also followed
by folklore performances of “exotic” Iranians from different parts of the
country.

The Pahlavi discourse regarding the countryside became intertwined with
the discourse of intellectuals that has become known as “the return to the
self.”?” It was one of the most debated topics among intellectuals and the
middle class, including the youth, during the last two decades of the Pahlavi
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state. Jalal Al-e Ahmad (1923-1969), one of the prominent spokesmen of
this generation, was deeply disturbed by the onslaught of modernity (led
by the state) in the periphery and the danger of the disappearance of the
countryside in its traditional form. One of the most prominent critics of the
Pahlavi state’s efforts at modernizing and shaping a new Iranian identity,
Jalal Al-e Ahmad, attacked the Pahlavi educational system in the famous
report on the challenges of education in Iran, submitted to the Ministry of
Education in 1962, and became known as gharbzadegi (westoxication).?
Al-e Ahmad’s analysis went much deeper than mere functional problems of
the educational system.?’ The disappearance of rural life in Iran, according to
Al-e Ahmad, was yet another face of the subjugation of Iranians to Western
ideas, and another chance to glimpse the westernization that had already
taken place in urban Iran, erasing the identity of Iranians. In addition to
this treatise, Al-e Ahmad wrote several monographs in which he tried to
capture the lifestyle and traditions in rural areas that seemed to be on the
verge of changing beyond recognition during the years of rapid development,
from 1963 onward.*

One of Al-e Ahmad’s works in this vein was his report of rural life on
Kharg Island in the Persian Gulf. Fearing that such rural communities were
on the verge of extinction, Al-e Ahmad describes rural characteristics on
Kharg Island as he saw them, with the purpose of recording the life habits
of the people there just before drilling of oil begins there, changing the island
and the life of its inhabitants. He does not hide his sadness over the reason
that brought him there, the urge to leave a record of the place before mod-
ernization and development transformed it beyond recognition. For Al-e
Ahmad, Kharg becomes a metaphor for Iran, most of which has already
been lost, sacrificed in the service of machinery and progress. His writing is
steeped in regret for what seemed like the imminent disappearance of rural
Iran in the face of modernity. Concluding his description of Kharg, Al-e
Ahmad warns his readers that

the case of Kharg was not like the one of Tehran or Abadan, where the
machine was advancing one step at a time, and people had the time to
get used to it and gradually let it infiltrate the depth of their lives . . . and
make them become west-stricken.3!

This ethnographic work influenced Al-e Ahmad’s fiction, as we see in
a short story he published a few years later. In “A Principal’s First Day at
School,” a story that seems to contain some autobiographical elements, Al-e
Ahmad puts these words in the mouth of a village’s new school principal:

We cast a glance at the toilets. . . . there were five closets. All with-
out doors or a ceiling. A partition separated them. One could see right
through the bottom of the latrines. And such a big hole that a cow could
fall through. Around the mouth of each latrine a pool of liquid, and the
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terror of the children of falling into the black pits materially visible all
over the place.’?

Unlike Al-e Ahmad, the depiction of rural Iranians as static and an obsta-
cle to progress is evident in a lecture of Ehsan Naraghi, Director of the
Institute for Social Studies and Research at the University of Tehran. In
his presentation of various studies on rural Iranians, Naraghi claims that
implementing reforms in the countryside is a great challenge due to the
difficulty of changing the peasants’ attitudes. He asserts that is not easy
for agents of change to work in rural communities, since they “encounter
a stagnant society resistant to change.” With full awareness of the dimen-
sions of the changes that were taking place, he acknowledges the collision
between two opposing social forces in Pahlavi Iran: “Iran is turning into
an area of culture conflict.”33

Occasionally, articles covering people from the countryside or different
facets of rural Iran expressed ambivalence toward what was deemed a relic
of the past, lagging behind and yet enigmatic and pristine, uncontaminated
by modernity. A series of reports of this nature appeared in the journal
Rastakbiz-e Rusta (Revival of the Village), the mouthpiece of the Rastakhiz
party. Reports discussed developments in the countryside during the years of
the White Revolution. In its opening issue, the editors of Rastakhiz-e Rusta
reviewed the establishment of Khane-ye Farhang-e Rusta’i (“cultural country
clubs”), where the Literacy Corps soldiers were supposed to arrange cultural
events and activities. According to the article, the purpose of the cultural
activities was “to narrow the gap between the villagers and the city-dwellers,
from day to day.”** Narrowing the gap between city and countryside could
be interpreted as having the long-term aim of turning villagers into city-
dwellers, but ironically, it was exactly the villagers’ ‘authentic’ look and
manners that seemed attractive and interesting to prospective readers of
such articles. This interest was bolstered by the notion that foreign visitors
to Iran from the West were also fascinated by villagers. For instance, the
perseverance of traditional crafts such as carpet weaving and blacksmithing
were encouraged as a symbol of the authenticity that remained in modern
Iran.® The official film created in honor of the 1971 monarchy celebrations
included a dance of a group of Iranian women of various provinces wearing
their traditional clothes, intended to stress the diversity of Iranian society.
Indeed, the traditional as a background to the modern is a central theme in
this film, which was one of the Pahlavi state’s most striking efforts at public
relations.?®

The Iranian Center for Anthropology, in an attempt to document a van-
ishing world of rural Iran with advancement of modernity, curated a series
of exhibits on traditional crafts, as well as other facets of rural life.’” The
center conducted dozens of exhibits with a wider national focus, as well
as those that were locally oriented presenting arts and crafts and rural life.
Artifacts in these exhibits included a variety of domestic possessions in the
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countryside, such as kitchenware to carpets as well as clothing and jewelry
of rural women reflecting the true and authentic nature of Iranian art.’

It seems as though the Pahlavi state and its elite were keen on document-
ing whatever remnants there seemed to remain of rural, authentic Iran, yet
within their own framework of modern Iran. Thus, for instance, exhibits
were curated to “learn and recognize the material and spiritual culture of tra-
ditional life of Iranian children in different cities, villages and provinces.”3’
In this way, diversity was recognized yet categorized and mediated to the
public via the establishment. Iranian arts and crafts were also presented,
whose importance was explained as emanating from the fact that they “were
passed on from past generations” and hence “carry the great treasures of
social and cultural values” of the people.** The endeavor to document Iran
included even the field of local children’s games, unique to various parts of
Iran, which were recorded in order to learn from the “various meanings
that lie in them” since they come from different conditions and a variety of
geographical areas.”

The fascination with rural life had an ethnic dimension as well, which was
viewed as both appealing and yet strange at the same time. For instance one
writer described craftsmen who were still working in traditional arts and
crafts as “people of various morals, values and traits.”* Two themes were
stressed in this connection: the differences between the rural population
and the modern one, and the variety and the divergence they represented,
in contrast to the relative uniformity of modernized Iranians. Despite the
fact that the rural population embodied the variety of Iranian ethnic groups,
the interest in them and the traditions they represented went beyond the
particular to the Iranian traits they seemed to have preserved from ancient
times. Since the world was interested in the culture of rural populations,
it was promoted as part of a legacy Iranians could be proud of, as long as
these rural cultures did not collide with the advanced self-image of Pahlavi
Iran. Iranians were informed of “a demand for manmade goods which has
been revived lately, and which serves as a more objective proof of the true
value of these traditions.”* An international aspect of this romanticism was
added, in order to blend the ancient and the modern as two aspects of the
same phenomenon:

The old hand craftsmanship is being revived not only in Iran but through-
out the world, even though it was almost forgotten. This has reached
the point where Europeans produce clothes inspired by the traditional
Iranian craftsmanship, which are much more expensive and beautiful. If
one were to check and study history, he would see that from time imme-
morial the arts were rooted in Iran. From the time of the Achaemenids
and the Sassanids the art of the goldsmith emerged as an important art.**

Art, then, was a link in the chain that tied those still making a living from
crafts to a long legacy that had little everyday relevance to modern Iranians.
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These praises were a partial compensation for the simple fact of life that the
average income from most crafts was, relatively speaking, low.*

The contrast between the beautiful and appealing about the craftsmen and
the harsh conditions in which they lived brought again the issue of hygiene
to the interest of this reporter as well. As a member of the new Iranian elite
he stressed the importance of hygiene particularly, as a precondition for
the national interest since it “not only facilitated population growth but
improved people’s capacity to work.”#¢

Pride in the authenticity of the villages and their inhabitants went hand
in hand with a somewhat condescending attitude, due to village life’s sup-
posed backwardness. Hygiene was a comfortable target of criticism, since
it represented one of the major physical differences between village and city
and seemed to justify a feeling of superiority of urban and modern Iranians
over rural and traditional Iranians. Thus in a report of life in the villages,
the names and locations of the sites visited by the reporter are omitted and
generalizations concerning the villagers abound.

In some villages the villagers pay little attention to the cleanliness of
their alleys and streets. Some villagers think that if they clean their own
houses it is enough, and there is no need to take care of the tidiness
outside their house. . . . in some villages, the inhabitants even gather the
excrement of their animals next to their house. . . . in some villages the
locals pay no attention whatsoever to the condition of the lavatories,
these villagers think that the lavatories need always be dirty.*

While the last example could be interpreted as mere pity over the bad conditions
villagers live in, some articles went to the point of implying that the primitiveness
of the villagers was of their own making. Thus, for example, a reporter from
the same journal covered the conditions of the hygiene facilities in the village
of Ahmadabad. The headline read: “Some of the inhabitants of Ahmadabad
mistake a Turkish bath (hammam) for a shower (dush).” The traditional way
of life of the villagers was compared to the (assumed) one of the audience of
the magazine. It was implied that religious orthodoxy was also twisted by the
villagers, thus serving another important theme of the Pahlavi regime (and one
that is often neglected in research on the period): that the Pahlavi state actually
embodies Shi‘ism and not the traditional Islam or the extremism preached by
some clerics. The primitiveness of the villagers is exemplified by the fact that:

The villagers of Ahmadabad have spent a million toman on building
two mosques, but they have never wanted to follow that with a healthy
bathhouse and therefore bathe in an unhealthy bathhouse, even though
true Muslims must always be tidy and clean.*

Artistic traditions were also a revelation, another facet of the authen-
ticity and exoticism that enveloped the periphery, such as the province
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Baluchistan. Readers were told of the existence of “illiterate poets” who
preserve the local art, singing in their special dialect. Even their look reveals
their unique qualities, as they have “black faces that reveal the harsh climate
of Baluchistan.”#

The reporter informs his readers: “The illiterate poets/singers of Baluch-
istan imitate the tradition of Sa‘adi and Hafez. Most of the Baluchi poems
were never recorded in writing.” Despite what seems like their intrinsic
value, just like findings from ancient sites in Iran, what lent these singers
their fame was the fact that they received attention abroad, having per-
formed in the United States during its bicentennial celebrations. Their oth-
erness is reflected in the way they are described, from their complexion to
their manners: “Their blackened faces show the wild nature of Baluchistan,
and the voice that comes out of their throats, as well as their instruments,
shows the flow of blood in the Baluchi veins which are full of music.”*°
Romanticism is apparent, as the reporter continues in a burst of lyrical
metaphors:

I am reminded of the water-lilies that pick up their heads from the stale
water of illiteracy, where the most beautiful flowers grow . . . They sit
in the darkness of ignorance, but in the capillaries of their body, flows
knowledge.’!

The exotic element is evident in the emphasis on the authenticity of one of
the interviewees in the article, a poet named Mehrab Davudi, who played
perfectly the role of an authentic rural person, devoid of limitations or
boundaries. The genuine quality of his art and creation is reiterated by the
interviewer and himself. Such for instance in his statement: “If you think I
am imitating, you are wrong. Imitation is a malady.” In turn, the interviewer
promises the readers that “the music is autonomous and yet enjoyable and
aromatic . . . everything about this poetry is simple and intimate.”*?

Conclusion

Pahlavi intellectual discourse on the traditional way of life and the rural
population who represented it took two contradictory paths: one was
apologetic, claiming that in fact the scientific principles of hygiene were
preached since the dawn of Islam (or in a pre-Islamic version by Zoroaster);
the other criticized tradition altogether, identifying it as a major obstacle
to progress.”3 Through the eyes of selected sources from Pahlavi Iran, we
saw how Pahlavi elites presented the Iranian countryside and its popula-
tion as representing the nation in its purity, uncontaminated by modern
Western technology and ways of life. Glorification of ‘authentic’ rural life
was a manifestation of the romantic element in the Pahlavi perception of
Iranian national revival, as the awakening of a sleeping beauty (a romantic
metaphor in its own right). The fact that the countryside was less advanced
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technologically contributed to modern thinkers’ perception of its authen-
ticity. Since the rural peoples often lived in conditions resembling those
of Iranian ancestors, they were believed to carry ancestral qualities and
uniqueness in other areas as well.

Pahlavi discourse’s representation of the peasantry as the epitome of
naiveté and genuine Iranianness is revealing in light of the debate over what
constitutes ‘authentic’ Iranian identity and the perils lurking to this ‘authen-
ticity’ that had gained momentum from 1963 onwards. The exoticizing of
rural Iran was part of a wider search for identity that researchers have identi-
fied as a hallmark of Iran in the decade preceding the 1979 Islamic Revolu-
tion. Besides polemical writing, the search for one’s identity was expressed
in many ways, for example curiosity as to the uniqueness of Iranian identity
and the differences between the “essence” of being Iranian to that of belong-
ing to another culture, namely the West.**

The desire to record and study the ways of life of the peasantry came
from the belief that these represented the authentic, if not ideal, lifestyle
of the ancestors as well as the fear that the rural ways would to be altered
for good with the advent of modernity. The Pahlavi state’s desire to medi-
ate memory to the public emanated from a void that rapid modernization
left behind: a connection to the past, thereby validating Pierre Nora’s
observation regarding the tight connection between “the irrevocable break
marked by the disappearance of peasant culture” and “the apogee of
industrial growth.”>’

In fact it was exactly the perceived primitive nature of Iranian peasantry
that charmed nationalist romantic thinkers. Their traditional ways were
proof and guarantee of their naiveté and lack of corruption, as opposed to
the corrupt practices and jaded behavior that intellectuals identified with
modernism, technology and urban life.

Furthermore, the belief that rural Iran was somewhat exotic played a
role and had to do with a deeper question of the relations between center
and periphery in Iran. This exoticism, I argue, is behind the basic prob-
lematics of the image the Pahlavi educational project wished to create and
produce for Iran. The manner in which this image was dealt with points
to the Pahlavi elite’s ambivalent attitudes toward rural Iran, as represent-
ing authenticity but also backwardness, a source at times of pride and at
others of embarrassment to those living in the developed, urban, modern-
ized center.

The search for an authentic Iranian national identity was fraught with
ambivalence. There was some opposition to the state’s attempt to patron-
ize and even monopolize the cultural scene, hence the popularity of ‘Ali
Shari‘ati and, later, Khomeini, each of whom offered a new gospel of Iranian
authenticity.

Significantly, exoticizing of the countryside did not cease with the rise of
the Islamic Republic, but rather had different consequences for the rural
population. One instance is what seems to be a more flexible attitude toward
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modesty requirements among peasants. Such was the impression of Huang
Julia in relation to Qashga’i women:

foreigners regard the minorities as appealingly picturesque and exotic,
which partly explains the state’s looser requirements for them. Some
government officials view the Qashqa’i and similar ethnic groups as the
survivors or remnants of an “authentic” Muslim society before other
Muslims in Iran became modernized, westernized and secularized.*®

The fact that these women “abide by their pre-modern practices” is in their
favor. It also reveals yet another aspect of the modern nature of the Islamic
gospel of the revolution — that it addresses modern Iran and has less to do
with rural peoples.

The appropriation of rural Iran as a symbol of Iranian heritage has not
ceased and has been used occasionally by the Islamic Republic to further
discredit its predecessor. Thus, for instance, in the introduction to a collec-
tion of articles on anthropology, Sayyed ‘Ali Asghar Shari‘atzadeh, head of
the Center for Anthropological Studies, states that

the tribes of the Islamic homeland of Iran comprise the various compo-
nents of Iranian society. . . . The wretched Pahlavi regime did not want
to see these suppressed human groups, and did not lend them any room
or significance in its development programs.’”

By contrast, he added, the Islamic Republic has dwelled on participation of
the various tribes and the development of their living conditions, loyal to the
Qur’anic message of human and cultural diversity.*® This attempt to appro-
priate the diversity of Iran, including the rural population in the national
story (this time, by the Islamic Republic), attests to a certain degree of conti-
nuity that transcends the political upheaval of the Islamic Revolution.
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13 “The Jew has a lot of money, too”

Representations of Jews in
twentieth-century Iranian culture

Orly R. Rahimiyan

Iranian nationalism has been widely discussed through different prisms and
from various points of view. Popular perceptions of one minority group may
provide insights into the internal boundaries of inclusion and exclusion as
well as into the self-image of the dominant majority group. This chapter will
survey the historical progression of various Jewish stereotypes that prevailed
in Iranian society and popular thought in the twentieth century as reflecting
on Iranian self-perceptions.

The Jewish-Iranian community is one of the most ancient religious minori-
ties in Iran. Tranian Jews have traditionally seen themselves as autochthonous
Iranians residing in their homeland. During the twentieth century, many Jews
considered themselves as part of the Iranian nation who had contributed
both as individuals and as a community to the advancement and empower-
ment of Iran.

However, the picture is not that simple, either for Jews or for non-Jewish
communities in Iran. How Iranian Jews appear in the eyes of Iranian
Muslims - for example, as native sons of the Iranian soil and heritage, or
as a group living in exile that is not part of the Iranian nationality — has
always been very complex, as it projects on an important aspect of how
Iranian nationalism is constructed.

The following will discuss the representations and repeated motifs of Jews
in a broad variety of genres, including lexicons, public media, intellectual
writings, cinema and archival documents. Reading these sources will allow
us a glimpse into the diverse and complex perception of both nationalism
and the role (or location) of Jews within this narrative.

Jews were not the only religious minority or even the most prominent one
in Iran. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Iranian society consisted of
a Shi‘i Muslim majority and a small minority of Sunni Muslims, several sects
of Christianity, Zoroastrians, and Jews. Unlike the other minorities, Jews
did not have a political or religious entity that could provide support and
protection. Zoroastrians enjoyed an ancient status as the ‘original Iranians,’
Christians had the support of European countries, and Sunnis had the rest
of the Muslim world’s attention. The Jewish Iranian case study therefore
poses a unique instance of belonging and otherness. The establishment of
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the state of Israel and later of the Islamic Republic of Iran brought signifi-
cant shifts in both the status of Jews and their position within the Iranian
nationalist vision.

Most theories of nationalism recognize the presence of the ‘other’ and
its significant role in forging and defining national identity. Anna Trian-
dafyllidou,! whose studies research the relationship between identity and
immigration, has reviewed various theories of nationalism, and contends
that those whom society designates as other have a significant role in
forging the concept of a national identity. The presence of this ‘significant
other’ is all the more conspicuous in times of crisis — especially during
times of nationalist ferment — in a way that defines how the ‘imagined
community’ of the nation finds lasting expression in the rhetoric of peril.
I argue that the Jews provide the Iranian regime and some Iranians with
an other against whose presence they can sharply define their own identity.
Iran’s self-identity, among other factors, is constructed against the outside
other, thereby strengthening national unity and identity. In this context,
the anti-Jewish and anti-Israeli images pulled from the images tool box
serve nationalist purposes.

This chapter seeks to historicize the formation and dissemination of Jew-
ish stereotypes in Iran, focusing on a number of pivotal issues: What are
the themes and visual motifs that characterize the presentation of Jews in
Iran? How are Jews represented in Iranian media and literature? Are there
recurrent motifs in the Iranian discourse? How were old stereotypes of the
Jews preserved, and what are the characteristics of the new images that
have arisen? How does Iranian political history affect these stereotypes? In
order to understand how these images change, it is important to locate the
historical circumstances that cause certain Jewish motifs to take on positive
or negative aspects. This chapter will show that Jewish stereotypes in Iran
are caused by, and are reflections of, the political and social transformations
that took place in Iran during the twentieth century.

The Jews of Iran: some historical background

Under the Qajar rulers (1796-1925) of the nineteenth century, the Jews
lived throughout rural and urban Iran. These Jews experienced hardship
and persecution. However, during the era of the Pahlavi monarchy (1925-
1979), life for Jews in Iran changed dramatically for the better.? The legal
restrictions enacted against Jews in Iran under the laws of Shi‘ism pushed
the Jews to the fringes of society, and had an especially negative influence on the
vocational options available to them. Until the dawn of the Pahlavi era, the
Jews of Iran were forced to live in separated neighborhoods (Maballeh) and
to pay various poll taxes (jizya). They could not open stores in the main
markets (bazars) of certain cities. The major reason was the Shi‘i view of
adherents of other religions as impure (Najes), whose touch would defile
the Muslim. This distinction was particularly aimed at Jews, as Armenians,
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who fulfilled a more important role for the Iranian economy, were treated
more leniently.’

Jews were also forced to wear special clothing, and occasionally wear a
distinctive sign notifying onlookers of their lower status. Jews performed
menial jobs, many of which were associated with dishonesty and dubious
character: they were peddlers, tinkers, tanners, pit cleaners, antique dealers,
and craftsmen, but also money-lenders, wine sellers, herbalists, musicians,
dancers, actors, fortune tellers, amulet makers and even prostitutes. Signifi-
cantly, Jews also acted as doctors, even as the court’s physician,* while Jewish
women practiced midwifery and folk healing.’

After the Constitutional Revolution (1905-1911) and following the rise
of Reza Shah Pahlavi (1921), life for Jews in Iran took a turn for the better.
Jews, like other minorities, came to enjoy equal rights under the law with
Muslims. Many Jews took advantage of the opportunities offered by this
legal emancipation and, by World War I, reached economic parity with their
Muslim neighbors. Some settled outside the Jewish neighborhoods. Although
Jews were less than 0.25 percent of the population, they played a significant
role in Iran’s economic and cultural life.

Jewish representations in Iran

While Jews rarely held a significant role in Iranian history, they nonetheless
preoccupied Iranian society’s imagination and folklore. Rich documental
material from the nineteenth century onward offers a broad variety of repre-
sentations of Jews, but particularly several recurring motifs or prototypes, of
which the most prevalent will be discussed here: the ‘impure’ Jew, the ‘greedy
and immoral’ Jew, the ‘wizard’ Jew, the ‘cowardly’ Jew, the ‘heroic’ Jew and
the “Zionist.” Some of these prototypes go back to the early days of Jewish
Iranian history, while others were the outcome of modern developments in
and outside Iran. While religious texts usually provide us with intellectual
positions or legal ideals, they rarely capture the realities of ordinary Iranians
or Jewish Iranians. Proverbs and journals, which contain idioms common
to the Iranian vernacular, better reflect the stereotypes and images that were
commonly ascribed to Jews both by the educated urban elite and by the rural
populations.

One indication of the pervasive place of the Jews in culture is the variety of
terms denoting them in the Persian language. Some terms have positive con-
notations, such as Musavi and Kalimi,® while others have very negative ones.
According to the Jewish traveler Ephraim Newmark, the use of term Yahud
(as in Arabic) was widespread in the late nineteenth century in the areas close
to the Sunni Ottoman Empire. Conversely, the popular expression Jubud,
which was rooted in colloquial Persian, had taken on negative and humiliat-
ing associations.” Souroudi suggests that the term Juhud for Jews and other
pejorative terms for other religious minorities (for example gabr or majus for
Zoroastrians) were in use prior to the Constitutional Revolution. However,
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“on the eve of the [Constitutional] Revolution and mainly in the liberal press
of the Constitutional period, more respectable terms such as Yahudi and
Kalimi . . . were employed to address Jews.”®

The ‘impure’ Jew

Up until the early nineteenth century, that is, before the dawn of colonial
modernity, a major motif regarding Jews was that of their ritual ‘impurity’
and its effect on their relations with non-Jews. This motif was prevalent in
religious literature, such as the well-known text Risala-ye Sawa‘iq al-Yahud
by Mohammad Bager b. Mohammad Taqi Majlesi (d. 1699).” Notably, the
‘impure’ Jew motif also appears in traveler’s literature and proverbs, thus
offering evidence that this motif was pervasive across society. As mentioned
earlier, this notion of impurity — the belief that Jews could defile Muslims
and Muslim property — meant that Jews were pushed to the fringes of soci-
ety, confined to certain neighborhoods and vocations. The notion of the
impure Jew remained prevalent in popular culture well into the middle of
the twentieth century.

The ‘immoral’ Jew

Impurity was also seen as intrinsic to the occupations usually associated
with Jews, for example peddling and moneylending. This image of the Jew
as a wealthy merchant or moneylender is not unique to twentieth-century
Iran, and was prevalent in Europe as well. Jews were identified with their
employment and were generally depicted as focused on financial gain. A
popular perception was that Jews were all unusually crafty, deceitful, and
stingy, particularly in their interactions with non-Jews.

The title of this chapter, “The Jew has a lot of money, too” (Jubud ham
kheili pul darad), is taken from a Persian proverb, which reflects the concept
of the Jew as an immoral person, pursuing his own interests at the expense of
non-Jews. The commentary on this proverb in the dictionaries in the pre- and
post-revolutionary era is that a Jew is a rich person who lacks both character
and morals.'® The use of this proverb is reminiscent of the American verb ‘to
Jew,” which according to the 1933 edition of the Oxford English Dictionary
means “to cheat or overreach in a way attributed to Jewish traders or usu-
rers.”!' A common insult used in colloquial speech to this day in Iran is the
sarcastic question, “Jubud Shodi?” (“Have you become a Jew?”), meaning
“Why were you so stingy?”!? The ‘stingy Jew” motif is anchored in Iranian
popular culture and daily life, and can be connected to the economic crisis
in the nineteenth century and beginning of the twentieth century resulting
from Iran’s integration into the world economy as a peripheral state and
Qajar mismanagement.

Although some Iranian Jews amassed wealth in their traditional voca-
tions, they did not show it in public for fear that it would expose them



“The Jew has a lot of money, too” 177

to jealousy and to attacks by their Muslim neighbors.!3> Consequently,
many Jews became used to acting and living like paupers, and as a result,
the Jews who adapted to these social pressures were perceived as miserly.
The image of the greedy and stingy Jew recycles itself in Iranian popular
perception, crosses socioeconomic strata, and recurs in many non-Iranian
cultures.

Another common Persian saying is Jubud bazi dar ovordan (‘to act Jewish’).
Dictionaries offer several meanings for the proverb. ‘Azimi explains that
it means to complain and cry a lot; or to complain and call for help, or to
perpetrate a hoax and deceive someone.'* In a similar vein, Amini defines
the phrase as “to mourn and express grief and pain in order to trick some-
body.”** A dictionary from the 1960s explains that this proverb is used
when a party that owes another group a sum of money brings forward
pretexts for not paying its debt.'® In short, this expression connotes intrigue,
deceit, and miserliness, similar to the notion of greed in the proverb “the
Jew also has a lot of money.”

Associating Jews with entertainment and wine drinking, both prohibited
in Islam, encouraged the perception of Jews as being morally lax and sexu-
ally promiscuous. In addition, it is known that some Jewish women serviced
the Muslim populations as prostitutes, thereby reinforcing the image of the
Jewish neighborhood as a place of debauchery.!” In general, Jews were asso-
ciated with indecency, licentiousness and femininity. In Iranian society, where
the attribution of feminine characteristics to men is considered disgraceful,
the Jewish man was consistently feminized.'®

Images associating Jews with wine drinking and entertainment appeared
in both Iranian popular literature and cinema. One such example is Sadeq
Hedayat’s Dash Akol from 1939." The story, which was adapted into a film
directed by Mas‘ud Kimya’i in 1971, features the tavern owner as a Jew, who
works alongside a provocative belly dancer. Moreover, while other charac-
ters in the movie — including Dash Akol and his enemy Kaka Rostam — grow
mustaches (a symbol of masculinity), the Jew is clean shaven. The semiotics
in this film reinforce the concept of indecent Jews engaged in feminine and
disgraceful activities.?’

One outcome of these images of the Jew was the evolution of the term
Jubud bazi, or ‘Jew baiting,” meaning that Jews were seen as ‘easy prey’
and their persecution and communal public humiliation were publicly con-
doned.?! The origins of this proverb are probably rooted in anti-Jewish
persecution, when Muslims extorted money from Jews for a variety of
pretexts, and as a result Jews often sought exemption from paying. One
way to avoid Muslim persecution was for the Jew to pretend that he was in
great pain, which would cause the Muslims to desist from their actions. We
can infer from this sociological picture that Iranian Jews had to assume cer-
tain false and easily stereotyped behavioral traits in order to survive. Such
conduct could in turn enhance the prejudice against them as ‘immoral’
outsiders.
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The ‘wizard’ Jew

Sometimes Jews were portrayed as endowed with special powers, like magi-
cians. The phrase Jubud do‘a-yash ra avardeh® (“the Jew brought his talis-
man or blessing”) roughly means that a once reviled person becomes beloved
or valuable. This saying illustrates how some Iranians ascribed to Jews mys-
terious and mystical abilities. The phrase probably owes its origins to the
fact that Jews often dealt in talismans, which were common among Jews and
Muslims in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Although the Shi‘i
clergy produced talismans, oral histories indicate that Muslims preferred
turning to Jews for these talismans. Presumably, the Muslim preference for
Jewish talismans stemmed from the fact that they were written in Hebrew,
which was seen as possessing a mysterious aura that appealed primarily to
female consumers.?

Some may claim that endowing Jews with magical characteristics reflects
some positive images of Jews in Iranian culture. I argue that the opposite is
true and that the attribution of supernatural powers to a marginalized social
group actually leaves that group vulnerable to being viewed as ‘demonic’ or
‘dark’ people, as demonstrated by the witch hunts in fifteenth- to eighteenth-
century Europe.

Modern antisemitism and the images of Iranian
Jewry in twentieth-century Iranian
literature and art

Even as secularism and Westernization brought positive changes for the
Jews, they also brought new ideological influences that recycled pejora-
tive stereotypes and perceptions. One of these is the rise of the so-called
Aryan myth, which sought to prove the superiority of Iranian culture and
heritage through tracing the origins of Western culture to Iranian soil. This
hypothesis originated in late eighteenth-century Orientalist philological
research, which centered around India but spread to Iran and other parts
of the Middle East in the subsequent two centuries.>* Various Iranian
intellectuals constructed Iranian national identity upon the premise that
ancient Iran, called Aryana, is the homeland of the Aryan people, and
imagined Iran as part of the Indo-European Diaspora. Consequently, they
opposed the presence of Semitic peoples in Iran, both Jews and Arabs, who
were thought to be ethnically inferior.? In fact we witness a high level of
antisemitism in Iran in this modern biological and racial form, which came
on top of the traditional ethnic, theological and psychological anti-Jewish
prejudices.

It is highly likely that Iran’s relations with Nazi Germany, and the con-
sequent exposure to Nazi propaganda, reinforced anti-Jewish sentiment.?
Twentieth-century Iranian literature provides numerous examples of negative
images of Jews, including references to Nazi propaganda. Simin Daneshvar’s



“The Jew has a lot of money, too” 179

Savashun, the first novel written by an Iranian woman, describes a Muslim
family in Shiraz during World War I It includes a scene written on the eve
of the 1941 Nazi invasion of the Soviet Union, where she depicts the family’s
great interest in listening to broadcasts from German radio, and in particular,
the way that they react to the anti-Jewish sentiments, which confirmed their
own prejudice:

Zari turned on the radio, but no matter how much she tried, she couldn’t
find the Radio Berlin Persian program on the dial . . . When Yusuf was
in town, he’d play around with it . . . until finally he would find Radio
Berlin and listen to the man who rattled off heartfelt insults. Then one
man called all prominent people Jews, and, as Yusof would say, cursed
them as if they had personally killed his father.?”

The German invasion of the Soviet Union and the Nazi army’s
advance along the southern Soviet front pleased many Iranians, who
supported nationalist parties, such as Simka (the national socialist party
of the Tranian workers) and Hezb-e Melli-ye Iran (the national party of
Iran).?® They wished to rid Iran of Jews and also of Baha’is while avail-
ing themselves of Jewish property.?” Anti-Jewish articles were published
in Iranian media which contained both religious prejudices and racial
overtones.*® These views trickled down from the government and Ira-
nian intellectuals to the working classes. One of my informants, who
was born in Isfahan (known as a relatively conservative city) in 1936,
recalled that during World War II his neighbors saw Hitler as a savior,
who would come and redeem them from the “Jewish affliction.” People
used to say to Jews, “Just wait until Hitler comes and we will take
from you everything that you have taken from us.”?! Through the influ-
ence of Nazi propaganda, Iranian Jews were seen as milking the Iranian
economy.

Other antisemitic themes borrowed from Europe were integrated into the
construction of the images of Jews in Iran. In 1946, for example, the concept
of ‘blood libel’ resurfaced in Mashhad.’* The idea that Jews kidnap Mus-
lim children in order to use their blood also appears in the Simin Danesh-
var’s 1962 short story, “Bazar-e Vakil” (Vakil’s market):* “It’s The Jew who
snatches Moslem children and takes them to their quarter and kills them and
makes bread with their blood.”3*

Similarly, in the 1940s, the anti-Semitic text The Protocols of the Elders of
Zion was translated from Russian to Persian,* and brought the idea of the
greedy and conspiring Jew out of local Iranian imagery and into a global con-
text. The Jew was perceived as not only deceiving his Muslim neighbors and
engaging in magic, but as also controlling all the world’s finances, including
Iran’s. At the time, Iran was receptive to conspiracy theories. Iranians felt
that their country was treated as a pawn in a game of international relations,
caught between British, American, and Soviet influence, and that the Jews
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were orchestrating it all behind the scenes. Hence, the idea that Iran’s destiny
was in the hands of the Jews was very appealing.

From the 1940s onward, Jews in Iran began an economic advance and
many served as agents of modernity in Iran. The improved socioeconomic
status of Jews exacerbated Iranian perceptions of Jewish greediness, cov-
etousness, scheming and manipulation.’® The 1949 short story “Golha-ye
Goshti” (the Flowers of Flesh), by prominent Iranian author Sadeq Chubak,
portrays a Jew engaged in the traditional vocation of moneylender, who is
killed in the act of running after a debtor.’” In another of Chubak’s stories,
“Misyu Eliyas” (Monsieur Elias),*® the Jew is portrayed as a wealthy man
willing to live in the smallest and dirtiest room of a house, together with his
entire family, because of his stinginess.

Sadeq Hedayat, one of Iran’s foremost writers, employs pejorative Jewish
stereotypes in order to ridicule Jewish culture in Iran. In one of his satirical
pieces, “The Story of How Yazghel Became Wealthy,”* Yazghel the Jew is
a representative of all Jews. He is portrayed with all of the negative Jewish
stereotypical images. He is dirty, ugly, short and bold. The source of his
immense wealth is a mystery, and yet, he is extremely stingy. Hedayat never
depicts Jews as fully human persons with specific aspirations and feelings
that do not derive from their racial or religious affiliation.*°

The ‘cowardly’ Jew

Another old image of the Jew, which survived the change of times, was that
of the ‘cowardly’ Jew. The Iranian dictionary Farbang-e Loghat-e ‘Amyaneh,
a dictionary of common phrases, published in Tehran in 1962, offers an
example of the prevalence of the stereotype of the Jew as a coward in Iranian
society. Under the entry of “Juhud,” the dictionary does not refer to a Jew
only as a member of the Jewish people, but states the following definition:
“a Jew, a scared and cowardly person, without courage” (Jubud, yahudi,
adam-e tarsu va-kam del va-jor’at).*!

‘Ali Akbar Dehkhoda (d. 1959), the prominent Iranian linguist and author
of the most extensive dictionaries of the Persian language, summarizes the
stereotypical and proverbial characteristics of the Jew in his book of prov-
erbs that was published around 1960: a Jew is rich (mutamawil) and cow-
ardly (terasandeh); he is a hypochondriac (az dardi kam nalan), scared of
blood (az kbun tarsan), a misanthrope, a troublemaker, and a person who
screams for no reason (ham zanandeb va ham faryad konandeb).**

The ‘heroic’ Jew

A major turning point in Iranian-Jewish relations was the establishment
of the state of Israel in 1948. Iranian intellectuals viewed the success of
the Israeli army in defeating the combined forces of Arab countries, and
the very establishment of the state of Israel, as a demonstration of unique
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powers embedded in Jewishness. Various leftist intellectuals believed that
Iran allowed itself to be exploited by Western powers, and had much to learn
from Israel, which supposedly harnessed the West to promote its interests.
Hence, the establishment of Israel facilitated the emergence of a new Jewish
stereotype: the ‘new Jew,’ created in the spirit of the Zionist vision of an
Israeli soldier and kibbutznik.

One example of how one of the traditionally negative Jewish images began
to take on positive connotations is Dariush Ashuri’s depiction of Jewish
stinginess in Israel as proof of economic acumen. This shift in the percep-
tion of Jewish stinginess from the negative connotation of greed to the posi-
tive connotation of prudence demonstrates that representations of Jews are
grounded in historical circumstances. The perception that Jews have unusual
intellectual abilities, which permeates Iranian thinking about Jews in Israel,
lasted throughout the Pahlavi period.

Positive images of Israeli Jews also impacted the way that Iranian Jews
were perceived. In this context the words of author Jalal Al-e Ahmad,
following his short visit to Israel in February 1963, are significant in rela-
tion to the history of partnerships between Iranian Jews and the Iranian
people:

I am the son of the East, a Persian speaker — from the bottom of history —
I am connected to Judaism. In the period of Darius and Ahasuerus — 1
crowned Esther and appointed Mordekhai as a minister and ordered the
temple rebuilt. Although in the alleys of Ray and Nayshpur sometimes
due to inciting and wickedness on the part of one governor or the inter-
ests of one ruler, I had a hand in Jew-killing, the tomb of the prophet
Daniel in Susa still initiates miracles and Esther and Mordekhai tombs
in Hamadan are no less important than the tombs of the holy son of
the Imam.*

Not only does Al-e Ahmad point out positive interactions between Iranians
and Jews throughout the centuries, he also refers to the mistreatment of
Jews by their fellow Muslims. The tone of his words is apologetic and he
‘confesses’ the fact that Muslims have gone so far as to kill Jews.

In 1974, another Iranian scholar, Dr. Ziya’ al-Din Sajadi, the dean of the
faculty of literature and human sciences at Tehran University, acknowledged
the contribution of Iranian Jews to Persian culture. Upon reviewing Amnon
Netzer’s anthology of Persian poems written by Iranian Jews, Sajadi rec-
ognized the importance of the work, and wrote that “in any of the Persian
references, the names of the Jewish Iranian poets are never seen, and this is
the first time that we find a collection of Persian poems by Jewish Iranians.”
Sajadi concludes his review by writing: “This big step in discovering the
poems of Jewish Iranian poets is very rewarding and valuable, and should
be followed by more scholarly efforts.”** In his review, Sajadi acknowledges
the common links between Iranian Jews and Iranian Muslims. Moreover, he
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states that Iranian Jews have a unique and valuable perspective on Persian
culture.

During this time, partly because of the thaw in Iranian-Israeli relations,
the Jews in Iran prospered economically and socially. The Shah protected the
Jewish community, and the Jews expressed their total loyalty to him. The Shah
believed that his connections with the Jews and Israel would be an instrumen-
tal in building his own economic and political ‘empire.’*

The integration of the Jews into almost every segment of society was fol-
lowed by an attempt to normalize Jewish-Muslim relations in Iran. Among
these steps, Yosef Kohan (1927-1981), the last Jewish representative in the
Majles prior to the 1979 Revolution, worked to remove the epithet Kalimi
from official IDs.*

Modernization and the legislation adopted under the Pahlavi monarchy
did much to separate images of Jews from the context of religious impurity
(Nejasat). Historian Michael Zand maintained that the processes of western-
ization and secularization helped bring about, if not the abolition of the con-
cept of ‘impure infidels,” then at least a lessening of the stigma of that label.
This was particularly true among the new urban middle classes, especially
in Tehran.*” The works and words of secular, westernized elites contributed
to diminish the importance of Jewish impurity in Iranian culture, eventually
disseminating into the Iranian hinterland.

Those who preserved the idea of Nejasat, especially the clergy, referred to
it as something similar to Jewish dietary regulations, which prohibit certain
foods as religiously reprehensible.*® Overall, the varying prevalence of the
notion of Nejasat is an effective cultural litmus test, which allows scholars
to explore the changes that the idea of ‘the Jew’ underwent among Iranian
Muslims and Iranian Jews.

The ‘Zionist Jew as traitor’

The 1967 War marked another turning point in the Iranian intelligentsia’s
attitude toward Israel and the Jews. The war was viewed very negatively by
the Muslim world, and Israel was now perceived to be a colonial power in
the Western mold, working against the anti-colonial ideals with which Iran
identified. These feelings were fostered especially by Ayatollah Khomeini,
who since the June 1963 uprising had done much to foster anti-Jewish,
anti-Shah and pro-nationalist sentiment. Not surprisingly, as the anti-Shah
rhetoric escalated during the 1970s, the number of anti-Jewish publications
increased as well.

In 1971, Prof. Amir Tawakkul Kambuziyah published a lecture titled “The
Zionists” Art,” in which he said:

The Jews are the enemies of humanity, the manifestation of Satan,
Ahriman [the evil spirit in the dualistic doctrine of Zoroastrianism],
sorcerers, shameless, counterfeiters, double-faced, cheaters, a filthy
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nation, mean and defiled, egoistical, stupid, despoilers and holder of
prejudices . . . They destroyed the Achaemenids; created Zahhak [a
demonic figure of Iranian mythology] who carries snakes on his shoul-
ders; terminated Cyrus and Darius [two kings of the ancient Achaeme-
nid Empire ]; used terror against Philippos [King Philip II of Macedon
(359-336 BCE) and father of Alexander the Great] and put Alexander
[the Great] in his place; terminated Iran and Greece; in brief, they
played around with the world and twisted it around their little finger.*

Kambuziyah’s use of ancient Iranian history and mythology in support of his
denunciation of Jews shows how political history, modern and ancient, influ-
enced the way many Iranians perceived Jews. Because of Iran’s anti-Western
and anti-colonial sentiments, and Israel’s supposed status as a puppet of the
West, the same Jews who had been seen as harbingers of intellectual excel-
lence and modernity were now despised once again.

Kambuziyah’s invectives against Jews combined ancient stereotypes with
more recent antisemitic concepts adopted from Europe. His denunciations
of Jews as two-faced and as representing the evil spirit Ahriman are not new;
these accusations can be traced back to the tenth century. Similarly, his use of
the term “dirty’ echoes an old anti-Jewish stereotype: the phrase ‘dirty Jews’
(Jubud-e kathif), which referred to perceived ritual impurity, was prevalent
in Iran for hundreds of years. However, when Kambuziyah and other schol-
ars used this phrase after 1971, it became a term of secular political abuse.
The image of the Jews as traitors dates far back to the clashes between the
Prophet Muhammad and the Jews of Medina and Khaybar. Kambuziyah’s
assertion that Jews have the power to change history and destroy humanity
is most probably based on The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. We can see
how various stereotypes, originating from different eras, cultural spheres,
and contexts, blend together to provide an overwhelmingly negative concep-
tion of Jews.

Later in his lecture, Kambuziyah defends Hitler, arguing that he was jus-
tified in murdering six million members of that ‘vicious’ nation. He then
wonders why the genocidal actions committed during the Holocaust should
be condemned (Madhmum) by Islam. This rhetoric is an about-face from the
tolerant and sympathetic approach that Iran had toward Jewish suffering in
the Holocaust in the 1960s. Significantly, the article was republished in 1985
in Sahifa, the weekly supplement of the government newspaper Jomhouri-ye
Islami, reflecting an official endorsement of his views.

Even Mohammad Reza Shah, who as noted earlier enabled Jews to
prosper under his reign and was criticized by the clergy for being pro-Jew-
ish, stated in a 1976 television interview for the American CBS program
60 Minutes that the Jewish lobby in the United States had too much power,*®
thus reiterating the stereotype of the ‘greedy Jew’ controlling the world. The
Shah said, “they are pushing around too many people. . . . They are control-
ling many things . . . newspapers, media, banks, finance and I am going to
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stop there.” David Menashri explains that the Shah’s support for the Jews
and Israel

stemmed in part from certain concepts of European anti-Semitism. He
[the Shah] overestimated the power of world Jewry and believed in the
existence of a “Jewish conspiracy” and Jewish control of the world
media. He held that American Jewry was capable of imposing its will
on the President.’!

For these reasons, the Shah curried Jewish favor while simultaneously hold-
ing anti-Semitic views.

The supportive relationship between the Shah and the Jews led some Ira-
nians to believe that the Shah himself was controlled and unduly influenced
by the Jewish lobby, and he was mockingly called ‘Papa Levy’ instead of
Pahlavi.*? His association with the Jews, Homan Sarshar maintains, “was
an issue that many of his opponents had often harped on in various attempts
to discredit his authority and bring his loyalty to Iran in question.”*® As
opposition to the Shah grew, he was increasingly accused not only of being
homosexual, impotent and feeble-minded, but also as being Jewish or Israeli
(Esra’ili).>* In other words, being Jewish or Israeli was associated with femi-
ninity, sexual perversion and licentiousness.

This trope was not applied only against the Pahlavi Shah in modern Ira-
nian history. For example, in trying to politically delegitimize Mohammad
Mosaddeq, Iran’s prime minister from 1951 to 1953, the CIA also sought to
show that he had some form of Jewish ancestry.’’ Similarly, on the eve of the
2009 presidential elections, detractors of then President Mahmoud Ahma-
dinejad attributed to him Jewish roots.*® The blogger Mehdi Khaz‘ali,*” the
son of the conservative Ayatollah Abul-Qassem Khaz‘ali, has written on
his personal website: “The roots of the President are Jewish, he is counted
among the sly financial power elite . . . if this will be proved, then the reign
of wealthy and Jewish knavery will come to a permanent end.”*® Once again
the term ‘Jew’ was employed as a synonym for a cunning person, craving
power and monetary gain.

Following the 1979 Revolution, some of the older stereotypes of the Jew as
the ‘cheater, peddler and coward’ reappeared. One such case was the movie
Pardebe Akbar [The Final Act], in which the Jewish protagonist resembles
the devious Jew in the Nazi film Jud Suss.’® These post-revolutionary rep-
resentations reflect a revival of anti-Jewish and anti-Semitic images and the
rhetoric that brought the Jewish Iranian anti-hero into creation. It seems as
if these images were fixed in the Iranian imagination.

These negative stereotypes were part of the new government’s policy as
reflected in school textbooks issued by the Ministry of Culture and Islamic
Guidance. Modern history textbooks contain very brief references to Jews,
and not a single reference to their culture, history (including the Holocaust),
or achievements. Rather, the textbooks claim that Zionism attempts to
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achieve Jewish world dominance. The report shows one case where a pic-
ture story for third-grade students equates the Jewish symbol of the Star of
David with garbage.®

In a new English edition of The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, retitled
Jewish Conspiracy and issued by the governmental Islamic Propagation
Organization in Iran, the translator explains that the Star of David consists
of two triangles representing the materialism and ‘spiritualism’ of their own
crude thinking.®! In addition to distinguishing between the Star of David
and the Muslim star the translator makes a visual connection between the
Freemasons, “another global power,” and the Jews. During the 1950s and
’60s, it seems that the Star of David was viewed by Iranians as a symbol of
the independence of the state of Israel, a symbol of courage that Israeli citi-
zens should take pride in. By the 1970s, the Star of David was reinterpreted
as proof of the Jewish attempt to control the world, and their undisputed
control of world finance.

Conclusion

Iranian views of Jews during the late nineteenth century and throughout
the twentieth century can be summarized by several dominant archetypes:
The ‘impure Jew,” ‘the immoral Jew,” the ‘wizard Jew,” the ‘smart Jew,” the
‘heroic Jew,” the ‘cowardly Jew,” and the ‘Zionist.” The ‘impure Jew’ motif
is rooted in the realm of religious law and Jewish Iranian reality, and was
prevalent during the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. The image of the ‘immoral Jew’ is anchored in religious
perceptions, but modernity caused this image to be envisioned anew. The
‘immoral’ or ‘greedy’ Jew motif recycles itself in Iranian popular per-
ception, crosses socioeconomic strata and recurs in many non-Iranian
cultures. The stereotypical image of the ‘greedy Jew’ has spread across
boundaries of geography and class. Although this image was rooted in
the realities of life in Iran during the nineteenth century, it has also been
influenced by twentieth-century Western antisemitism that was imported
to Iran by Iranian intellectuals, Nazi propaganda and modern Muslim
antisemitism.

The emergence of the state of Israel and the close relationships Moham-
mad Reza Shah had with Israel and with Iranian Jews generated a new idea
of the Jew as ‘heroic.” However, the 1967 War, the Israeli occupation of
Palestinian territories and the growing criticism of Zionism, in tandem with
the pro-Khomeini movement in Iran in the 1960s, cracked the heroic image
and led to a pejorative image of the ‘anti-heroic Jew’ or the “Zionist,” which
dominate Iranian thought today. These representations became part of the
cultural repertoire of symbols. Each new image, moving in a more-or-less
progressive fashion from religiously impure to politically Zionist, is influ-
enced by those stereotypes, which have categorized Jews up to that historical
point in time.
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Images, motifs, and depictions of Iranian Jews were affected by changing
historical circumstances. Some historical events in the mid-twentieth century
modified traditionally negative Jewish representations into positive associa-
tions; these events included the rise of an educated class of Jews, and Israel’s
perceived ability to manipulate Western powers. After the 1979 Revolution,
representations of Jews were negatively influenced by the hostile relationship
between Iran and Israel, by the impurity regulations, and Iran’s anti-Western
ideology. Post-revolutionary negative Jewish representations were influenced
both by images taken from Iranian history and from European antisemitism.
In this manner, European historical conceptions of Jews were interwoven
into anti-Jewish Islamic representations. Together, these sources created a
sophisticated and multilayered world of Jewish representations in the eyes
of the Iranians.

The long presence of a Jewish minority in Iran has played a significant
role in the formation and perception of Iranian nationality. As the oldest
religious minority in Iran, Jews had a long common history with Muslims.
As demonstrated by Triandafyllidou, the ‘other’ has a part in the majority’s
conception of itself. Over time, attitudes toward Jews changed, diversified
and developed in correspondence with historical events. If the perception of
the other is often the opposite negative perception of the self, than the images
of the Jew, as an ultimate other, more than imply the positive components of
the Iranian personality, for example the impure/pure, stingy/generous and
conniving/honest dichotomy. As the negative images of the Jews changed
from purely religious in nature (i.e., impurity) to more secularized, it is pos-
sible to discern changing perceptions of the Iranian self from purely religious
to more national.
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14 Jewish intellectuals in Iran
and their quest for Iranian
national identity in the first
half of the twentieth century

Miriam Nissimov

“Why do Iranian Jews view themselves as more Iranian than most other
Iranians?” was the headline of an article published in 1998 in Rahavard, a
Persian journal of Iranian Studies based in California. The author, Rahmatol-
lah Delijani, a well-known Iranian Jew who immigrated to the United States
following the 1979 Islamic Revolution, discussed in his article the factors
that make Jews of Iranian descent “original Iranians,” but also mourned the
unwillingness of the rest of the “non-Jewish compatriots” to internalize this
fact.! In another article, the renowned Jewish-Iranian author and journalist
Homa Sarshar likened Iran to a metaphoric home and asked whether the
Jews were “home-owners” (Sabhebkhaneh) or mere “tenants” (Ejarebhneshin)
in Iran.? These articles and others, written by Jewish Iranian intellectuals,
rightfully represent the deliberations of Iranian Jews regarding the unsolved
problem of their relation with Iran, the examination of which is the purpose
of this chapter.

In his article on the construction of the “Self” by Qajar thinkers, Juan
Cole places the onset of the construction of “Iranian nation” in the mid-
nineteenth century. He describes Iran of that period as a diverse ethnic, lingual
and religious mosaic.> The formation of Iranian national identity involved
the creation of a myth of national unity based exclusively on Persian-Shi‘i
characteristics, thus ignoring the ethnic and sectorial diversity found in the
geographical region of Iran, as was shown by Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet.* When
constructing this myth of national unity’® at the end of the nineteenth century
and in the first decades of the twentieth century, the architects of Iranian
nationalism devoted little attention to the status of non-Muslim religious
minorities.

Until the Constitutional Revolution the legal and civil status of the non-
Muslim religious minorities that were only a small part of Iran’s popula-
tion,® was derived mainly from the Islamic notion of dhimma (protection).
Defined as Ahl-dhimma, Jews and other non-Muslim religious minorities
were entitled to protection under the shelter of Islam in exchange for
their acceptance of certain conditions that demonstrated their submis-
sion to Muslim rule, their recognition of Islam’s superiority and their
degradation.” The legal implications and the daily implementation of this
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status exceed the scope of this article. However, it is noteworthy that the
association of minorities with Nejasat (ritual impurity), the imposition of
a poll tax and the limitation of their inheritance rights,® which were due
to their dhimmi status, relegated non-Muslim religious minorities to the
margins of society.

One way to examine how Iranian Jews defined themselves as well as the
Muslim majority and their affiliation toward the geographic unit in which
they lived is via the petitions that they sent to international Jewish orga-
nizations.’ Jews in Iran appealed to these organizations for help. In these
appeals, written by rabbis, we find that when referring to their community,
the authors used the term ‘Israel’; Jews in the West were addressed as “our
brothers, sons of Israel.” When referring to Muslim society, they used
the terms goyim (gentiles), ‘enemies,” ‘adversaries’ and ‘Ishmaelites.’!?
The term ‘Persia’ (not Iran) was used to refer to the geographical unit in
which they lived and ‘Kingship® (malkhut) to describe its political char-
acteristic.’ In these correspondences, the name of the king is employed
as the embodiment of the political entity and there is no reference to the
state as a political entity with an administrative and bureaucratic struc-
ture. The absence of these notions, however, was not unique to the Jews,
but was common in Iranian society as a whole during the second half of
the nineteenth century.!?

The terms ‘Israel” and goyim, referring to the Jewish community and Mus-
lim community respectively, both emanate from religious-halachic terminol-
ogy, and thus express the centrality of religion in the social affinity of the Jews
during this period." In the second half of the nineteenth century, religious
affiliation was the central factor in the social self-definition of the individual.
Not only did religious affiliation have religious and legal repercussions, but it
also served as a basis for how society related to the individual. The terminol-
ogy used in this correspondence, however, seemed to go beyond religion per
se, and to carry strong ethnic connotations as well.

This chapter seeks to explore the path that Jewish intellectuals in Iran
paved in forming their Iranian national identity in twentieth-century Iran.
For them the path was begun in the throes of the Constitutional Revolu-
tion (1905-1911). During the revolution, the question of the civil and
legal status of non-Muslim minorities was addressed publicly for the first
time, as part of the formulation of the constitution and the establishment
of parliamentary life.!* During the stormy phase of the struggle to estab-
lish a parliament, a question was raised as to whether the Majles would
be called Majles-e Shura-ye Melli or Majles-e Shura-ye Islami. Those in
favor of the term Melli (national) for the name of the parliament claimed
that only this term could justly define the character of the legislative body,
where representatives of non-Muslim minorities convened as well.'* The
Electoral Law of 1906 that defined the criteria for participation in the
political process did not address the issue of religious minorities and their
political rights. Moreover, the issue was not addressed in the Constitution
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of 1906. Non-Muslim minorities appealed to the first Majles for greater
political participation.'® Despite the vehement opposition of conserva-
tive clerics led by Fazlollah Nuri,' their petition was accepted and they
were given the right to choose democratically a representative who would
present their issues in the parliament. As for the legal status of religious
minorities, article 8 of the Supplementary Constitutional Law of 1907
determined that “the people of the Persian Empire are to enjoy equal
rights before the state law.”!® The outcome of these legal and political
changes was not immediately felt and Jews of various communities in
Iran endured persecution due to the political instability.!? Still, the revo-
lutionary discourse and the social developments caused by the revolution
aroused excitement among Jewish youth.?

Alongside local political developments, which opened new venues to allow
for integration of non-Muslim religious minorities into Iranian society, Jews
in Iran were influenced by developments in the Jewish world, particularly the
rise of Jewish nationalism and the activity of international Jewish organiza-
tions. The educational activity of the Alliance Israélite Universelle in Iran,
which began in 1898 with the opening of its first Jewish school in Tehran,*!
laid the ground for the adoption of new concepts of Judaism and new ideas
as to the place of Jews in society. Rooted in the Jewish enlightenment (Has-
kala) movement of Europe, these concepts sought to introduce Judaism as a
religion of universalist and humanist values, and the Jews as devoted believ-
ers of humanity and progress. These concepts were soon internalized by the
graduates of Alliance schools and communicated by them to the rest of the
Jewish community.

Influenced by new perceptions regarding the essence of Judaism, educated
young Jews in Iran mourned the backwardness of the Jewish community and
urged modern education and cultural revival. They adopted new vocabulary
that was much influenced by Iranian nationalist discourse. As will be shown
in this chapter, an analysis of newspapers and other texts written by Jewish
intellectuals in the second decade of the twentieth century sheds light on the
attempts that were made to define their national identity within two different
discourses of national identity, Jewish and Iranian.

Editors of the Jewish newspaper Shalom, which began publication in Now-
ruz 1294 (March 21, 1915), wrote of hamvatanan-e ma — our compatriots —
and of abna-ye Iran — the sons of Iran. When referring to the Jewish community,
the editors used the term hamdinan-e ma, our co-religionists. In its first edition,
they wrote:

To our sorrow, not even one in a thousand of the sons of our nation is
literate, especially the sons of our religion, who because of their lack of
education have fallen into the dark pit of ignorance and poverty |[. . .]
The sons of Iran do not know of what is happening in the world, #he
sons of our religion are unaware that their brethren in other parts of the
world are in the throes of progress.??
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The editors wanted to establish their newspaper as a means the Jews could
use to express their opinions and prove their “national life” (hayat-e Melli)*
as Jews. Additionally, the paper’s objective was to “educate the Iranian Jews”
and “to revive [their] national language and culture.”?*

The adoption of nationalist terminology and its use in reference to
the Jewish community also occurs in the pages of Derekh Hayyim, by
Hayyim Moreh. Moreh was a religious figure highly respected by Jews
in Iran as well as Jews in countries neighboring Iran.?’ In this book (and
those that followed), Moreh wished to bequeath to the young generation,
who were not versed in Hebrew, the principles of Judaism, and to equip
them with the necessary knowledge for confronting missionary activity.?
In the preface, Moreh writes about “exploratory feelings of our national
brethren” (ebsasat-e tafahosamiz-e baradaran-e melli); the phrase “our
national brethren” (baradaran-e melli-ye ma) is used to refer to the Jew-
ish community in Tehran.?” Writing about the establishment of Alliance
Israélite Universelle and its activity, he states that acquiring “knowledge”
(‘elm) is the highest degree of assistance to the “Jewish nation” (mellat-e
esrael).?®

In his book, Moreh laid the ground for associating Jewish history with
Iranian national discourse. He placed the image of Cyrus, the founder of
the Achaemenid empire, as a common thread between Jewish and Iranian
nationalism.?” When mentioning the prophets of Israel, Moreh quoted bibli-
cal verses in which the names of Persian kings were mentioned*® and took
the opportunity to relate to Cyrus. Moreh wrote, “The first man to publish
a decree regarding the liberty (azadi) of the Jews was Cyrus the king of Iran
(Kourush padeshah-e Iran).” In the succeeding lines, Moreh quoted the first
verses in the book of Ezra that relate to Cyrus. It is noteworthy to mention
that while Moreh’s reference to Cyrus is based on Jewish scripture, the words
azadi and Kourush padishab-e Iran were modern terms added by Moreh,
the usage of which reveals the influence of the Iranian national discourse.
Elsewhere in the book Moreh explicitly touches on the topic when asking:
“Cyrus the Great and Darius the First, the Achaemenid kings of Iran, what
great kindness did they bestow upon the Jews and what is our duty towards
Iran?”3!

Proving Jewish affinity toward Iran via Jewish tradition was also an objec-
tive of the Jewish newspaper Habhayyim (Life), which was published between
1922 and 1926. Its editor, Shmuel Yehezkil Hayyim, was born around 1888
in Kermanshah and studied in the Alliance School. At the end of World War I,
he arrived in Tehran, where he began his public activities in the community.3
In the preface of the first issue, Hayyim elaborated on the objectives for
publishing the newspaper:

From the beginning of their settlement in this country, the Jews have
been utterly obedient to its laws. This obedience has been due to Cyrus’
benevolent acts and the independence (Esteqlal) he granted them.?
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The paper went on to say that since the day Cyrus had granted independence
to the Jews, despite the “lack of tolerance” (bi-e‘tedali) that was demon-
strated toward them, the people of “this nation” (in mellat), that is the
Jews, have never forgotten the “noble” deeds of Cyrus and have kept their
composure and endured the harsh deeds that were imposed on them by the
“compatriot” (bhamvatanan).

Attempts to define the Jews’ affiliation toward Iran through Cyrus and
his “benevolent” act toward the Jews appeared repeatedly in Hahayyim.
For example, in the twenty-third issue, Hayyim directed a fictitious letter to
Ahmad Shah (r. 1909-1925) in honor of the latter’s return from Europe to
Tehran, saying that since ancient times the “devoted Jewish nation” (mellat-e
fadakar-e yabud) and the “noble nation of Iran” (mellat-e najib-e Iran)*
have shared historical liaisons (‘alayig-e tarikhi) and affable relations. More-
over, he added, despite the animosity directed at times toward the Jews,
they remained loyal to the “monarchy,” to the “government,” and to the
“country” (saltanat va dowlat va mamlekat).>> He then quoted verses from
the Book of Ezra in Persian translation in which Cyrus promised to build
the Temple of God in Jerusalem.?® Similar remarks were found again in the
newspaper a few days after the Majles nominated Reza Pahlavi as the Shah
of Iran. Hayyim, who was then the representative of the Jewish community
in the Majles, alluded to the exalted memories of the great kings of Iran and
proclaimed the everlasting devotion of the Jews who “are known as a hard-
working and indebted nation” to the crown and the throne.>”

This reference to the ‘debt’ that Jews felt toward Iran and its rulers is also
mentioned in Hayyim Moreh’s second book, Gdulat Mordekhai. In response
to a query put forth by his pupils as to reasons for the ritual prayer that the
Jews “wherever they live” say on “Sabbath and on holy days, facing the
Torah” for the health of their king and the heads of their country, Moreh
wrote:

In this matter the Lord has commanded (Jeremiah, Ch. 29, Verse 7)
“And seek the peace of the city wither I have caused you to be carried
away captive, and pray unto the Lord for it; for in the peace thereof
shall ye have peace.” This is the reason that we must always recite this
prayer, regardless of where we reside, most of all Iran, because since
ancient times the government and the ministers of Iran have always
displayed benevolence [. . .] The first king who announced the Jews’ free-
dom so that they could return to their homeland to build their Temple
was the Great Cyrus of Achmaenid. After Cyrus, the great Darius also
showed friendship towards the Jewish people and the impact of their
righteousness —‘edalat-e eishan - still exists in the honorable Iranian
government.’$

The figure of Cyrus was frequently employed as a basis to establish Jewish
affiliation toward Iran. Cyrus’s name even decorated the titles of community
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organizations. In 1924, youth in the Tehran Jewish community founded the
“Cyrus Association” (majma‘-e Cyrus). The association’s objective was to
revive and enrich Jewish religious life in Iran. In a notice posted in Hahayyim,
it was written that the association was founded to glorify the name of “the
great Cyrus, the exalted king of Iran.”%

In his next book, which was published in 1927, Hayyim Moreh took
another step toward deepening Jewish affiliation toward Iran. Addressing the
issue of “man’s obligation towards his homeland” (vazifih-ye ensan nesbat
be vatanash), Moreh wrote that the literal meaning of the word “homeland”
(vatan) is “settling place” (jaigah) and “home” (manzel). The word, clarified
Moreh, applies to the place where the individual is born, lives, and enjoys
its weather and fruits; therefore, even out of selfish reasons, he must love his
homeland and must take measures toward building it and its independence:
“In exchange for the use that the individual makes of his country, he must
serve the land; the Jewish community must be devoted in every way to its
homeland.”*

During the period under review, the Iranian state went through major
political changes. Reza Khan’s coup d’etat in February 1921 and the estab-
lishment of a Pahlavi monarchy in December 1925 started a new political
era characterized by rapid modernization and forced secularization. Reza
Shah’s reforms in education and judicial systems paved the way for religious
minorities to better integrate into society. Furthermore, the state’s sweeping
efforts to illuminate Iran’s pre-Islamic history encouraged Jewish intellectu-
als to highlight the long Jewish presence in the Iranian plateau.

However, concurrent with changes that brought about some improve-
ments in the social conditions of Jews, the last third of Reza Shah’s rule
was characterized by the rising impact of Nazi Germany and the infiltration
of antisemitic propaganda into Iran.*! Parviz Rahbar, the author of one of
the first books written in Persian about the history of the Jews, writes that
from 1935 onward, under the influence of German agents, antisemitic ideas
filtered into Iran. Again, it was possible to notice surreptitious measures
taken against Jews. Jews were fired from government offices and the Officer’s
Academy closed its doors to recruited Jewish high school graduates. Rah-
bar also states that the outcome of World War II, which brought about the
downfall of Germany, diminished the “hostility” (badbini) that was “about
to become dangerous.”*?

Prior to World War II, modernized Iranian Jews sought to base their affili-
ation toward Iran on the figure of Cyrus and the Jewish obligation toward
him. During the war, which saw the presence of foreign troops on Iranian
soil, emphasis was placed on the common struggle of both Jews and their
“Iranian brethren” to guarantee the freedom and triumph of the Iranian
nation. In an article titled “What does the Jewish nation say?,” the Jewish
newspaper ‘Alam-e Yahud — one of the first Jewish newspapers to be pub-
lished immediately following World War II — wrote that the Jewish nation
was “a nation that hundreds of years ago shared shoulder to shoulder the
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blood-shedding events of history with its Iranian brothers and sacrificed a
great deal for the greatness of Iran.”*

In another article, the paper emphasized that the “Jewish people of Iran”
(mellat-e yebud-e Iran) long for the development and prosperity of their
cherished and ancient country, and that the quest for independence, prog-
ress, security and peace for the nation of Iran are the perpetual desires of the
Jewish people in Iran. These ideas received a broad popular dimension when
toward the end of 19435, a theater group from the Jewish community staged
a play in Tehran called “Cyrus the Great and the Conquering of Babylon”
(Kourush-e Kabir va fath-e babol).** Notices posted in newspapers promot-
ing the play claimed that it was a historical play commemorating one of the
most honorable historical events of ancient times.* One notice stressed that
the play shows the “sacrifice” (fadakari) of the Jewish people in favor of the
progress and victory of Iran, and added that “it is a play that will touch the
soul of every Iranian and all who love Iran for the sake of Iran’s greatness
and victory.”* One can assume that clinging to constructed memories of a
brotherhood existing in a glorious past helped Jews to overcome more recent
memories of persecution and discrimination.*’

An additional concept, through which Jews sought to prove their Iranian
national authenticity, drew attention to the longevity of the Jewish presence
on Iranian soil. In a May 1946 article titled “We Are Iranians as Well, and
We Have Rights in this Home,” editors of the Jewish magazine Israel wrote
that in the 2,000 years that the Jewish people had been living in this “proud”
country, they had always seen themselves as Iranian, working diligently for
the greatness and happiness of Iran.*® In another article under the heading
“We all are sons of this soil,” the author wrote:

[ am a Jew who was born in Iran, and here I was raised; in this country I
received my social education; here, I drew the best that I could, from the
wells of knowledge and in the end, it is here, that I will pass my days.*

Elsewhere it was written that “historical evidence” and “thousands of docu-
ments that cannot be denied” satisfactorily show that the “Jewish commu-
nity in Iran” (jame‘eh-ye yahud-e Iran) was more Iranian (Iranitar) than all
those who speak in the name of “Iranism.”° In applying the term jama‘eb
instead of mellat that had been previously used to denote the Jewish com-
munity, Jewish intellectuals in the 1940s might have wished to downplay the
ethnic aspects differentiating Jews from Iranian society.

Jewish efforts to articulate their affinity toward Iran coincided with
attempts to integrate into Iranian society. Aware of the challenges ahead for
integration, Jewish newspapers wrote about the changing social status of
Jews and their communal anticipations for the future. For example, Shmuel
Hayyim wrote that for centuries, due to the hardship they endured, Jews had
distanced themselves from involvement in political issues. This isolation, he
asserted, had caused their ignorance and prevented them from serving the
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country. Hayyim perceived Jewish newspapers to be vehicles acquainting
the Iranian Jews with the intricacies of local politics and encouraging them
to participate in political proceedings, which he defined as “an imperative
condition for emancipation and legality.”*! Hayyim perceived himself as an
Iranian Jew having the right to express his opinion about political develop-
ments in the country and indeed, he often wrote on issues that were on the
public agenda. During the early 1920s, before Reza Shah’s consolidation of
dictatorial powers and the prohibition of any political opposition, Hayyim
criticized Iranian politicians; in one of his newspaper’s editions, he described
them as being clad in cravats, bow ties and elegant attire, parading through
the new streets of the capital, speaking of Napoleon and expressing their
opinion on Marx’s philosophy, when in fact they were blind to what was
happening in their own country and had no power to advance the country’s
interests.*?

In 1922, during the parliamentary process of formulating the Public
Employment Law (Qanun-e estekhdam-e keshvari),”® Hayyim called out
to the representatives not to discriminate against non-Muslim minorities
since “religion must not become a source to obstruct the civil rights of these
minorities, who have rights because they are the sons of this country, in
which their ancestors were born and raised.” He warned the Majles members
that ignoring this principle would make them the ridicule of “the civilized
world” (donya-ye motamaden) and they would sow the seeds of separation
and animosity among the “citizens of Iran” (atba‘-e iran).’* On a few occa-
sions Hayyim tackled the issue of the Jews’ status in Iranian society. When
one of the leading newspapers in the country reported the deportation of a
Jew named Refael Kalimi due to aspersions he had cast on Islam during an
business dispute, Hayyim published an article casting doubts on the veracity
of the report and wrote that “enlightened” (monavar al-afkar) and “edu-
cated” (‘alem) people know very well that “the sacred religion of Islam and
the Jewish religion” are based on similar principles, thus, insulting one of
them expresses lack of respect for the other. A Jew who “is carrying such
burdens,” wrote Hayyim, does not have the “courage” for such an act of
insolence (jesarati). He continued that this “show” (rol) — in which every
time two people are adversaries or are having a financial or business dispute,
one side draws the “sword of heresy” — is passé. Hayyim summarized his
commentary with a call to government officials and religious figures, implor-
ing them in the name of “honoring religion” to prevent people from turning
religion into a shovel with which to dig.** A few weeks later, in response to
attacks against Jews in Tehran, Hayyim’s newspaper discussed, once again,
the status of the Jews in Iran. This time, the relationship between the two
sectors was described as guests and hosts. In his appeal to “hospitable” Irani-
ans, Hayyim requested that they take action in order to prevent a recurrence
of this sort. The paper accused “the foreigners” of “incitement,” but stated
that by keeping silent, “the intellectuals” were neglecting their obligation
toward society.*®
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In an attempt to pave a path into the heart of Iranian society and gain
recognition, Jews sought to change their image in the public eye. In the spirit
of the Jewish enlightenment movement, whose message they had internalized
in the Alliance schools in Iran, Jews attempted to show that they were use-
ful and contributing members of society. “Countries that granted kindness
and benevolence towards the Jews that settled in them, quickly prospered
with factories, industry and thus were rewarded for the kindheartedness
they exhibited towards this quiet and oppressed people,” wrote Hayyim.*’
Elsewhere it was written that the world must understand its debt toward
the Jewish people who throughout history contributed toward progress and
were beneficial to humanity.’®

In a continued effort to promote the recognition of what they perceived
as the contribution of the Jewish people to the world, Jewish intellectu-
als in Iran took action to present the history of the Jewish people to the
Muslim majority. In 1946 the book Tarikh-e Yahud (The History of the
Jews) was published in Persian. In the introduction, the author, Parviz
Rahbar, wrote that the absence of such a book in Persian resulted in the
fact that the Jews in Iran as well as “the rest of the compatriots” (sayer-e
hammayhanan) were ignorant of the history of the Jewish people. This
ignorance was detrimental for the Jews in Iran in a number of ways, the
author emphasized. On the one hand, the Jews in Iran were unaware of
the history of their brothers and were ignorant of their “greatness” and
of their contribution to world civilization. On the other hand, this lack
of knowledge created animosity, because “animosity and hate are more
probable between two foreign nations than between allies”; if two nations
had learned of each other’s history, then an alliance would form naturally
and as a result, would create a bond that would allow the nations to live
in peace with each other.”’

It is essential to emphasize that the Jewish attempt to define their affilia-
tion toward Iran and construct an Iranian national identity was carried out
in conjunction with daily encounters with questions concerning the status
of Jews in Iranian society, their rights as a religious minority and the degree
of their integration into politics and society, the answers to which depended
mainly on the attitude of Iranian society toward them.

During the 1940s, Jewish hopes of receiving recognition and, in particu-
lar, of integrating into Iranian society were shattered. A Jewish periodical
described the “pain that the Jews have concealed for years” and that in spite
of the Jews’ deep historical commitment toward their “homeland” (meaning
Iran), they had suffered discrimination and were slammed time and again
with the defamation “the Jew is impure.”®® Another commentator lamented
that people in Iran blame the Jews for economic misfortunes or any societal
conflicts. He wrote: “From the time you leave your home until you return
your friends, acquaintances, storeowners, everyone in general, will tell you
repeatedly that the high cost of living, the shortage of food, is because of
the Jews.”¢!
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Heshmatollah Kermanshahchi, a Jewish community leader, described an
identity crisis that young educated Jews endured during this period. Ker-
manshahchi claimed that at a time when Jewish youth were celebrating their
freedom, leaving the Jewish maballeh and, with high hopes, trying to engage
with the Iranian majority, they were faced with a bitter reality that turned
their dreams into a cold, empty mirage. These young educated Jews, who had
so much to contribute to society, had difficulty grasping their place in it; they
had to cope with negative stereotypes of Jews and with a social atmosphere
of malice, hatred and contempt.*?

To this crisis of identity, as Kermanshahchi called it, the Jewish community
responded in two ways. In the social arena, they did all that was in their
power to improve their socioeconomic status. In the national-political arena,
they tied their identification with Iranian nationalism via the monarchist nar-
rative and the Pahlavi monarchy. From the late 1940s, the Jewish press in
Iran began more and more to lean on the Pahlavi monarchy as an object of
their affiliation with Iran. Iranian Jews began to establish a parallel between
Cyrus and Darius and the Pahlavi kings. In the mid-1950s this linkage found
its definitive expression in Habib Levy’s “comprehensive history of the Jews
of Iran” in the following paragraph:

For the Jews in Iran for whom even the constitution was not successful
in bringing about a change in their miserable existence, the rule of this
great king [Reza Shah] was a great revolutionary improvement of the
status of the Jews’ freedom and welfare in Iran and if we say that for
the Jews, the period of the great Shah’s reign was like that of the great
Cyrus, and the reign of his son, Mohammad Reza Shah, was like that of
Darius the First, we have not exaggerated.®

In conclusion, the Jews in Iran during the twentieth century were a religious
minority attempting to pave their way into the heart of Iranian society — a
society that was striving toward establishing its own narrative of a
national identity. Until the twentieth century, Jews in Iran were, at first,
Jews inhabiting the Iranian ‘diaspora’; however, as their circumstances
changed due to political events, they attempted to become Jewish Iranians,
emphasizing the Iranian component of their identity. But what was the
content of that Tranism’ that they were so inclined to adopt? For them,
it was undoubtedly a pre-Islamic Iranism, whose symbol was Cyrus and
Darius, the Achaemenid kings, mentioned by name in Jewish scripture.
They equated what they called the benevolence of Cyrus toward the Jews
in ancient times with the kindness of Mohammad Reza Shah toward the
Jewish minority in Iran and the loyalty toward him that was required
from them. His emphasis on secular nationalism, which bridged over the
religious divide, also endeared him in their eyes. Thus, the Jews became
among the most loyal advocates of the Iranian national narrative as it was
shaped by the Pahlavi regime.
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15 Pre-revolutionary Islamic
discourse in Iran as
nationalism

Islamism in Iran as nationalism

Alexander Grinberg

Political Islam in Iran is often depicted as contrary to secular nationalism,
with the underlying assumption that the Islamists were not nationalist. The
Iranian poet Nader Naderpour summarized this approach in his represen-
tation of the intellectual struggle in Iran as a fight between secular Iranian
nationalists and Islamists. Accordingly, one can be either Iranian nationalist
or Islamist (parting from the assumption that Islam is Arab).!

However, nationalism has never been a mono-dimensional ideology. More
than anything else, it is a sense of specific common identity, shared by people
holding different ideologies. It can also be a historical narrative perceived
differently by its respective protagonists. A major issue pertinent to nation-
alism in general and to the Iranian case in particular is the link between
nationalism and religion. This chapter aims at exploring the religious Islamic
dimension of Iranian nationalism by analyzing the positions of three lead-
ing religious actors in Iran during the reign of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi
(1941-1979): Navab Safavi, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and Ayatollah
Mortaza Motahhari.

Navab Safavi (1923-1955) founded the Feda’iyan-e Islam (Devotees
of Islam), the first Iranian organization that can be described as Islamist-
nationalist or fundamentalist-nationalist. Safavi is honored today in Iran as a
harbinger of the Islamic Revolution of 1979.2 Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini
(1902-1989), founder of the Islamic Republic, had cultivated close relations
with Safavi until the latter’s death. The similarity between many of their
ideas suggests either that Khomeini was significantly influenced by Safavi
or that such ideas circulated in the Iranian national-religious milieu.’ While
Khomeini did not articulate a comprehensive nationalist ideology, his views
on nationalism deserve close attention in view of his role as the founder of
the Islamic Republic. Ayatollah Mortaza Motahhari (1919-1979) can be
considered as the leading intellectual of the Islamic Revolution. Motahhari
was not only a cleric but also an intellectual in the modern sense of the
word: in 1970, he wrote a book wholly dedicated to the issues of Islam and
nationalism.

Although there are various discussions inside Iran regarding the essence
of the Tranian nation and nationalism, one thing is evident: namely, the
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consensus among various writers or ideological movements regarding the
existence of an Iranian nation. For example, we can observe two diametri-
cally opposite views, such as those of ‘Abd al-Hussein Zarrinkub and Mor-
taza Motahhari on the role of Islam in Iranian nationalism, or opposing
visions of Islam among the Feda’iyan-e Islam and historian Ahmad Kasravi
(who was assassinated by a member of this group). But while we can clearly
see that these rivals debate the importance of the “ingredients” of Iranian
identity and culture, such as religion and history, we cannot find a layperson
or a religious intellectual who denies the existence of the Iranian nation itself.
Our findings confirm the assertion of Kamran Aghaie:

Religious and secular leaders in Iran have not been at two opposite
extremes along a spectrum, with secularists propagating nationalists’
ideals and religious leaders opposing these ideals. Iranian nationalism
during the period under review was characterized by a discourse in which
Iranians of very diverse ideological perspectives participated. While their
arguments converged on various points and diverged on others, most
ideologues accepted similar assumptions about the primordialist nature
of Iran as a twenty-five-hundred-year old nation.*

Iranian nationalism stands on three pillars: territory, ethnicity and religion.
Anthony Smith’s theory, which highlights the importance of premodern eth-
nicity in the formation of nationalism, is very useful in understanding the
Iranian case, given that all participants in the Iranian nationalist discourse
shared a belief in pre-Islamic Iranian identity as distinct from other Muslim
identities. In other words, the genesis of nationalism evolves around some
prior ethnoreligious symbols such as shared history, traditions and founding
myths.” However, Smith’s theory does not explain the endorsement of state
or cultural Iranian nationalism by many members of the various minorities in
Iran, or the fact that quite a few Iranian nationalists did not adopt a uniform
ethnic nationalism and accepted Iran’s multiethnic character. Still, the confla-
tion of the terms ‘Iranian nationalism’ or ‘Iranianness’ (Iraniyat) with the
Persian language and culture validates Smith’s assertion that even territorial
or civic nationalism relies on one dominant ethnic group.®

Feda’iyan-e Islam: Islamic nationalism

The Feda’iyan-e Islam movement, the first religiously inspired terrorist group
in Iran, was founded in 1945.7 Its major ideological tract is Rahnema-ye
Haga’eq (The Guide of Truth), written by Safavi in 1950.% Its ideology was
influenced by the Egyptian Muslim Brothers, particularly by Sayyid Qutb.
This ideology is essentially fundamentalist both in its aspiration to revive an
idyllic Islamic society that supposedly existed in the past and also in its vehe-
ment rejection of westernization. Unlike other Islamist thinkers or groups,
the Feda’iyan-e Islam did not clearly differentiate between westernization
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and modernization, as they deemed all things “Western’ as bad and anti-
Islamic by definition.” (By contrast, Khomeini and his students adopted a
more nuanced approach, without denying the advantages of Western tech-
nology and science.) At the same time, the Feda’iyan were ardent national-
ists, Safavi included.

A basic quantitative analysis of some relevant expressions in Rahnema
ye Haqa’eq is revealing. The two key notions are ‘Islam’ and ‘Iran.” Signifi-
cantly, denominational differences are scarcely mentioned: the word ‘Shi‘i®
(or ‘Shi‘a’) is mentioned only ten times, whereas the word ‘Iran’ is men-
tioned 239 times. The term ‘Islamic Nation’ (mellat-e musalman) is men-
tioned fifty-four times; by contrast, the word ‘Sunna’ (or ‘Sunnism/Sunnis’)
is referred to only twice.!” Finally, ‘Islam’ is mentioned 309 times, suggest-
ing that for Safavi, Shi‘ism and Islam are one and the same. As the book
reflects the group’s discourse, these figures highlight the importance of each
respective element within its Islamic-nationalist worldview. Safavi refers to
“our Sunni brethren” only as part of the discussion on temporary marriage
(sighe/mut ‘a), where he claims that Sunnis gradually realize that banning it,
“against the principles of Islam,” “will push society into the pit of syphilis
and destruction.”!!

The close link between ‘Islam’ and ‘Iran’ is evidenced by the repeated state-
ments such as “we are the Muslim nation of Iran” while “Iran is the land of
Muslims and followers of Muhammad.” Two other expressions that Safavi
commonly employs are the “nation of Islam” (22 times) and the “Muslim
people of Iran,” leaving no room for doubt as to the importance and inte-
gration of both Muslim and Iranian identities. He represents his devotees as
“We, the children of Islam and Iran” (farzandan-e Islam va-Iran), while he
denounces the Iranian government not as illegal but as “unnational” (melli
nabudeh)."?

The Persian language is one of the underpinnings of Iranian identity, which
Safavi tacitly acknowledges. He states that the proclamation of Feda’iyan-e
Islam should be announced through radios in Persian and Arabic, while
Persian should be taught in the schools.!® As elsewhere, he does not provide
meticulous explanations as to how Iranians are different from other Mus-
lims. The linguistic difference between Iranians and other non-Persian Muslims
was obvious for Feda’iyan-e Islam. Although their ideology was heavily
influenced by the Egyptian Muslim Brothers, they distinguished between
Iran and the Arabs despite the common denominator of Islam.

All further discussions in Rahnema-ye Haqa’eq unfold not around the
question of whether Iran and Iranian identity exist as distinct entities, but
around the essence of this identity versus various vectors of its development.
Even the utopia that Safavi promises will come into existence once the laws
of Islam are carried out, will arise first in Iran and then spread to the larger
Muslim world: “Iran is an Islamic country where Islamic principles must
be carried out. If these rules had been carried out, Iran would have had
happy days.”
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According to Safavi, arts and education must serve the purpose of Islam;
however, the history that ought to be taught is that of Islam and Iran, not
the history of Islam in general.' The importance of Iran within the Muslim
world is evident, even when Safavi addresses broader Islamic issues. Thus,
seeking to justify the borrowing of scientific and technical knowledge from
the West, he resorts to the common apologetic discourse of Muslim reform-
ers since the nineteenth century, and maintains that such knowledge had
“originated from the past sciences and research of the Muslim scholars of
the East and of Iran.” By the same token, in the Ministry of Justice,

the green flag of Islam must be installed in addition to the official Iranian
flag so that the sound of Allah Akbar [God is greatest] will be heard from
the Ministry at all times while the green flag of Islam waves along with
the Iranian flag to demonstrate true justice.'

Military service must also be conducted under the flags of Islam and Iran.!*

Safavi’s definition of Iranian identity as “Muslim” excludes non-Muslims
from the imagined national community, with a certain exception. Although
he does not mention Zoroastrianism explicitly, Safavi succinctly sums up
his vision of Iranian history in a way that is respectful of pre-Islamic Iran:
“Ancient Iranians were among the enlightened people and chaste people of
the world who endorsed faith and Islam in their heart and soul (beb jan-
o-del).”' The term “heart and soul” was not fortuitous; Safavi probably
sought to refute the assertions that Islam was forcibly imposed on Iran by
the Arab conquerors. The manifesto of Feda’iyan only alludes to this issue,
which would become the subject of a subsequent book by Mortaza Motah-
hari, discussed later.

The picture is more complicated as far as Armenians and Jews are con-
cerned. On the one hand, Safavi denies them equality, as he insists that all
non-Muslims must pay the poll tax (jizya). In return, he promises that “the
lives and property of non-Muslim Iranians such as Armenians and Jews must
be protected like those of the Muslim unless they have opposite intentions or
plans.”!® Thus, they are to be treated as a protected minority (ahl al-dhimma)
according to Islamic law. At the same time, the text remarkably refers to
Armenians and Jews as “Iranians.” In other words, although Safavi does
not consider non-Muslims legally equal to Muslims, he does not completely
exclude them from the Iranian national community, suggesting that he has
some notion of Iranian identity that is not exclusively religious.

The notion of Islamic unity appears explicitly only a few times in Rahn-
ema-ye Haqa’eq. Safavi mentions the term ‘nations’ (mellatha) throughout
his tractate. He endeavors to explain the difference between imperialist wars
caused by “the greed of nations” and the wars of Islam, whose goal is to
“awaken Muslim nations.” Thereby the emphasis is put on moral aspects
of political behavior, but there is no objection to the mere existence of dif-
ferent nations.
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Significantly, Safavi’s appeal to unity is not detailed and focuses on an appeal
for the spiritual and moral collaboration of all Muslims in order “to carry out
Islamic principles, to set up Islamic social regulations and prevent harmful
corruptions which prevail all over Islamic countries and poison the blood of
Muslims.” In other words, he accepts as a given the existence of distinct peoples
and separate states within the Islamic umma, and he advocates establishing a
unified universal Islamic state.'” As such, Safavi’s approach is reminiscent of the
leading pan-Islamist thinker Jamal al-Din al-Afghani (d. 1897), who stood not
for the abolition of frontiers between Muslim states but for closer cooperation.
Overall, then, the Feda’iyan-e Islam espouse religious nationalism as defined
by Barbara-Ann Rieffer, in which religion is inseparable from nationalism, and
its tenets are at the core of a nationalist ideology. As a result, “in religious
national movements, the influence of religious beliefs, ideas, symbols and lead-
ers is essential to the development and success of the national movement in a
particular territory.”?° Specifically in Safavi’s case, religion is an indispensable
part of the shared identity and not an instrument for creating another identity,
and moreover, his religious belief embraced the values of nationalism.

This type of nationalism contradicts Ernest Gellner’s argument about the
instrumentalist use of religion by nationalists.?! When various European
nationalists sought a return to their roots, they praised simple people and
peasants because to them, the latter embodied the primordial and ‘pure’
national culture. By contrast, the relationship between nationalists and
religion in Muslim countries including Iran was different. When Muslim
reformers ventured at a return to roots, they meant the original Revelation
as transmitted to the Prophet.?? The idea of seeking inspiration from simple
people and folklore was foreign to many of them. Gellner’s generalization
notwithstanding, secular-oriented Iranian nationalists sought the roots of the
nation in ancient Iranian culture, such as the Achaemenide Empire.

As Motahhari’s example demonstrates, the pre-Islamic Persian past is recog-
nized and respected (in contrast to Arab Sunni Islamists’ negative perception
of Jahili Arab society). Thus, Iranian clerics such as Motahhari do not see an
intrinsic conflict between Iranian pre-Islamic identity and Islam. The relations
become strained only when secular nationalists promote the pre-Islamic iden-
tity at the expense of Islam. On the other hand, secular nationalists in Iran
never considered Islam to be a useful tool the way some secular nationalists
in Europe considered Catholicism to be — as, for instance, when French politi-
cal philosopher Charles Maurass deemed Catholicism useful for encouraging
French nationalism. The role of Islam in Iran is similar to the role of the Polish
Catholic Church as the custodian of the Polish national identity.??

Khomeini as an Iranian nationalist

Khomeini’s attitude toward nationalism has been a matter of controversy
[13

among scholars. Richard Cottam, for example, argues that Khomeini “is
not an Iranian nationalist, preferring instead an Islamic state.”?* In contrast,
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several other scholars portray Khomeini as an Islamic nationalist at least
until 1964 because he appealed to his public’s sense of patriotism as well as
religious sentiments.?

Analysis of Khomeini’s speeches and sermons over the period of his activity
even before the Revolution suggests that when he invoked the term ‘nation,’
he meant an Islamic nation whose identity was based on the Shari‘a and not
only ‘Iran’; however, the term ‘Islam’ includes the concept of ‘Iran.’ That is,
he did not dismiss Iranian identity and nationhood, rather included them
within the concept of the larger Islamic nation. Yet, shortly after the Islamic
Revolution, Khomeini officially rejected nationalism as an ideology. On
19 September 1979, he declared that “for us, language and territory are insig-
nificant. Those who talk of languages are non-Muslims and are inspired by a
false deity (taghut).”?¢ It should be noted, however, that Khomeini’s shifting
discourse from patriotism and Islam to greater emphasis on Islam occurred
only from the mid-1960s, probably in reaction to Pahlavi cultural policies,
which glorified the pre-Islamic Iranian empire and Zoroastrian culture at the
expense of Islam. By stressing Islam rather than nationalism, Khomeini also
depicted the Shah as anti-Islamic.

Following the 1979 Revolution, Khomeini came out against nationalism.
In a speech held on 12 September 1980, he lambasted against “Nationalism
(qawmiyat va-meliyat), which creates hatred and animosity among the Mus-
lims, weakens and divides them” as being “against the principles of Islam
and the interests of the Muslims,” and a trick of the “foreigners who are
tormented by Islam and its immense rate of growth all around the world.”
However, he clarified that “love of motherland and of compatriots, protec-
tion of a country’s borders are issues which are not questioned.”?’

His sermons during the Iran-Iraq War present an altogether different
view, as seen, for example, in his sermon about “the imposed war and
heroic resistance.”?® The notion of ummat (community, which is usually
referred to in both Arabic and Persian as ummat-e Islam or al-umma al-
Islamiyya, i.e. Muslim nation or community) appears only once: where the
liberation of Khorramshahr from Iraqi troops is described as the “rising
son of salvation for the community (ummat) of the Prophet.” By contrast,
the expression “the nation of Iran” (mellat-e Iran) appears five times, while
the terms “Iran” and “nation” appear separately twenty-seven and eigh-
teen times, respectively. “Islam” is detected fifty-one times. The frequency
of these words underscores Khomeini’s priorities: the sermon is about the
duty of the nation of Iran to fight against Iraq’s ruler Saddam Hussein for
the sake of Islam. It is both nationalist and Islamic.

One may wonder whether this sermon reflects a genuine evolution in Kho-
meini’s view on nationalism or his skill as a politician who understands that
religion alone was no longer a sufficient catalyst for the mass mobilization
and sacrifice that the war required. Whichever is true, clearly, he understood
that this combination would appeal to the masses. Nationalism is too a
broad a concept to denote only one concrete meaning.
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It is important to ascertain what exactly Khomeini and his followers con-
sidered as nationalism. The governmental website on religious questions
and answers provides the following reply to the question: “What is Imam
Khomeini’s stance on nationalism [nasyonalism]?”

Nationalism [two words are interchangeable, nasionalism and mellat-
gerayi| is based upon the preeminence of national and racial (nezhadi)
units. Nationalism based on geographical boundaries divides human
society into limited and independent units by dint of the factors of race,
language, history and political regime. It persuades individuals belong-
ing to a national unit to consider as foreigners all those who are beyond
this unit. Very often they are inimical to each other. Imam Khomeini
disagreed with this understanding of nationalism, which is the cause of
racial discrimination, ethnic and linguistic superiority, because this kind
of thinking is contradictory to the commandments of the religion . . .
Imam Khomeini accepts nationalism as long as it is under the shadow
of Islam.”

Proceeding from that, it is clear that Khomeini opposed nationalism as an
ideology when some its features could come at the expense of Islam, for
instance producing discord and hostility between two Muslim nations. How-
ever, it is important to emphasize that Khomeini never rejected or denied
nationalism as an objective reality in the sense of the existence of the Ira-
nian nation. In other words, he never denied Iranian identity as such, but
stipulated that the only legitimate Iranian identity was Islamic. This fusion
between Iran and Islam, which had been implicit shortly after the Revolu-
tion, became explicit during the war given the need of the young Islamic
Republic to mobilize the population for the war effort. In other words, given
that nationalism is a complex and multifaceted idea and a political phenom-
enon, the fact that Khomeini’s core belief system was Islam did not preclude
him from being an Iranian nationalist.

Mortaza Motahhari: A cleric and intellectual
in quest of Iran in Islam

Mortaza Motahhari was one of the most important contributors to the
debate about Iranian nationalism and Islam during the 1970s. Motahhari
was not only a leading cleric, but also a prominent religious intellectual. An
intellectual (rowshanfekr) in Iran was first of all a connoisseur of the West:
Motahhari discussed the problems of society and culture with reference to,
although not necessarily identifying with, the West.>® Although Motahhari
did not master any European language, he was well acquainted with most
of scholarly literature in Persian translation, including works of Orientalists.
This knowledge made Motahhari a peer of secular intellectuals who wrestled
with the issues of religion and history.
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Motahhari’s grappling with the issue of Iranian identity led him to pro-
duce a book on the subject, titled Khadamat-e Moteqabel-e Islam va-Iran
(Mutual Services of Iran and Islam). In the preface, Motahhari clearly delin-
eates his aim: to shed light on the role of Islam in the development of the
Iranian national consciousness. In order to understand this objective, it is
useful to examine the social context in which he wrote. Motahhari’s target
audience was mainly middle-class students, many of whom were attracted
to Marxism in the 1970s, while remaining deeply committed to their Ira-
nian identity. Iranian nationalists and modernizers had turned to foreign
scholarship and philosophy as early as the mid-nineteenth century, drawing
liberally from Enlightenment ideas about progress and civilization and post-
Enlightenment Aryan race theory. Many of these intellectuals encountered
European thought through a Russian lens, especially via connections in the
Russian Caucasus.?!

However, following the toppling of Mohammad Mosaddeq in August
1953, the Communist Tudeh party was all but crushed by the Shah’s
regime. Moreover, the Soviet Union was no longer seen as the beacon
of progress and, in its turn, did not exert direct influence on those who
identified as Iranian Marxists. Thus, the position of most Iranian leftist
intellectuals can be described as Marxist-minded or as leaning toward
Marxism, but not outright pro-Soviet or communist. By the same token,
Motahhari’s audience was not strictly orthodox, but partly influenced
by Western and secularist ideologies. To paraphrase the twelfth-century
Jewish philosopher Maimonides, the public at large was “the perplexed”
for whom religious intellectuals such as Mortaza Motahhari, Mohammad
Beheshti, Mehdi Bazargan or ‘Ali Shari‘ati were their “guides.” All of
these thinkers were highly aware of their identity as Iranians, but unlike
secular intellectuals, considered Islam as inseparable from Iranianness.
Thus they developed varying hermeneutics of the Islamic dimension of
Iranian identity.

In the preface to his book, Motahhari advances his main theme: “We
have Islamic religious feeling but also Iranian patriotism. Are these feel-
ings contradictory or not?”3? Further, Motahhari explains that the book
is a rendering of his lessons on nationalism and religion, an issue that was
particularly popular among his students. That is, the question of Islamic and
Iranian identity was a pressing one, far beyond theoretical deliberations of
intellectuals.’

A major priority for Motahhari was to show that Islam is not foreign to
Iran. This goal appeared against the backdrop of the claim of various secular
intellectuals that Islam is a foreign religion that was forcibly imposed on Iran
by the Arab conquerors. Motahhari’s secondary objective was to deconstruct
the amalgam between “Arabs and Islam,” because Islam was often perceived
not only as foreign but also as essentially “Arab.”3*

Motahhari’s attitude toward nationalism is similar in many ways to
Khomeini’s. The difference is due to Motahhari’s erudition in non-Islamic
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Persian and foreign scholarship.? The vantage point of Motahhari’s analy-
sis of nationalism is ethical: he condemns nationalism when it produces
negative outcomes such as ethnic feuds, hatred or racial discrimination.
He deems it positive when nationalist energy is harnessed to positive
goals such as national unity and solidarity.’¢ Additionally, Motahhari
never denies the existence of Iranian identity as a distinct entity within
the Muslim World.

In order to show the mutual inseparability of Iran and Islam, Motahhari
endeavors to show that Iranians are better Muslims than their Arab counter-
parts. For example, he represents the uprising of non-Arab Muslims against
the Arabs (shu ‘ubiyya) as caused by the Arabs’ unwillingness to remain com-
mitted to Islamic ethics.?” Referring to numerous Persian-speaking Muslim
scholars (such as al-Farabi and al-Ghazali) as Iranians, Motahhari states that
Iranians were “spiritually closer to Islam than the Arabs themselves.”3® The
main aim of Motahhari’s rhetoric is to distinguish between Islam and the
Arabs. For that matter, he characterizes Islam as objectively universal and
open to any nation or ethnicity. Proceeding from that, Motahhari argues
that the renaissance of the Persian language after the Arab conquest of Iran
as well as the adoption of Shi‘i Islam by Iran is by no means contradictory
to Islam itself.

Motahhari explores the development of nationalist ideologies in Iran and,
although polemical, he makes a great effort to substantiate or build his case
as an academic one, as when he explains the complexity of nationalist ter-
minology in Persian. A case in point is his discussion of the word mellat
(nation). This word is of Arab origin and means “community of right path”
in the Qur’an, where it appears fifteen times. Motahhari acknowledges that
this meaning is completely different from its modern Persian usage, and con-
tends that the term acquired its modern meaning probably due to the pres-
ence of the name of a prophet after it, given that it was hardly ever employed
alone but more as “millat Ibrahim” and “millat ‘Isa” (the community of
Ibrahim and the community of ‘Isa). Following this, the term “mellat-e Iran”
took on the meaning of “the nation of Iran.”*

As mentioned earlier, Motahhari’s analysis was not a mere intellectual
exercise, because the question of national identity was a central one for
all ideological groups in Iran. Yet, more than anything else, his book is a
polemic against the ideology of Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and against secu-
lar intellectuals who disassociated Islam from Iran. A major figure among
them was the historian ‘Abd al-Hussein Zarrinkub, who in 1957 published
Do Qarn-e Sukut (Two Centuries of Silence), a popular rendering of Iran’s
history through a secular nationalist lens. Zarrinkub’s main argument was
that Islam had been forcibly imposed on Iran by barbaric Arab conquerors.
Thus in his estimation, Iranian identity has nothing to do with the Arabs or
Islam.*

The glorification of the pre-Islamic past of Iran reached its peak in 1971
during the celebration of 2,500 years of Iranian monarchy that was held at
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Persepolis, the capital of the ancient Persian Empire. The celebration con-
travened Islamic norms not only in celebrating the pre-Islamic pagan past,
but also in its overall atmosphere, which included gender-mixed seating for
men and unveiled women and the drinking of alcoholic beverages.*! The
clerical establishment, fearing the revitalization of Zoroastrianism and the
further debilitation of Islam, responded with a storm of criticism and attacks,
which brought its relationship with the Pahlavi state to a low point. Clerics
lambasted the huge funds spent on the ceremonies in a time of famine and
starvation in the provinces of Baluchistan, Sistan and Fars.*?

As the glorification of Zoroastrianism and the pre-Islamic Iranian past had
become a central theme in Pahlavi ideology and political legitimation, Motah-
hari needed to address the challenge by going beyond theorizing on the issues
of religion and identity. To do so, he relies extensively on works of the Danish
scholar of ancient Iran, Arthur Christensen, in Persian translation. Indeed,
Motahhari’s writings are replete with citations from the works of several
Orientalists.** Such extensive usage of works of Western scholars of Iran and
Islam was unusual among Shi‘i clerics of that period, who viewed Oriental-
ists with suspicion if not animosity.** Motahhari’s approach was altogether
different: although he opposed Orientalists who served Western colonialism,
he did not reject their research in general. Still, Motahhari’s use of European
sources was rather selective, as he chose only those Orientalist writings that
were favorable to Islam. As long as the discussion revolved around ancient
Iran, European scholarship could not be discarded, because knowledge about
Iran’s ancient civilization was based primarily on European scholars’ findings.

Motahhari’s decision to use Western sources on Islam and Iran was prob-
ably motivated by the necessity to adapt the Islamic message to the target
audience. Given that this audience was educated, its cultural horizons were
influenced by Western knowledge about their native country and religion.
While ordinary clerics might deplore such a situation, Motahhari found
it useful to explore those resources. Another possible explanation for this
approach is that unlike some other Islamists, Motahhari had a professional
historical knowledge of the subjects of inquiry. This knowledge allowed
him to be more objective and nuanced toward both the West and his secular
nationalist opponents, such as Zarrinkub.

Motahhari’s description of Zoroastrianism is by no means a simple
polemic against another religion. On the whole, Motahhari’s description
of ancient Iran is fact-based and respectful, if not sympathetic. While he
identifies Islam with progress, he does not consider Zoroastrianism as evil or
out-and-out anti-Islamic heresy. His main argument is that Zoroastrianism
heightened cleavages within Iranian society. This, according to him, explains
why Persian laymen did not resist the Muslim invaders, as the latter treated
them better than Zoroastrian priests.

Between the lines of Motahhari’s book, one can detect tacit criticism
of the Pahlavi regime. He addresses more criticism to the flaws in the rule
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of the Sasanian dynasty than to Zoroastrianism as a religion. If Zoroaster
got very close to the idea of monotheism, in the Sassanid period, religion
declined because people began to view the god Ahura-Mazda as a human
being, which Motahhari deems as idolatry. In that context, he also remarks
that one can see these images of Ahura-Mazda in modern Zoroastrian offices.
Motahhari goes on to say:

It is a source of shame for Iran and Iranians that fourteen centuries
after they became acquainted with the most sublime meanings of
monotheism, after they created the most excellent oeuvres of poetry
and prose about them, they turn again to a god with horns and wings
and even insist that this image be adopted as the national sign. If this
is not a decadence, what is decadence? If this not an idolatry, what is
idolatry?#

The reference to the image of Ahura-Mazda as the national symbol of Iran
is a clear criticism of the Pahlavi regime’s promotion of Zoroastrianism.

In Motahhari’s view, nationalism as such is not negative if it is simply con-
sidered cohesion across the lines of language and culture. ‘Good nationalism’
recognizes the existence and features of Iranian identity (such as language),
but opposes ethnic exclusivity or racism. Motahhari rejects theories that
view a nation as intrinsically bad or good or as having a monopoly on the
‘right’ religion, such as an Arab monopoly on Islam.

Motahhari emphasizes the role of Islam in Iranian national identity.
Although he does not explicitly specify whether he means Islam in general
or Shi‘ism, it is likely that Shi‘ism for him, and for other Shi‘i clerics, zs Islam.
Yet, Motahhari is keen on breaking the association of Shi‘ism exclusively
with Iran, presumably because Islam had arrived to Iran before the distinc-
tion between Shi‘a and Sunna had formed, a fact that Motahhari never men-
tions. In addition, it would have been problematic to back unity between
Arabs and Iranians based on Islam while stressing the unique amalgam
between Iran and Shi‘a Islam. At the same time, Motahhari also constantly
underscores the superiority of the Iranians by reason of their unprecedented
devotion to Islam.*

While linking Shi‘ism and Iranian identity, Motahhari objects to the efforts
to establish the association between them as “primordial.” He argues that
those who assert the “Persian character” of Shi‘ism belong to two main
groups: “fanatical Sunnis” (sunniyan-e mota‘asseb) and Iranian national-
ists (nasyonalistha-ye Trani). The “fanatical Sunnis” view Shi‘ism as proof
of the Iranian distortion of Islam, whereas the Iranian nationalists consider
Shi‘ism as proof of Iranian authenticity and distinctiveness that Iranians
managed to preserve despite the Arab conquest.”” In contrast, Motahhari
views Shi‘ism as simply the correct understanding and practice of Islam,
regardless of nationality.
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Conclusion

According to V. Klashtorina, a Russian scholar of Iranian fiction, Iranian
culture experienced a shift toward Islam during the 1960s and *70s. Cultural
discourse was gradually adopting a quest for a collective self that included
the exploring of Iranian heritage with its Islamic dimension. This process
was concomitant with opposition to the Pahlavi regime and alienation from
the West. Numerous intellectuals claimed that the source of the setbacks and
hardships that Iran was experiencing at the time was not only the forced
modernization but also blind imitation of the West. The most salient rep-
resentative of this trend was Jalal Al-e Ahmad and his book Gharbzadegi
(Westoxication).*® The cultural discourse was reoriented from relative plural-
ism toward Islamization by the end of the 1970s. However, the Islamization
of discourse remained limited before the 1979 Islamic Revolution. The term
meant not the implementation of Shari‘a but rather rehabilitation of Shi‘i
Islam as a central component of Iranian identity. Overall, in Iran, Islam was
revered as a cultural identity, not as political guidelines or theology.

In this context, the role of the advocates of Islamic nationalism was salient
because they differed from secular intellectuals and writers. First of all,
unlike the secularists, with their westernized and often over-sophisticated
style, the Islamist discourse was clear and simple, and therefore could reach
out to a much larger public. Furthermore, as clerics, Islamic intellectuals had
informal tools, such as mosques, to disseminate their message among large
audiences from all strata of society.

Islamic thinkers, including Navab Safavi and Mortaza Motahhari, pro-
moted the Islamic dimension of Iranian identity, but unlike those intellectuals
who rediscovered Islam in the 1960s, their Islam was clearly defined and
articulated. The message, which they managed to disseminate across Iran,
was that this Islamic discourse was an integral part of Iranian nationalism
and thus it was as legitimate as its secular counterpart.

This chapter rejects the dichotomist representation of Iranian national-
ism and religion as mutually contradicting by showing that leading partici-
pants in Iran’s intellectual scene during the period under review were equally
nationalist, although they were situated on different ends of the national-
ideological spectrum.

Nationalism is not a monolithic ideology but rather an ideological fam-
ily of several, sometimes even conflicting, discourses. Hence, an analysis
of nationalism in Iran requires a semantic accuracy that helps to discern
“nationalisms” rather than juxtaposing nationalism as a generic term with
other ideological-political currents. Religion is by no means external to
nationalism, and Islam is not merely an instrument to be used by religious
nationalists but is a possible interpretation of nationalism. Thus, this chapter
supports Kamran Aghaie’s framing of Islamism in Iran as “religious national-
ism.” This form of nationalism is centered on a concrete nation and religion
is perceived as “core sets of ideals and symbols within that discourse.”*
Indeed, the Iranian case is not unique to the Middle East.
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The case of Iranian Islamic nationalism under review can be useful for
universal understanding of the phenomenon called ‘nationalism.” In light of
this, an alternative definition of nationalism can be formulated: national-
ism is first and foremost a sentiment of belonging to a shared identity based
on common language, culture, history, religion, territory and ethnicity. Not
all of these components must be present in a given national group, but any
of them ought to be. The crucial nuance is that this sentiment does not nec-
essarily transform into an articulated political ideology or action. National
sentiment can be inclusive or exclusive, religious or secular. In the case of
Iran, at first glance, one notes a conflict between ‘Islamists” and ‘national-
ists.” The conflict revolves not around the core question of the existence of
Iranian identity, but around the weight of its respective components within
Iranian identity.
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16 Nationalism and the Islamic
Republic of Iran

Bernard Hourcade

Has the Islamic Republic weakened or strengthened Iranian nationalism?
In contrast to the Pahlavi period, which established a strong national state
rooted in pre-Islamic Iranian culture, the Islamic Revolution focused its
wording, propaganda, and ideology on Islam, Islamic culture and umma,
which it opposed to ‘irreligious’ nationalism and to ‘international arrogance.’
Particularly during the first years of the new regime, Islamic organizations
and clerical leaders clearly declared their opposition to various popular sym-
bols of the national identity of Iran/Persia, especially when they referred to
pre-Islamic times (Nowruz, Chahar shambeh-ye suri). Melli (national) was
politically opposed to eslami (Islamic).

However, history is often paradoxical. We should also remember that the
modern state of Iran was built up under the Safavids, a Turkish — not Persian —
dynasty, which used Shi‘ism as its main tool to form the national identity
and unity of the new state, in opposition to the Sunni Ottomans. In other
words, Shi‘ism became a crucial component of Iranian national identity.
Conversely, while the Islamic Republic initially appeared to reject national-
ism in the name of religion, after thirty-five years of existence and tough
experience, it seems to have built up a new Iranian nationalism, perhaps
stronger, more realistic and rooted than before by combining the ethnic-
historical and religious elements. This fragile but real national consensus
could be seen in the election of Hasan Rouhani and in the negotiations with
the international community over the nuclear program.

This new national consensus and fragile balance of power is the outcome
of a prolonged and violent competition between three concepts, represented
in the name of the new political system: ‘The Islamic Republic of Iran,’
that is religion, democracy and nation. In other words: the religious-social
Islamic values and culture, the national Iranian heritage, and the globalized
dynamics and expectations of the middle and upper classes. The same para-
doxical utopia is also in the national motto, ‘Independence, liberty, Islamic
Republic.’

From the first days of the Islamic Revolution, the ruling clerical elite was
riven by strong conflicts over ideology and policy. Many religious leaders of
the new Islamic regime hoped to establish a radical Islamic society and state,
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while numerous ‘liberal’ policy makers, in line with the long Iranian tradition
of democratic struggle from the Constitutional Revolution to the Mosaddeq
era, were focusing on the republican dimension of the new regime. These
differences notwithstanding, the national heritage (i.e., the Persian language;
local languages and cultures; historical monuments, events and personages;
and cultural traditions) was shared by all. Even the Islamic militants, who
formerly seemed to have rejected this heritage, did so primarily because of
the emphasis given to it by the defeated Pahlavi regime. After the Revolution,
these militants supported national values while opposing the westernization
of Iranian society.

In this context, we may consider that nationalism in Iran was a ‘battle-
field’ for the competition between political Islam and republican/democratic
values. It was the common and shared ground for debate but also for a
possible consensus. The making of a new, strong Iranian nationalism was
not a theoretical, ideological and political project, but the outcome of a bal-
ance of power, of the history of a sociocultural domestic experience, where
international pressure — for example the Iran-Iraq War, the competition with
the United States, and the sanctions against the nuclear program — played a
major role.

Wars and borders

During the last three decades, Iran has had to face major wars on its borders
or in some of the fifteen states bordering it by land or sea: the invasion of
Afghanistan by the USSR; the collapse of the Soviet Union; the war of nar-
cotics on the Eastern borders, especially in the province of Baluchistan; the
war against the Taliban; the Gulf Wars in Kuwait and later in Iraq; the war
of Azerbaijan-Armenia; and above all, the Iran-Iraq War. No other country
in the world has had to face such a military environment.

The Iran-Iraq War, in many respects, is the ‘mother of wars’ and is
at the heart of today’s political, economic, cultural and social life and
activities in Iran. The veterans of the war are managing and ruling the
country at all levels and that may explain the current strength of national
values.! For the modern Iranian army (which had been established by
Reza Shah) and for the whole population, it was the first international
war to defend the homeland (sarzanmin-e Iran). The youth involved in
the revolutionary struggle had to put aside earlier ideological debates,
which were dominated by Islamic discourses and the clerics, to fight for
the safety of their country and, at the same time, for the new Islamic
and republican regime. War mixed up Islamic ideology and national-
ism. This political-ideological situation can be compared to the French
Revolution when, in 1792, the Soldats de I’an 11, commanded by a roy-
alist and revolutionary general, defeated the German anti-revolutionary
forces at Valmy. Like those French leaders, and particularly as the war
against Iraq grew longer and more difficult, Ayatollah Khomeini adopted
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a more nationalist approach, speaking more and more frequently about
the ‘homeland’ (vatan).

The linkage between revolutionary Islam and the independence of the
nation is now rooted in the consciousness of the numerous veterans of the
IRGC (Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps), the pasdaran, basijis, and regu-
lar army (artesh) that are the core of the new ruling elite. The IRGC, whose
main duty was to fight against political opponents inside Iran, became the
most active military force on the front in Khuzestan and Kurdistan, and on
the ‘Islamic’ front in Lebanon. Protection of the national borders became
a priority, as shown by the assignment of these duties to the Revolutionary
Guards (Figure 16.1).
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Figure 16.1 Villages with Islamic Republic Guards in 1996. Percentages by dehestan.
Most of the IRGC forces are located in cities, but this map shows that
these military-ideological forces, initially devoted to domestic political
issues, were more numerous in border districts. The ideological and the
national identities of Iran are both at stake in these border areas.
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In 1982, the nature of the war changed, following several events: the
liberation of Khorramshahr in May 1982, and the liberation of the national
territory; the refusal or refraining of the international community to recog-
nize Saddam Hussein as an aggressor; and the invasion of Lebanon by Israel.
Having overcome the immediate threat to national security, the Islamic
Republic started an ideological war on two new fronts: confrontation with
Israel (via war in Lebanon, the creation of Hizbollah) and a radical opposi-
tion to the ‘Great Satan’ (the United States), Western states and international
political culture (via terrorist attacks, for example the bombing in Paris,
hostage taking, and other tactics). However, the war against Iraq remained
the most active battlefield. The security of the national territory was at the
core of the conflict, as evidenced by the number of soldiers involved and the
casualties sustained. Ayatollah Khomeini authorized Iranian involvement
and activity in Lebanon with the help of Syria, but he said, “The road to
Jerusalem goes through Karbala,” meaning that the priority was the defeat of
Iraq and of Saddam Hussein’s regime. The wars in Lebanon and in Western
countries had their own legitimacy and dynamics, but were first a tool in the
war on Iran’s borders.

In the Azerbaijan-Armenia war, in the Afghan conflict, in Kurdish areas,
in the Persian Gulf and in the security of its oil exports, Iran remained in line
with its traditional geopolitical policy of maintaining or achieving security in
the buffer zones established by the Safavids in the sixteenth century for the
safety of the core of the empire. In so doing, the Islamic Republic avoided
massive direct intervention, instead employing a policy of influence.

The violent conflicts and wars in the countries around Iran — in the former
Soviet republics since the 1990s and in Arab countries following the 2011
Arab upheaval - have deepened nationalist sentiment in Iran, even among
the non-Persian populations, who appreciate their ability to live in peace
and often in better conditions than they would find beyond Iran’s borders.
Many transborder populations — especially in Kurdish areas, the Persian
Gulf and Khorasan - are utilizing their geographic position to develop trade
relations with the neighboring lands? and thus are creating a modern reality
in the historical Safavid buffer zones surrounding the Persian heartland, and
providing security today to the national territory.

Unifying Iran by political control and education

One of the major changes in Iran’s domestic policy under the Islamic Repub-
lic is its efficiency in controlling the society and territory. Iran, like France
and Russia, remains a centralized ‘kingdom’ under the control of an efficient
police and administration, but this system alone was not able to control
a modern and changing society. The rapid collapse of the Pahlavi regime
confirms this fact.

The personal charisma of Ayatollah Khomeini and the political capacities
of his supporters were effective because they used the network of Shi‘a clerics
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and mosques in all cities and all social groups. Friday prayers also played a
major role in disseminating the slogans, words and ideas of the new Islamic
regime across Iran.

Above or alongside this clerical network, the security apparatus built up
by the Islamic Republic appears to be more efficient than the SAVAK of
the monarchy, thanks to the links between the administration in charge of
security (the Ministry of Intelligence headed by a cleric according to the
constitution, and the secret political police or Savama, Sazman-e ettela‘at
va-amniyat-e Iran) and the Revolutionary and Islamic organizations (militia
of basijis, revolutionary committees in urban quarters or private compa-
nies, jihad organizations in universities, ministries and public institutions).
The institution in 1992 of the Law Enforcement forces (NAJA, Niroha-ye
entezami-ye jomburi-ye Islami) was welcomed by the population, since rural
gendarmerie and urban police were joined and modernized, and became
able to control the nebula of uncontrolled local security organizations after
the revolution and the Iran-Iraq War. This professional, uniformed national
police, with various specialized forces (borders, roads, anti-riot, anti-narcot-
ics), has reinforced the image of the central state across the entire countrys; it
has access to all parts of the country, both cities and tribal areas, which was
hardly the case before. However, in Kurdish and Baluch border lands, the
IRGC are also in charge of security in close cooperation with the numerous
central administration officials, most of whom are Persian speakers and Shi‘i.

Iran is an Islamic state but also a republic. The numerous election cam-
paigns for local institutions, parliament, clerical supervisory institutions and
the presidency serve in a way as referenda on the regime’s policies. Despite
the strong control of the election process by religious and/or political institu-
tions, the involvement of the whole population in these elections and even
controversial debates or protests, like those in 2009, have become major
sociopolitical tools to unify the country and give the population a sense of
having a say and, therefore, a stake in the political system. The conscious-
ness of belonging to a united nation-state has become a social and cultural
experience even for the tribal and rural populations with a strong ethnic
identity. Parliamentary elections and local elections for municipalities have
given power to a new local “Islamic” elite whose power is not based on local
land ownership or tribal roles, but on a global ideology and national cen-
tralized institutions. Even if they are challenging the policy of the state, the
members of parliament of non-Persian or Sunni provinces are acting in the
framework of the Islamic Republic and of the nation of Iran. To be elected
president, any candidate needs the support of the Persian-Shi‘a core of the
population (central Iran), but also of the Shi‘a Turkish-speaking Azeris and
of some — although not all — peripheral populations. This is a complex, but
banal, situation similar to that in many countries of the world (Figure 16.2).

The ethnic fragmentation of Iran, which was the main problem faced by
Reza Shah in the making of a modern state, remains alive and strong; how-
ever, while ethnicity is part of one’s personal identity, various ethnic groups
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Figure 16.2 The presidential election of June 2013. Typology of the votes. Coher-
ence and diversity of the national political dynamics: Hasan Rouhani
received the relative or absolute majority of votes in all the provinces
except in Kohgiluyeh, Khuzestan, and Bakhtyari, where the local candi-
date, Mohsen Reza’i, got the majority. In Khorasan, Mohammad Baqer
Qalibaf, who was born in this province, received a low but better score
than his national average. The same situation can be seen in the central
provinces with the conservative candidates (Sa‘id Jalili and ‘Ali Akbar
Velayati).

still consider themselves as belonging to the broader national community. In
the 2013 presidential elections, for example, Mohsen Reza’i, former com-
mander of the IRGC, achieved real success in the Lori provinces, introducing
himself a as nomad of the Lori-Bakhtyari tribe. In large cities, numerous cul-
tural, local or ethnic associations have been founded in the last decades, not
in order to challenge the urban global culture that dominates today’s Iran,
but to keep alive some family traditions and relations. These ethnic identities
and organizations remained within the overarching Iranian state structure.
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Education was one of the main components of the policy of the Islamic
Revolution, as a means to influence youth culture and gain support. In the
rural areas, especially in non-Persian speaking and Sunni provinces that did
not fully support the Revolution, schools have been set up. Today, almost
the entire population of Iran understands Persian, considered a necessary
skill to have access to numerous high schools as well as local universities
and colleges set up in all the provinces, especially by Azad University, and to
access better jobs and international culture. In 2006, 69 percent of the female
population was literate in rural areas (as opposed to 36 percent in 1986).3

Shi‘ism remains one of the main components of the national Iranian iden-
tity. The regional political opposition of Sunni provinces is sustainable not
only because of their Kurdish, Baluchi or Turkmen identity, but because of
their religious identity, which pushes them out of the central power of the
Republic. For example, while the strength of the Azeri Turkish identity is
well known, and often used to challenge government policy, Azeris always
do so within the framework of the state. Azeris are Shi‘a, and in the presi-
dential elections, they vote the same way as the Persian Shi‘a. The Safavid
dynasty, which founded the modern state of Iran, was originally Turkish
from Ardabil. Tabriz, the capital of Azerbaijan, was one of the main strong-
holds of the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-1911 and of the Islamic
Revolution as well.

Ruhollah Khomeini was the first Iranian leader of Persian origin (the
Pahlavi were from Mazandaran, and the Qajars were Turks), but he was,
first and foremost, a religious leader. In the first month after the 1979 Revo-
lution, the new Islamic regime emphasized Shi‘i Islamic culture and the Ara-
bic language, and rejected pre-Islamic symbols and customs. In spite of the
official new discourse about national cohesion taking into account the ethnic
and religious components of the country, the Islamic Republic implemented
a centralized policy based on Persian and Shi‘a cultures. Therefore, the resis-
tance of the population to the new emphases was massive in the non-Persian
(and often Sunni) provinces and among the heirs of the national Iranian
identity based on ancient Iran, as promoted by Reza Shah. This political
conflict over national identity is one of the deepest between the factions
of ‘Conservatives’ and ‘Reformists.” A more inclusive and accommodating
policy emerged under President Mohammad Khatami (1997-2005), but the
conservative Mahmoud Ahmadinejad stepped back to a Persian-Shi‘a cen-
tralized policy. Since 2013, Hasan Rouhani, who gained the highest votes in
Sunni non-Persian provinces, has tried to ‘de-securitize’ and ‘de-politicize’
the state policy regarding ethnic issues. In 2014, for the first time, a Sunni
Baluch woman was appointed as local governor (farmandar) in the province
of Baluchistan, a sign that the state is integrating these marginal people and
areas into the nation, and does not consider all local identity as a threat.

Security problems in various provinces during the 1980s and subsequent
governmental neglect threatened the survival of provincial or ethnic cul-
tural heritage. Still, the government, and more often, various intellectuals
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with a strong local influence, managed to protect national cultural heritage
from destruction or robbery, and to promote the local popular traditions.
The Organization of Iranian Cultural Heritage, Handcrafts and Tourism
(Sazman-e mirath-e farbangi va-sanaye‘-e dasti va-gardeshkari) has become
one of the most efficient organizations in Iran, with regional and local
branches that have built numerous museums in provinces and even in small
cities. Of course, ideological-cultural debates are still strong and mediated
by policy makers for political purposes, especially about pre-Islamic sym-
bols and archaeological vestiges. But the desire to protect national history
and local ethnographic culture seems today to be better rooted among the
population compared with the period under the Shah, making people proud
of their land at the local level. More often, the main opponents to local cul-
tural traditions are the modern westernized as well as Islamist technocrats
who wish to undertake huge development projects and to ignore cultural or
environmental questions.

Nationalism and confronting the West

The confrontation between Iran and Western countries and culture is
rooted in contemporary Iranian history. During the reign of Reza Shah
and in the Mosaddeq era, foreign cultural activities and non-Persian shop
signs were banned or limited. Yet, under Mohammad Reza Shah, the state
became the main engine of cultural westernization, prompting the debate
about the westernization of minds and culture (gharbzadegi, or ‘weststuck-
ness’) in the 1960s. While the Islamic Republic continued an ‘anti-West’
policy, there are several major differences with the policies of previous
regimes. Formerly, the debate was in the context of anti-colonialism, the
pride of the new elite, and the emerging new middle class of a modern
nation in the making. These factors still exist, but were strengthened and
popularized in a religious context, which at the same time provided a
more coherent theoretical base as well as wider diffusion among the whole
population. Nationalism and Islam were united, allied in the making of a
new Iranian identity to face the West. The success of the 1979 Revolution
was due to this alliance between ‘third world’ people, opposed to Ameri-
can imperialist power in Iran and demanding ‘independence’ and ‘liberty’
(azadi), and others who disagreed with Western social and cultural values
and pushed forward Islamic beliefs.

However, the opposition to the “West,” and namely to the United States, is
ambivalent, since the Western nations are also providers of science, technol-
ogy and economic development. Like the Muslim Brothers, Iranian Islamic
activists tried to make a distinction between scientific cooperation and bor-
rowing from the West and political opposition to Western policies. Most
Iranian activists, like the ‘Students following the line of the Imam’ who took
the Americans hostage in 1979, were trained in Western countries and often
in the United States. Another prominent example of dissociation between
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Western education and Western policies is the Iranian Islamic Association of
Engineers, whose leaders were trained in the West, and which has emerged as
one of the most powerful political lobbies in Iran. This rather schizophrenic
situation can also be seen among Iranians in exile who are opposed to the
Islamic regime, but for nationalist reasons support the regime’s nuclear pro-
gram, even in its possible military evolution. In a similar vein, even if many
Iranians disagree with the high cost — both political and economic - of the
nuclear policy, they support this controversial program because they do not
accept foreign demands, as a matter of national pride and respect for their
independence. In addition, the perceived military threat from Israel, taken
seriously by some and not by others, has reinforced the collective memory of
the national myths of aggression against the people of Iran by foreign forces
such as Arabs, Turks and Mongols, among others.

Similarly, the international economic sanctions against Iran have raised
Iranian nationalist sentiment to its highest point. The first victims of the
sanctions were the upper and middle bourgeoisie, who were coming from
pro-Western or from Islamic traditional social groups, and the private indus-
trial companies looking for some technical agreement with the international
economy. They tried, with real success, to develop national industry in spite
of the departure of foreign firms and of embargos on spare parts, materials
and banks. The share of non-oil exports grew from 7.2 percent of Iran’s gross
domestic product in 2000 to 11.5 percent in 2013.*

This ‘economy of resistance’ is of course a matter of propaganda, but also
a matter of pride, which will be difficult to overcome by the foreign com-
panies returning to Iran after the signing of Iran’s nuclear agreement (Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action, JCPOA) in July 2015.

Iranian national pride was particularly appeased in the nuclear negotia-
tions, since Iran, and more precisely, the Islamic Republic of Iran, was sitting
alone in front of the six most powerful countries in the world. This was seen
as a sign of ‘respect’ (ebteram) for which Iran is ready to pay a high price
and to make concessions. These negotiations were, of course, contested by
the Islamist radical opposition, which criticized the government of Hasan
Rouhani for conceding too much on the nuclear question.

The prolonged exclusion from broader economic globalization and inter-
national dynamics has weakened Iran to some extent. Turkey, the Arab emir-
ates of the Persian Gulf, and also Brazil and South Korea have stronger
economic or political power. Iran is also not the leader of the Muslim world.
In order to build up a political consensus strong enough to secure the future
of the state and of the Islamic regime, the Islamic Republic opted to use the
national dynamics shared more or less by all the population. After thirty-
five years of the Islamic regime, nationalism has never been so strong and
politically effective in Iran.

This paradoxical comeback of the consensus around nationalism weakens
the Islamic religious opposition, which has no choice but to concentrate on
cultural and symbolic questions. The struggle against the ‘cultural aggression
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of the West’ (tabajom-e farhangi-ye gharb) no longer has the strength it had
in the time of the war against Iraq or in the reconstruction period during the
presidencies of ‘Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani and Mohammad Khatami,
because of the increasing appeal of international, especially Western, culture.
By focusing on cultural issues — such as the debates regarding the status of
women in Islam and human rights in Islam — the religious opposition has
allowed their rivals to dominate the fields of economic international relations
and political nationalism. The political clash between Conservatives and
Reformists therefore revolves largely around symbols and cultural issues, as
it did in the first years after the Islamic Revolution.

In the 1980s, the charge of being ‘nationalist’ or ‘westernized’ could be
a criminal offense. Many well-known people who were charged with this
offense, such as the sociologist Ehsan Naraqi, were forced to confess their
‘crimes’ of nationalism on TV, and subsequently were jailed for these crimes.

But times are changing, and we are facing a new balance of power between
the Islamic, national, and international factors of Iranian identity. Iran feels
strong as an emerging state and is able to have international relations, based
mostly on its economy and less influenced by anti-colonial or anti-imperialist
claims linked to previous revolutionary and nationalist ideologies. Decades
after the institution of the Islamic Republic, the Iranian Islamic political sys-
tem has become secularized. In this process of the “failure of political Islam”
as analyzed by Olivier Roy,’ the Islamic culture and faith have found their
tentative roles and limits. After years of Islamic rule, Iranian nationalism has
been transformed from the type of centralized policy experienced under the
secular regime of the Pahlavis. Today, with 75 percent of the population liv-
ing in cities, 68 percent of the female population literate in rural areas, and
more than 80 percent of the population of Sunni areas supporting the regime,
ethnic heterogeneity is no longer a national strategic threat. All Iranians are
facing the same political, economic and international problems. Globalization
imposes new conditions, and the national sentiment has to be strengthened.

After three decades of confrontations inside Iran and vis-a-vis the West,
religious sectarianism and ideology as well as radical nationalism/isolation-
ism need to open to the outside world for economic, security and cultural
reasons. The consensus on national identity prevails as a shared sentiment,
but it may again become a battlefield for redefinition: Not to return to a
nationalism based on pre-Islamic history, but to establish a new Iranian
nationalism where Islamic ideology plays a role and keeps the power, or
some part of it.

Notes

1 The most comprehensive and factual book about the military history of this war,
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17 Beyond boundaries

Iranian Azeris in an age
of globalization

Geoffrey F. Gresh!

As the Middle East undergoes an unpredictable period of violence, revo-
lution and war, Tehran contends with fragile frontier provinces where
people, ideas and technology transcend Iran’s national boundaries. Iran has
a population of approximately eighty million where only slightly more than
50 percent are seen as ethnic Persians, while much of the remaining popula-
tion identifies itself as Azeri, Arab, Kurd, Turkmen, Baluch or Lor.> With
such diversity, Iran is vulnerable to rapid global forces such as the informa-
tion revolution, forced migration and the spread of instability and bloodshed
from its neighbors and the region, including Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan, Paki-
stan and the South Caucasus. The complexity of the relationship between
Tehran and its frontier provinces is influenced in part by the transborder
populations that are shared between Iran and its seven neighbors. In recent
years, Iran has witnessed the rise of ethnonational sentiment that has become
a greater challenge for Tehran as many members of these ethnic minority
groups such as the Iranian Kurds increasingly mobilize and push for greater
cultural and political rights.®> Although the 2013 election of President Hasan
Rouhani has ushered in a new period of hope and change for many Iranians,
in addition to the recent lifting of international sanctions following the 2015
Iranian nuclear deal, new efforts must be made to undo the past policies that
discriminated against many of Iran’s ethnic minority groups.

This chapter examines how Iranian Azeris have used cultural dimensions
of globalization to assist in their social mobilization and collective action
against the regime, both locally and globally, since the late 1990s and early
2000s.* The contentious events that have taken place during these years
inside Iranian Azerbaijan and transnationally can be depicted as social move-
ments even though they have not resulted in increased democratization or
an expanded civil society.” After examining recent outbursts and protests at
the local and national levels, this chapter integrates a regional and global
perspective, including the formation and improved organization of an Azeri
network society. It is the combination of local and transnational collective
action that continues to challenge Tehran today even though the Iranian
government has attempted to counter such pressure with new tactics that
prevent against possible mass outbursts similar to those carried out by the
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Green reformist movement in 2009. Nonetheless, what is witnessed in Ira-
nian Azerbaijan today, from economic to social and environmental unrest,
as well as the rise in connectivity between Iranian Azeris and a global Azeri
Diaspora community, will likely continue to pressure and potentially under-
mine Tehran if the regime fails to address many of the Azeri political, eco-
nomic and cultural grievances.

Ethnicity and social movements

Iranian Studies have witnessed growing research that integrates more of an
ethnic minority lens into the study of Iranian nationalism, thus challenging
some of the traditional Persian nationalistic perspectives on Iranian identity.®
Iran has often contended with ethnonational unrest from certain segments
of the Azeri community who are secular and nationalistic, both within and
outside the country’s borders. With an estimated twelve to eighteen mil-
lion Iranian Azeris, largely located in the northwest provinces of Iran but
also heavily concentrated in Tehran, and approximately 9.6 million in the
Republic of Azerbaijan, both countries contend with ethnonational politics
on both sides of the Araxes River.” This chapter does not engage in the
greater debates on Iranian identity formation and the origins of national-
ism but rather seeks to study Azeri ethnonational social movements and
transnational networks that have leveraged the cultural dimensions of glo-
balization to challenge Iran’s ruling regime. Arjun Appadurai’s framework
for understanding the cultural dimensions of globalization’s complexities is
particularly useful and applied here when analyzing how Iranian Azeris have
leveraged the emergence of such forces to assist in greater publicity, interna-
tional organization, and the spread of their social movement transnationally.
Appadurai uses ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technoscapes, financescapes and
ideoscapes to help explain political, cultural and social outcomes at local,
national and global levels.®

Additionally, T use Rogers Brubaker’s conception of ethnic ‘groupness’
as a means to better understand social movement theory in reference to
the Iranian Azeri case.” Indeed, social movements emerging from Southwest
Asia have largely been overlooked in the literature. It is therefore the aim of
this case study to examine how the rise in Iranian Azeri unrest over the past
decade can be viewed as a social movement and collective action.!®

Before so doing, it is first important to reference the reformulated study
on social movements by Doug McAdam, Sidney Tarrow and Charles Tilly.
In Dynamics of Contention, the authors revise some of their previous con-
ceptions of social movement theory and recognize that not all mobiliza-
tion structures are pre-existing but rather environmental and relational.!!
In essence, social movements should be viewed as “segmentary, polycentric,
and reticulate,” and contrary to previous assertions, it should also be under-
stood that there are no “precise origins of contentious episodes.”!'* This
reformulation of social movement theory assists in a better application of
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the theory to a wider array of case studies. For Iranian Azeris, the transna-
tional emergence of opposition to Iran’s ruling regime help to better place it,
in Tarrow’s words, as “a sustained interaction with elites, opponents, and
authorities.”!3

Forces of rapid global change

Social movements in Iran have continued to emerge despite the regime’s
attempts to suppress avenues of mass mobilization and the general absence
of “opening opportunities” for collective action or other contentious epi-
sodes. One of the reasons posited here for the emergence and increased
activity of Iranian Azeris over the past decade has been due in part to the
formation of new networks and global communication flows that enable
elements of the movement to continue even during periods when Tehran
has succeeded in quelling local unrest.” Today, with assistance from these
forces of rapid global change, including easy access to electronic and global
media outlets, the Iranian Azeri population has been able to link into a
greater Azeri network society that has emerged as an increasingly organized
and collective force. In particular, technology and the media have enabled a
more fluid exchange of ideas at all levels of analysis, contributing in part to
recent Iranian Azeri mobilization, organization, and unrest. Many Iranian
Azeris have used the emergence and fusion of technoscapes, including fiber-
optic cable, satellite television, cellular phones, Internet hosts and networked
computers,'® with mediascapes and ethnoscapes to further their cause. New
technological innovations of the past decade have enabled a greater self-
reflexivity and mobilization of Azeris in Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan,
as well as through a global Azeri Diaspora network.!”

One of the more interesting phenomena witnessed over the past decade
has been the emergence of this Azeri network society that has leveraged
a new world community to publicize the plight of Iranian Azeris, among
other issues. The Internet and social media platforms have contributed to the
establishment of new networks that create cross-border politics and transna-
tional social movements that are capable of bypassing the traditional inter-
state systems.'® The spread of network societies, in combination with other
cultural forces of globalization, has sparked a surge of powerful expressions
of collective identity.!” As a result, Tehran has witnessed an increase in trans-
national social movements connecting individuals and groups by a common
agenda and collective identity, which in turn help to mobilize supporters and
activists in sustained oppositional efforts against Tehran.?’

Azeris as a transborder population

For close to two centuries, Azeris have been divided between north and south
along the Araxes River. Azeris have also been situated at the confluence of
three major empires — Turkish, Persian and Russian. Despite this location
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and the strong influences coming from these three major empires, Azeris have
maintained a strong ethnic identity that continues to shape current politics
and international relations.

Beginning in 1828 with the Treaty of Turkmenchay, the Russian and
Persian Empires divided the Azeris along the Araxes River, but despite the
north-south division Azeris have maintained their strong ethnic and linguis-
tic identity and remained politically active.?! Throughout the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, Azeris played particularly important roles in the Persian
Empire from the Constitutional Revolution to the Islamic Revolution of
1979. Today, Iranian Azeris continue to play an important role politically in
Iran. Many Iranian Azeris are indeed well integrated into Iranian society, but
many still feel continually discriminated against. As a result, there has been
an increased attempt, especially in the last decade or more, by some Iranian
Azeris to leverage a new era of enhanced local and global connectivity to
challenge Tehran for greater political and cultural rights.

Using mediascapes and technoscapes in
the twenty-first century

The fusion of technoscapes with mediascapes has helped to strengthen the
groupness and identification, or ethnoscapes, of many Azeris separated by the
Araxes River. The rise of new techno- and mediascapes also permits Azeris to
link to other ethnic or social groups in Iran. Azeris are now able to observe
other ethnic minority groups such as the Kurds and their success in Iraq or
Syria. The mobilization of one group can now be viewed instantaneously with
the help of global communication technologies and could potentially influ-
ence the mobilization of another group.?? Iranians today, for example, have
much greater access to information due to major technological advances over
the past decade or more. Owning a satellite dish, which was forbidden by the
regime in 19935, is no longer an elite phenomenon due to cheaper costs and
easy installation that evades government regulations.”® According to some
recent estimates, more than 80 percent of those living in large cities such as
Tehran, Mashhad, Tabriz, Shiraz and Isfahan have satellite television.”* As
for the Iranian Azeris, they specifically have easier access to Turkish pro-
gramming based in Baku or Turkey.? Watching Turkish television programs
became more of a common phenomenon in northwestern Iran during the
1990s and is yet another way for the Azeri Diaspora community to continue
promoting the Turkic language and culture among Iranian Azeris.?®

In recent years, there has also been an influx of Persian and Azeri/Turkish
satellite broadcasts from Los Angeles, home to Iran’s largest expatriate
community with anywhere between 300,000 to more than half a million.?”
Currently, some twenty Iranian satellite television stations operate from
Los Angeles, or “Tehrangeles.”?® This compares with about 120 Persian-
language satellite stations that beam into Iran daily.?’ In 2005, Ahmed Obali,
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who fled Tran in 1982, founded GunAz Television in Chicago to broadcast
exclusively to Iranian Azeris.*® In a sign of an increasingly organized Azeri
network society, the World Azeri Congress also backed Obalr’s initiatives to
create a 24-hour newscast dedicated to the many political and cultural issues
associated with Iranian Azerbaijan.?' GiinAz Television aimed to document
Tehran’s discriminatory and oppressive rule over Iranian Azeris.’ The pro-
liferation of these new media outlets from the United States is significant,
creating a mediascape through which to publicize human rights violations
against ethnic minority groups in Iran.’

Outside of the United States, Azeris living in Sweden established the Oya-
nis TV channel in July 2006. The television station focused on the problem
of southern Azerbaijan.>* This is a further example how Azeri language and
culture are promoted to a larger audience and on a global scale. Since 2009
and the uproar following Iran’s presidential elections, the Iranian regime has
attempted, rather successfully in many instances, to jam the satellite signals
of several satellite television stations, most notably the BBC and Voice of
America in Persian.®® Tehran has also been cautious about what has been
broadcast into Iran from abroad following the Arab uprisings of the past
several years.

While not as widespread as satellite television, Internet usage in Iran
is significant. Internet cafes have grown across urban centers and other
outlying rural areas. Students who attend university today have relatively
decent access to the Internet and use it whenever possible. In 2012 Iranian
Internet usage was estimated at forty-two million, or approximately 53 per-
cent of the population. The number of Internet users in Iran has grown at
an average annual rate of 48 percent, increasing from under one million
users in 2000 to around forty-seven million by 2015.3 In the past few
years, however, it has become increasingly challenging to access popular
websites or social networking programs, including Twitter and Facebook,
due to Iranian government crackdowns following the wave of protests that
erupted in 2009.%® The Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) alleg-
edly received a $7.8 billion telecommunications contract in 2009 that fur-
ther solidified its control over Iranian telephone and Internet systems.?’ In
2011, the government announced the creation of an online police unit to
monitor web activity.*® This was followed by a government announcement
in 2012 to convert all Internet networks to a domestic Intranet line in the
name of ‘improved security.’*! Despite the increased crackdown on Inter-
net usage, Iran’s sizeable urban population, estimated at 70 percent of the
population, and its significant youth population, or the 18- to 35-year-olds
that represent 50 percent of the voting electorate, continues to find proxy
servers to bypass many government Internet controls. Although challeng-
ing to assess Internet activity by ethnic or religious minority group, student
activists have leveraged the use of social media and the Internet to further
publicize their causes.*
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Domestic unrest and the promotion of
Azeri ideoscapes and ethnoscapes

With greater access to local and global media and technological outlets,
Iranian Azerbaijan has witnessed increased collective action and social
movement aimed against the ruling regime since the late 1990s and early
2000s.* Certainly, not all Iranian Azeris have participated in such move-
ments since many are well integrated into Iranian society and hold high-
level positions in the government, military, or clergy, including Ayatollah
‘Ali Khamene’i who is an ethnic Azeri. Nevertheless, many Iranian Azeris
do feel continually slighted and discriminated against by Tehran. During
a September 2000 visit to West Azerbaijan, for example, Azeri academics
and parliamentarians published an open letter to then President Moham-
mad Khatami that stated rhetorically: “How come that in times of war
and defending the country that all peoples, above all the Azerbaijanis,
fought the enemy on the front, but in times of peace and security there
is dust covering our civil rights?”#* Supporters of the letter also criticized
what they perceived as continued Persian racism in public national settings,
including mass media outlets, and an inability to teach in their Turkish
mother tongue.®

Throughout Khatami’s term, Iran experienced a wave of increased collec-
tive action, including political opposition from Azeri nationalists and Azeri
student unrest directed at Tehran. Tabriz University was an important focal
point for the organization of these protests, including support for a large
movement in the summer of 2003 and an additional wave of protests the
following year. According to some Azeri reports, several hundred thousand
people protested in the streets during the 2004 upheaval calling on the gov-
ernment for greater cultural rights and, in some instances, autonomy.* Fol-
lowing these demonstrations, the Iranian government cracked down on Azeri
student groups and any other affiliated ethnonational movements.*’

Cartoon controversy

In a further sign of Iran’s internal turbulence during the early to mid-2000s,
additional unsettling and violent protests spread across Iranian Azerbaijan
in the spring of 2006 when the state-run paper, Iran, published a cartoon
that depicted Azeris as cockroaches, culturally viewed as dirty and conniv-
ing.*® Protestors used cell phones, the Internet and television to mobilize
support, encouraging supporters, including many students again from Tabriz
University, to take to the streets in reaction to the cartoon’s publication.
The government called in the IRGC to quell unrest, and according to some
reports the IRGC arrested an estimated 4,000, wounded 600, and killed
50.* Within a day, protests spread from Tabriz to Azeri-populated cities
and universities around the region, including Hamadan, Urumiyeh, Zanjan
and Ardabil. With a reported 10,000 participants, protests also erupted in
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front of the Majles, or parliament, in Tehran.*® The cartoon protests lasted
intermittently for approximately two weeks.’! By the end of the protests,
the government had reportedly detained an estimated 14,000 Azeris.’> The
spread of protests represents in part the organizational effect of innovative
communication technologies to mobilize the masses rapidly.

Further protests continued into the summer, albeit for a different reason.
On June 30, Azeris marched to Babek Castle in northwest Iran to commem-
orate the Azeri national hero, Babek, who organized the resistance against
Arab invaders in the ninth century. Azeris have gathered annually at Babek
since the 1990s in a sign of sustained ethnic mobility.’> Honoring famous
Iranian Azeri figures has grown in prominence over the past decade, much
to the dismay of Tehran. Tehran has tried to end such practices through
the demolition of certain cherished Azeri sites. In 2007, it demolished the
house of Satar Khan, a National Commander and distinguished leader in
the Constitutional Revolution.** Satar Khan’s tomb lies in Tehran, mak-
ing it more of a publicized symbol and challenge for Tehran to control.
Iranian Azeris have also traveled to the tomb of another important leader
of Azeri origin in the Constitutional Revolution, Bager Khan, but during
one incident in 2008 police arrested and beat visitors who had gathered to
visit the tomb.>

Tensions rose further between Tehran and northwest Iran around the same
period when many Azeris in Tabriz began organizing protests for educa-
tion in their mother tongue.’® Education in Persian has long been a point
of contention for Iranian Azeris. In 2004, Azeris organized a letter writing
campaign advocating the inclusion of Azeri as a language of educational
instruction.’” The increased Azeri mobilization for greater education and
cultural rights reportedly led Tehran to announce the public prohibition of
writing in Turkish in 2007. It also shut down Dilmaj, a political monthly
published in Azeri, Persian and English, in addition to several Azeri-run stu-
dent publications at Tabriz University. Despite the government crackdown
on these news media outlets, many students and journalists have turned their
attention to using social media and blogs to publicize Iran’s human rights
violations.*®

Azeris from the Republic of Azerbaijan have often reacted both vocally
and violently to the crackdown and suppression of Azeri rights in Iran. The
emergence of media and technoscapes has permitted Azeris abroad or in the
Republic of Azerbaijan to witness events as they transpire. Since the publi-
cation of the cartoon in 2006, many from the Republic of Azerbaijan have
taken on the cause of their brethren in Iranian Azerbaijan, transforming
the local dynamic into more of a transnational social movement or collec-
tive action. The Iranian embassy in Baku continues to witness intermittent
demonstrations and protests against “Iran’s suppression of the cultural
and national rights of ethnic Azeris and to campaign for Azeri-language
education in Iran.”>’
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Recent outbursts

Following the 2009 presidential elections and rise of the Green Movement,
Iranian Azerbaijan was relatively calm. Mir Hossein Mousavi, the promi-
nent presidential candidate who supported the reformist Green Movement,
originates from Khameneh in East Azerbaijan Province. Mousavi, similar to
other prominent ethnic Azeri Iranians, is not constrained by ethnicity due
to his willingness to integrate and adopt Iran’s language and general Persian
culture.®® Nonetheless, according to some activists Iranian Azeris were not
as involved in the Green Movement outside of Tehran since it paid little
attention to their grievances:®!

The Green Movement did not defend the people’s linguistic, cultural,
and religious freedoms. There was no talk about a chance for equality
between the people living in the periphery of the country and the center
of the country. . . . The programs and statements of the Green Move-
ment did not include any dialogue against ethnic racism and authoritar-
ian oriented central government. There was no talk in support of other
ethnic identities.®

Many Iranian Azeri activists seek the establishment of an Iranian federal
system where Azeris would receive increased cultural and political freedoms —
there is only a small minority of Iranian Azeris that desires indepen-
dence. Rather, most Iranian Azeris reportedly desire official recognition of
their ethnicity and an end to governmental discrimination. According to
Dr. Karim Abdian, a human rights activist from Ahvaz, “The leaders of the
Green Movement should learn how to create a government system in which
the national sovereignty and will of non-Persian ethnicities is recognized
officially.”®3

Despite a general crackdown following the 2009 presidential elections,
signs of Azeri mobilization and collective action continued unabated. On
February 20, 2010, more than 200 Azeri activists and intellectuals issued
a signed petition on International Mother Language Day engaging directly
with the Green Movement followers as to why Iranian Azerbaijan remained
largely silent during the post-election uprisings. The statement called for:

1 Amending or rewriting the constitution based on the recognition of the
collective and individual rights of the Turks and other nationalities.

2 Guaranteeing the sustainability of democracy in Azerbaijan and other
national entities through the formation and defense of state legislatures,
civil society institutions, workers’ unions, a free press and state-based
parties.

3 Recognizing the Turkish language through the use of the mother tongue
as the language of instruction at schools and universities, and the dedi-
cation of a nationwide radio and television network to this language.
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4 Guaranteeing equal rights to women in all arenas, and recognizing
independent women’s organizations in Azerbaijan and other national
entities.

5 Condemning all expressions of inhumane violence, whether contempt,
discrimination, or torture (physical or emotional). Abolishing prison
sentences for dissidents, participants in civil society, and political activ-
ists and promoters of all creeds. Categorically abolishing the death
penalty.

6 Safeguarding the participation of Iranian nationalities in the central
government, commensurate with their population size.

7 Cultural detoxification via the correction of textbooks and programs
on the Voice and Visage of Iran [the state TV and radio network] that
currently promote the superiority of a particular ethnic group and
religion over others.

8 Recognition of freedom of thought and religion. Safeguarding equal
rights for religious minorities and recognizing their independent orga-
nizations in the national entities.

9 Amending all laws that are contrary to the content of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, its conventions and supplements.

10 Decentralization and the abolition of all symbols of discrimination.
The creation of equal economic, social, cultural and political conditions
through allowing the people of Azerbaijan and other national entities
to manage their own affairs.®

This public statement is significant for several reasons, but most impor-
tantly it highlights the sustained collective action of many Iranian Azeris
despite continued attempts by Tehran to suppress ethnic mobilization by
Azeri groups and communities.

Iranian Azeris continue to mobilize against Tehran today, but protests
have evolved recently to include environmental grievances, in addition to
prior political and economic concerns.®® During the past several years, for
example, many Iranian Azeris have protested against government inaction
to combat the drying up of Lake Urmia [Urumiyeh].®® Located near Turkey’s
border between Iran’s East and West Azerbaijan Provinces, Lake Urmia is the
world’s third-largest salt lake and in 1977 was named as a UNESCO Bio-
sphere Reserve due to its important ecological possessions, including more
than 200 species of migratory birds. Over the past decade and a half, Urmia
has lost approximately one-half to two-thirds of its water, shrinking from
2,300 square miles to less than 900 square miles.®” This is a national disaster
waiting to happen due to the regional economic dependence on the lake for
such activities as irrigation, salt production, or ecotourism.®® Lake Urmia is
drying up due to the government’s construction of an estimated forty nearby
dams. Current predictions state that the lake’s full desiccation will occur in
the next few years at the current rate of depletion. Lake Urmia’s disappear-
ance would have significant spillover effects in an area that is dependent
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upon agriculture, ranching, and horticulture.®® According to some estimates,
millions of people, and predominantly Iranian Azeris, could become envi-
ronmental refugees if the lake desiccation continues at the current rate.”

Beginning in the spring of 2009, an estimated 10,000 Azeris protested
against the government for its inattention to Lake Urmia and its regional and
economic importance.”* During the spring and summer of 2011 more pro-
tests erupted. The 2011 protests began more as an environmental movement
and transformed into one directed against Tehran. Some Iranian Azeris pro-
tested publicly during a Tabriz football match when they wore jerseys pos-
sessing Turkish and Azerbaijani flags, in addition to waving a flag from the
former Soviet Republic of Azerbaijan.” The general shift in tone witnessed
recently in northwest Iran came after few politicians in Tehran were willing
to acknowledge the significant environmental and economic dilemma: “Pro-
testers began to perceive the parliament’s position as an attempt to destroy
Iranian Azerbaijan’s ecological and economic resources, thereby changing
the ethnic demography of the Azerbaijani provinces by forcing the Azeris to
abandon the region.””® Many Iranian Azeris saw a lack of political action as
a continuation of more discriminatory policies against Azeris.

According to one Iranian Azeri activist based at the Turkish Strategic
Research Center in Ankara, “The Iranian government’s prolonged apathy
towards the lake’s deterioration can only be interpreted as implicit support
for the situation. . . . The Iranian regime is not doing anything to prevent the
lake from drying up.””* Since the outbreak of protests in 2011, the govern-
ment has tried to adopt certain measures to prevent Lake Urmia from dry-
ing up completely. The most recent plan includes pumping water from the
Araxes River. The only dilemma, however, is that the two countries have pre-
viously signed a water rights governance treaty, making it harder for Tehran
to unilaterally redirect water away from Azerbaijan.”” The United Nations
Development Program allocated $135 million to help Iran with Urmia and
in September 2011 Iran’s government pledged $900 million to help resolve
the serious environmental dilemma.”® When President Rouhani was elected
to office, he also promised to make Lake Urmia one of his administration’s
top priorities, but many analysts fear that the issue will not be solved easily
because it is tied to a much larger and dire water scarcity problem.””

Emergence of an Azeri network society

Aside from local Azeri concerns and grievances, there has been a rise in
greater interconnectivity between many of the approximately twenty million
Azeris living across the globe.” This has led to the unprecedented creation of
a global Azeri network that has leveraged increasingly the cultural dimen-
sions of globalization to internationalize the plight of Iranian Azeris today. In
the United States, for example, the recently established US-Azeris Network
published a “Memo on the Ethnic Azerbaijani Turks in Iran.” Two of its
action items were “To encourage better treatment of ethnic Azeris, and stop



Beyond boundaries: Iranian Azeris 239

police abuses and brutalities reported by Amnesty International and other
human rights groups; and to conduct hearings and conferences on the issue
in the Congress and leading think tanks.””

The Republic of Azerbaijan’s government also established the “State Com-
mittee on the Affairs with Azerbaijanis Living in Foreign Countries.” It is a
clear indication that the government is concerned about Azeris living beyond
its borders in such countries as Iran. The State Committee’s aim is to imple-
ment the government’s policy related to the affairs of Azeris living abroad,
including a coordination of certain cultural activities and other relations
with relevant nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). The committee also
provides organizational and informative material and cultural assistance to
Azeris living abroad, including the estimated forty new diaspora community
associations established since 2004 in such countries as Belgium, Germany,
Spain, Italy, Norway, Russia and Uzbekistan. As laid out on the committee’s
website, the hope is to promote and preserve Azeri cultural identity through
exchanges, research and the upkeep of Azeri cultural values.®

The Republic of Azerbaijan’s newfound oil and gas wealth from the past
decade has enabled it to take on a new role as cultural ambassador for Azeris
worldwide. Azerbaijan’s proven oil reserves are estimated at 7 billion barrels,
while estimates for natural gas are 30 trillion cubic feet.®! As to the portion
of oil money directed to financing groups and activities, a 2007 presidential
decree granted certain funds from Azerbaijani oil revenue, or the emergence
of a new financescape, to support established priority areas for NGOs, politi-
cal organizations, and other types of groups linked to Azeri transnational
activities. Although much of the funds are dedicated to Azerbaijan’s domes-
tic concerns, including the frozen conflict with Armenia over the Nagorno-
Karabakh, financial flows also reach other NGOs or Azeri groups dedicated
to the promotion of a greater Azeri identity. The tacit or explicit support
of many of these issue areas has indeed been a point of contention between
Iran and the Republic of Azerbaijan, especially when linkages are made to
the Iranian Azeri struggle against Tehran.®

In addition to the Republic of Azerbaijan, international Azeri organiza-
tions, including the United Azeri Association (UAA), World Azerbaijani
Congress (WAC), the Single Azerbaijan Association (OAE), the Council to
Protect the Right of Azerbaijanis of the World (CPRAW) and the Southern
Azerbaijan National Awakening Movement (SANAM) or Giiney Azerbay-
can Milli Oyanig Herekati (Gamoh), have taken advantage of the situation
in northwest Iran to internationally publicize the plight of Azeris. These
organizations vary in their effectiveness and size but could not have existed
to such an extent without the emergence and increased organization of new
network societies that can assist in furthering Azeri ethnic mobilization.
According to one global Azerbaijani Diaspora group, there are currently
twenty-seven newspapers, ten magazines, three radio stations and one tele-
vision station dedicated to greater awareness about Azeris and their socio-
political activities.53
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CPRAW was one of the first to be established in 1999 to promote Azeri
human rights in Iran. Then President Abulfaz Elchibey used CPRAW to
further his own ethnonational sentiments, “The establishment of CPRAW
is an integral part of the struggle for [a] United Azerbaijan.”®* In a further
sign of an expanded and potentially more active Azeri network society, the
World Azeri Congress sponsored the publication of the Tabriz newspaper
and Yeni Dunya magazine in 2004.% Aside from sponsoring several media
outlets, WAC has sponsored an annual congress since 1996 for members of
the worldwide Azeri community.* In 2006, Baku hosted an annual meeting that
included 1,218 attendees from forty-nine countries, including 388 visitors
from abroad.?” In July 2011, the Coordination Council of World Azerbaijanis
(CCWA) organized another international meeting for the world Azeri Dias-
pora, including 579 delegates and 500 guests. The CCWA has also worked
to promote closer ties between Azeri and Turkish Diasporas. In 2007, CCWA
sponsored a forum in Baku with the goal of facilitating a greater connection
and cooperation between the two diaspora groups.$$

Aside from WAC and CCWA, Gamoh has been the most vocal in advocat-
ing greater cultural and political rights.® The leader and founder of Gamoh
is Dr. Mohammad ‘Ali Chehregani, a former professor of linguistics at Tabriz
University who is currently exiled in the United States’® Chehregani has orga-
nized conferences and congresses in Baku and Berlin to further publicize the
Azeri situation.” Chehregani has taken advantage of a global communica-
tions era to build and promote Gamoh and its cause.”? According to Gamoh’s
website, it reportedly has millions of supporters, in addition to twenty-four
representative offices around the world, including the United States, Turkey,
the Republic of Azerbaijan and the European Union.”® Most recently, Cheh-
regani, along with Gamoh representatives in Finland and Sweden, repre-
sented ‘Southern’ Azerbaijan in the 10th Unrepresented Nations and Peoples
Organization (UNPO) General Assembly held in Rome in 2010.”* Beyond
UNPO representation, Chehregani submitted an appeal in August 2011
to the United Nations regarding the drying up of Lake Urmia, in addition
to other human rights violations committed by the Iranian regime against
Azeris.” In July 2013, five Iranian Azeris went on a hunger strike after being
sentenced unfairly to nine years in prison for establishing the New Southern
Azerbaijan National Awakening Movement Party (Yeni Gamoh), which is
pushing for greater identity rights.”

Aside from Gamoh, the International South Azerbaijani Turks’ National
Council emerged in May 2012 as another socially mobilized global diaspora
group. The stated aim of the council is the independence of Turks living in
‘Southern Azerbaijan’ through democratic and peaceful means.”” In March
2013, several Azeri ethnonational groups also joined together to sponsor a
conference in Baku titled “Future of the Contemporary Southern Azerbai-
jan.”?% Whether or not this recent and heightened activity will gain traction
in Iranian Azerbaijan is uncertain. However, this is yet another sign how the
cultural elements of globalization have enabled Azeris to maintain pressure
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and transnational collective action against Tehran. Modern communication
technologies and greater connectivity will continue to persist and foster the
abilities of a global Azeri network society to mobilize and organize.

Conclusion

President Rouhani’s election in 2013 was widely celebrated both domesti-
cally and internationally, but for many Iranian Azeris located in northwest
Iran or abroad their political, economic and cultural grievances remain and
could be further exacerbated if Lake Urmia’s desiccation continues at its
current rate. Although Iran has witnessed intermittent Iranian Azeri out-
bursts and protests over various political and economic issues since the late
1990s and early 2000s, the fact that the Iranian Azeri struggle has taken on
a significant transnational dynamic in recent years helps to classify it as a
transnational social movement. The global emergence of a new and more
organized network society, as well as increased usage of the cultural dimen-
sions of globalization, has aided in the ability of Iranian Azeris and other
affiliated transnational groups to uphold a sustained effort to exert pressure
on Tehran for greater political and cultural rights. Some activists within
local Azeri and diaspora groups would also like to see the adoption of an
Iranian federalist system that permits greater freedom of expression and eth-
nic identity rights, including the ability to openly teach the Azeri language.
Prior to a global telecommunications age, Azeris were less enabled to express
themselves on such issues since many of the networks were less publicized or
internationally connected. Indeed, now that the 2015 Iranian nuclear deal
has been ratified and the sanctions are subsequently being lifted, the hope is
that President Rouhani will continue working to resolve Iranian Azeri griev-
ances. Lifting the sanctions will greatly aid in easing the economic burden of
the past several decades and will hopefully assist Tehran in focusing on its
vulnerable northwestern provinces.
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18 Guarding the nation

The Iranian revolutionary
guards, nationalism and the
Iran-Iraq War

Annie Tracy Samuel

Introduction

This chapter examines nationalism in the Islamic Republic of Iran follow-
ing Iraq’s invasion in September 1980 and during the ensuing eight years
of the Iran-Iraq War. In particular, it discusses how the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (Sepah-i Pasdaran-i Engelab-e Islami, IRGC), one of the
groups responsible for protecting the new regime and promoting its ideology,
portrays the war — which it often refers to as the Imposed War or the Sacred
Defense — in terms of the Iranian nation and a conflict between nation-states,
and what its descriptions reveal about the nature and importance of nation-
alism in the Islamic Republic of Iran.

The IRGC was established before the war broke out to protect the Islamic
Republic, largely by functioning as an internal security force. It did not
replace Iran’s regular armed forces, those established by the monarchy, and
during the first year after the revolution the IRGC was occupied with com-
bating internal opposition to the Islamic Republic. However, with the out-
break of the Iran-Iraq War the Revolutionary Guard turned its attention
from combating the external threat to the regime to guarding the Iranian
nation. Although the constitution of the Islamic Republic charges the IRGC
with both guarding the revolution and defending the borders,! in practice,
fighting an interstate war augmented the IRGC’s duties. This is in contrast to
most characterizations of the Revolutionary Guard, which depict it as being
swept into the war on a wave of revolutionary fervor.?

As this chapter will show, Nationalism plays an important role in the way
the Revolutionary Guard discusses the war, and that the joining of national-
ist, religious and revolutionary terms in their statements demonstrates that
the relationship between nationalist and Islamic ideologies in post-revolu-
tionary Iran was far less discordant than would appear at first. Indeed, as
this chapter argues, the redefinition of Iran as the Islamic Republic of Iran
gave greater rather than lesser value to the Iranian nation because in the
revolution Iran became an Islamic nation, and accordingly the Iran-Iraq War
served to reinvigorate nationalism because in the war the task of protecting
the Islamic nation became imperative. Finally, the chapter will shed light
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on the complexities and multifaceted nature of Iranian nationalism and the
strategies Iranian leaders have adopted to define and redefine it.

Revolution, nationalism and invasion

In the wake of the Iranian Revolution of 1979, the country’s new lead-
ers worked to reshape Iran’s political identity. They focused particularly on
rejecting the elements that had defined the Iranian polity under the Pahlavi
monarchy and on making Islam the central pillar of the new regime. For Aya-
tollah Ruhollah Khomeini, the leader of the Islamic Republic, and his allies,
nationalism was closely associated with their enemy, Mohammad Reza Shah,
and was therefore suspect.

Further, Iranian nationalism under the monarchy was defined in secular
terms, and it could therefore be seen as incompatible with a religiously domi-
nated worldview and an ideology that emphasizes the unity of the Muslim
umma, or community. While Iran’s new leaders did not attempt to erase
nationalism, in the early days of the Islamic Republic they tried to minimize
its importance and to elevate the political and ideological significance of
Islam. However, and despite Islam’s centrality, nationalism remained a driv-
ing force in the Islamic Republic, as evidenced in the inclusion of nationalist
elements in the new Iranian constitution, which was approved by a referen-
dum in October 1979 and went into effect that December.?

Iraq’s invasion of Iran in September 1980 played an important role in
elevating nationalism to a more prominent place in the Islamic Republic.
After a series of initial victories that allowed Iraqi forces to advance into
Iran until the beginning of 1981 and to capture the strategic Iranian cities
of Khorramshahr and Abadan, Iranian forces halted the Iraqis and retook
most of their territory over the course of the next year. Iran then pursued
the retreating forces into Iraq in the summer of 1982, but was unable to
gain much ground. The war continued largely as a bloody stalemate until
the summer of 1988, when Iran accepted UN Security Council Ceasefire
Resolution 598.* Neither side emerged as the clear victor.

The war, especially its beginning, catalyzed an upsurge of nationalism
among both the Iranian population and their political and military leaders.
On the one hand, the attack by a foreign power ignited deep and strong
patriotism throughout Iranian society. On the other, the leaders of the
Islamic Republic were faced with the task of mobilizing the population to
defend the country and the regime and to prosecute what became a drawn-
out conflict. They therefore capitalized on the rising tide of nationalism to
sustain the war effort.

An examination of statements and publications produced by the IRGC
and other branches of the Iranian government — especially when considered
in the context of Khomeini’s views on nationalism and the policies pursued
by the Islamic Republic — reveals that Iranian leaders’ espousal of nation-
alism was not a vacuous mobilization ploy, but that it was central to the
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way they viewed the war. Concepts and terms traditionally associated with
nationalism — terms such as the nation, territory and Iran’s territorial integ-
rity and borders, patriotism, the international system and relations between
nation-states, a secular reading of history — figure prominently in the way the
Guard defines and describe the war and the Islamic Republic more generally.
In many cases, nationalist terms are interwoven with references to Islam and
the Islamic Revolution, a fact that reflects the synthesis and ultimate con-
cordance of the nationalist, Islamic and revolutionary strands of the Islamic
Republic’s politics and ideology.

The threat of the revolution, the international system
and the outbreak of war

The consonance of those elements, however, is not a given. In many ways
Iran’s Islamic Revolution represented a challenge to the international system
of nation-states. As has been the case in other revolutions, the Islamic Revo-
lution was driven by a transcendent and universal ideology, an ideology that
was explicitly meant to appeal not only to Iranians or to Shi‘i Muslims, but
to the entire Muslim umma, to all the oppressed and opponents of oppres-
sion, and to all the enemies of the so-called arrogant powers. IRGC sources
contain elements of that worldview and recognize that the threat the revolu-
tion presented to the status quo and the fear that it would spread contributed
to the outbreak of the war.

In this sense, then, and as will be demonstrated further in this chapter,
Iran’s challenge was not to the international system itself but to the system’s
particular configuration at the time of the Iranian Revolution, meaning the
domination of international politics by the Eastern and Western blocs and
later by the United States and its allies. Such criticism of international politics
is not particular or exclusive to revolutionary Iran, but reflects and appeals
to the sentiments of many third-world states. For example, one postwar
IRGC source states:

The Islamic Revolution of Iran clearly announced its opposition to the
domination of the two great powers, particularly America. . . . The idea
that the Islamic Revolution and its spread would endanger the interests
of the West all over the world and especially in the Middle East deprived
America and its allies of serenity.’

IRGC commanders describe the beginning of the war in a similar manner
in their more recent statements as well. For example, Major General Yahya
Rahim Safavi, former commander of the IRGC and current senior adviser
for military affairs to Supreme Leader Khamene’i, said in an interview on the
anniversary of the Iraqi invasion in 2007 that “Western powers, which were
worried about the influence of the Islamic Revolution on regional Arab coun-
tries, encouraged Saddam Hussein to attack Iran.”® This element of the IRGC’s
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discourse on the war has remained fairly consistent over time. In their pub-
lications and statements both during and after the war the Revolutionary
Guard presents the Islamic Revolution as a threat to Western powers. An
important distinction to make, however, is that the postwar publications
and statements tend to portray the revolution’s threat in more limited and
pointed terms, as endangering the West’s power and interests and as dem-
onstrated in the previous quotes, whereas the wartime rhetoric inflated the
magnitude of the clash between Iran and the dominant international powers.

Overall, the analysis of the war contained in many Iranian sources, like the
regime’s policies and prosecution of the war, is very much grounded in the
international system of nation-states and in the Islamic Republic as a mem-
ber of that system. Iran’s revolution and ideology are portrayed as oppos-
ing the particular existing setup of the international system — characterized
by the dominant position of certain states, the subjugation of the oppressed by
the arrogant powers, and the divided Muslim umma — not as opposing the
system of nation-states itself.

In fact, Iranian leaders often invoke that system as the basis for under-
standing and explaining the war. In general, the IRGC describes the war as a
conflict between nation-states in the international system. One source, Roots
of Invasion, published by the IRGC’s Center for War Studies and Research
in 2001-2002, begins by examining war in general terms. It asks “Why is
there war?” and “Why do decision-makers go to war?,” and explains that
“in the international system, states have conflicting goals and interests and
adopt various methods to achieve their goals and resolve disputes,” and war
is one of those methods.” The first chapter, “Study of the Reasons for the
Outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War,” applies that general framework to the case
of the Iran-Iraq War.

The failures of the international system and
the prosecution of the war

The international system also plays an important part in Iran’s condemna-
tion of Iraq’s actions in the war, as the sources portray Iraq, not Iran, as the
renegade regime and the country that posed a dangerous challenge to the
international system. Two sources produced by the Iranian government dur-
ing the war — The Imposed War: Defence vs. Aggression published by the
Supreme Defense Council and Islamic View on Imposed Peace published by
the Islamic Propagation Organization 1986 — make that point particularly
emphatically.® As the following quotes reveal, the Islamic Republic’s war-
time rhetoric is characterized in this regard by profound frustration and a
campaign to safeguard Iran from what its leaders saw as ongoing injustices
facilitated greatly by the negligence of the international system. For example,
the former publication describes Iraq as being ruled by “a war-mongering,
aggressive and renegade regime” that “has resorted to domination-seeking
and aggressive measures and threatened its neighbors whenever it has felt
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powerful enough.”® During the war, the same source continues, “the Iranian
people” were the “victims of [the] Iraqi rulers’ criminal actions stemming
from their contempt of international law. The Iranian people have defended
themselves against an aggressor who has not hesitated to break any law,
treaty, undertaking nor agreement.”!?

Iraq’s behavior during the war - its use of chemical weapons and attacks
on population centers, schools, civilian aviation and neutral shipping —
further demonstrated that it had no respect for international law."" Iranian
leaders and publications have emphasized that Iran tried to use diplomatic
channels to defend itself against such Iraqi actions but received no meaning-
ful support from the international community or the United Nations, and
that this lack of condemnation encouraged Iraq to continue its abuses.'?
The Imposed War asserted that because “international organizations dis-
regarded human interests for political considerations and refrained from
condemning the regime of Saddam Hussein” for its use of chemical weapons
in 1984, “the Baghdad regime, confident that its dreadful crimes would not
entail serious consequences, took advantage of the supportive silence of
these organizations” and launched another major chemical weapons attack
two years later."?

It is these considerations, according to the sources, that shaped Iran’s
decisions regarding the war. Iranian leaders observed the Ba‘th regime’s con-
tempt of international law in initiating and prosecuting the war and con-
cluded that making peace with such a regime would be dangerous because it
would likely disregard any agreement once it was powerful enough to do so;
they observed the failure of the United Nations and individual states to con-
demn Iraq for its abuses of international law and concluded that the existing
setup of the international system was unjust; they saw that opposition to the
Islamic Republic had generated extensive support for Iraq in the war, even
to the extent of bringing both superpowers together on the same side of a
regional conflict, and concluded that they were unlikely to obtain outside
support; and they observed Iran’s ability to unite in the face of aggression
and to defend itself despite the lack of outside aid and concluded that Iran’s
only choice was to rely on its own people and resources to protect its security
and to fight on until the threat to the country had been dealt with.

The following passage in the same publication incorporates all those
points:

When the leaders of [the] Iraqi Baath Party are explicitly opting out
of observing international principles, how can one have trust in their
undertakings to ensure the implementation of [the] principles of a peace
agreement? Needless to say, the Iranian people have no other alterna-
tive but the continuation of [their] sacred defense until the aggressor is
punished. Has the time not yet arrived for international organizations to
cease in their dereliction of duty and unequivocally condemn the aggres-
sor in hopes of dissuading him from repeating such crimes? No doubt,
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today’s silence before the aggressor will merely embolden it to commit
another [act of] aggression in the future.

It is on this basis that the people and government of the Islamic Repub-
lic of Iran are firm in their decision that as long as Saddam Hussein and
the Iraqi Baath regime are ruling in Iraq, the region will not experience
a lasting peace, and in order not to witness another aggression and crisis
in the Persian Gulf region in the future, aggression and discord should
be rooted out and defense against aggression should be continued until
the source of aggression is removed.'*

Iranian leaders have continued to make very similar arguments after the war,
emphasizing the failures of the international system and their resultant reluc-
tance to rely on it. A 2007 address to the UN Security Council by Manuchehr
Mottaki, the Iranian Foreign Minister at the time, for example, is based
on that reasoning. After explaining his country’s objection to the Council’s
resolution against Iran’s nuclear program, he stated, according to the text of
the address published on the website of Iran’s Press TV:

This is not the first time the Security Council is asking Iran to abandon
its rights.

When Saddam Hussein invaded Iran 27 years ago, this Council waited
[seven] days so that Iraq could occupy 30,000 square kilometers of Ira-
nian territory. Then it . . . asked the two sides to stop the hostilities,
without asking the aggressor to withdraw. That is, the Council — then
too — effectively asked Iran to suspend the implementation of . . . its
rights . . . to . . . its territory.

As expected, the aggressor dutifully complied, but . . . we did not
[agree] to suspend our right to our territory. We resisted [eight] years
of carnage and [the] use of chemical weapons coupled with pressure
from this Council and sanctions from its permanent members. In the
course of the war, the United States joined the United Kingdom, Ger-
many, France, and the Soviet Union along with other Western countries
in providing Saddam with military hardware and intelligence and even
the material for chemical and biological weapons. The Security Council
was prevented for several years and in spite of mounting evidence and
UN reports to deal with the use of chemical weapons by Iraq against
Iranian civilians and military personnel. . . .

[This was a] travesty of justice, the Charter and international law."

Such statements reveal that in the context of the Iran-Iraq War, Iranian lead-
ers portrayed the Islamic Revolution not as a challenge to the international
system but as a defender and corrector of that system. In their view, Iraq’s
behavior and aggression were a reflection of the flaws in the system, flaws
that the revolution sought to defend itself from and correct. Although at first
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it may seem contradictory, this contention actually aligns with the challenge
the Iranian revolution presented to the international system as described
in the previous section, because in both cases Iranian leaders are portraying
themselves as patrons of international law and order who are challenging
those who threaten or seek to dominate it unjustly. Further, the apparent
internal inconsistency of rhetoric that depicts a country as both challeng-
ing and upholding some iteration of the international system can be best
interpreted in conjunction with the events and realities giving rise to that
rhetoric, which in this case consisted of an ongoing struggle to wage war and
to augment the tools and resources it needed to do so.

In several instances Iranian publications make a point of trying to align
Iran’s interests with those of the other states in the region, and emphasize
particularly that Iran was seeking “a lasting peace [for] the whole region and
not simply [for itself].”'® According to the same source:

The insistence and emphasis of the Islamic Republic of Iran on the pun-
ishment of the aggressor is not only to protect the Islamic Revolution
and Republic from possible future aggressions, but also to establish a
lasting peace in the region as an inevitable necessity.!”

A defensive invasion

The insistence that Iran was fighting a defensive war was relatively easy
to maintain when its forces were fighting to expel the Iraqi military from
Iranian soil in the first two years of the war, even though Iranian leaders
did not receive formal recognition of their position as most states and the
United Nations refused to name Iraq as the aggressor. However, that posi-
tion became more difficult to maintain following the summer of 1982, after
Iraqi forces had withdrawn from most of the Iranian territories they had
occupied and after the UN Security Council passed a resolution calling for
an immediate ceasefire and withdrawal to international borders.'® Neverthe-
less, as the previous quote indicates — published after the Iranian invasion of
Iraq — Iranian leaders continued to insist that the war was a defensive one, a
sacred defense in a war that had been imposed on Iran, because Saddam had
not been condemned or punished for his aggression and because the Iranian
nation would be not secure until he had.

According to the Revolutionary Guard, this goal of condemning and pun-
ishing Saddam for his actions, either through international diplomatic means
or by way of Iranian military action, was one of the primary reasons for Iran’s
invasion of Iraq, for the continuation of the sacred defense. IRGC sources
emphasize that the decision to continue the war was made after Iran’s dip-
lomatic efforts to gain recognition of Iraq as the aggressor failed and once
it became clear that the international community was unlikely to take any
action to condemn or punish Saddam. Iranian leaders feared that Iraq would
be unwilling to pay reparations unless it was named as the aggressor and that
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Iran would not be safe from future attack unless it ‘pursued’ the Iraqis into
their own territory and ‘punished’ them for their aggression.?”

Therefore, according to a postwar IRGC publication, “the political and
military officials of the Islamic Republic reached the consensus that a solu-
tion to the war was possible only militarily . . . [so] entering Iraqi territory
was put on the commanders’ agenda.”?® Similarly, in March 2011 Major
General Safavi, the former IRGC commander, stated,

In the period of Sacred Defense we taught future aggressors that if they
attack Iran we defend our territory. We entered Iraqi soil in order to
attain a just settlement and to teach the Iraqis and future aggressors that
if you attack Iran we will . . . defend our territory [and] we will even
pursue you . . . towards the borders.?!

This definition of the invasion’s goal as ensuring Iran’s security and territorial
integrity in both the immediate and longer terms is a consistent feature of
the IRGC’s postwar history of and statements on the war. Although much
of the public rhetoric and propaganda during the war was more aggressive
and bombastic — as in the statements calling for Saddam’s removal and the
establishment of an Islamic Republic in Iraq — the Revolutionary Guard has
consistently argued that the pre-eminent aim of the invasion was security for
Iran and the defense of its people and territory.?

Territorial integrity

In addition to ensuring Iran’s national security by punishing Saddam for his
aggression, Iranian leaders also emphasize the importance of territory, a pro-
totypical element of nationalism, in Iran’s decision to invade Iraq (as some
of the preceding quotes have also alluded to).?* Several IRGC sources argue
that Iran could not agree to a ceasefire when Iraqi forces still controlled pieces
of Iranian territory.* One postwar publication describes the long struggle to
recover the last pieces of territory and to gain a just conclusion to the war. It
says: While “Iranian forces liberated [most] of the occupied territory in less
than two years,” the “war to liberate the remaining . . . territory, to pursue
and punish the aggressor, and to destroy the enemy forces lasted for eight
years, [after which] the aggressor was finally driven out and the war ended.”?

Significantly, it is Iranian, not Iraqi, territory that the IRGC says it is
concerned with. The Revolutionary Guard maintains that the invasion was
not driven by any claims to pieces of Iraqi territory and that the Islamic
Republic was not driven by territorial ambitions. The Guard also states that
the invasion was not motivated primarily by revolutionary aims. Although
IRGC sources emphasize the importance of the war for strengthening the
Islamic Republic within Iran and argue that the decision to continue the war
stemmed in part from the need to safeguard the revolution at home,? they
do not describe the decision to invade Iraq as motivated by a desire to export
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the revolution to that country or elsewhere. Iranian leaders certainly used
revolutionary and Islamic slogans to mobilize the population for the inva-
sion and described operations in religious and revolutionary terms, but the
invasion itself, according to the Revolutionary Guard, was driven by Iran’s
national interests, security and the need to preserve its territorial integrity. It
should be noted, however, that Iranian leaders including those in the IRGC
did call for the removal of the Ba‘th and the installation of an Islamic regime
in Iraq during the war, a fact that suggests a gap between how war aims were
described during and after the war.

Although the Guard describes the invasion of Iraq as only a partial suc-
cess, it emphasizes that it did allow Iran to preserve its territorial integrity,
and they cite that accomplishment as a major achievement of the war. They
do so particularly by juxtaposing the outcome of the Iran-Iraq War with
Iran’s long history of invasion, occupation and loss of territory, particularly
at the hands of Britain and Russia in the nineteenth century. For example,
one IRGC source emphasizes that the Iran-Iraq War “was the first time . . .
Iran defended itself from an aggressor without foreign aid.”?” Another pub-
lication similarly puts the Iran-Iraq War in historical perspective to highlight
the fact that the Islamic Republic, in contrast to previous Iranian regimes,
successfully defended the country from foreign aggression, and notes that
Iraq was eventually recognized as the aggressor in the war. It says:

Throughout Iran’s contemporary history, every war has [involved] the
separation of parts of [its] territory by foreigners. . . . But in the Iran-Iraq
War, despite the backing of the great powers for the invasion, not one
piece of Iranian land remained in the hands of Iraqi forces, and when
Iraq again accepted the 1975 Algiers Agreement [which established the
border between the countries] and the Secretary General of the United
Nations declared Iraq as the aggressor, the rightfulness of the Islamic
Republic of Iran was proven.?®

Thus, rather than minimize the concept of territorial integrity, a key feature
of nationalism in general and of Iranian nationalism as it had long been
defined, the Revolutionary Guard saw Iran’s territorial integrity and the
defense of the Iranian nation-state as central to their understanding of the
nature of the Islamic Republic and its war with Iraq.?” Further, the successful
defense of Tran’s territorial integrity is portrayed as justification for and proof
of the Islamic Republic’s rule, which inevitably places the regime within the
broader historical and conceptual narrative of Iranian nationalism.

The Islamic Republic as a member of the
international system

In addition to consolidating Islamic rule in Iran, Iranian leaders argue that
the nation’s resistance in the war made the Islamic Republic a permanent and
integral part of the international system. One source states, “The resistance
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of the people at and behind the fronts of the imposed war made the entire
world accept the fact that the Islamic Republic of Iran is here to stay.”3°
That was especially true after Iran’s invasion of Iraq, and was thus another
achievement of the continuation of the war. According to the same source,
after the Iranian invasion “the reality [was] brought home to Saddam Hus-
sein’s supporters that from now on they would have as their neighbor in the
region the Islamic Republic of Iran.”3! While these statements may be just
as much about legitimating the Islamic Republic’s political system as they
are about Iranian nationalism, the fact that the Islamic Republic is defining
political legitimacy through its position as a nation-state member of the
international system reveals the importance Iranian leaders attach to that
fundamental aspect of Iranian identity in validating their rule.

Leaders of the Revolutionary Guard often make that point in their state-
ments about Iran’s position and power today. Mohsen Reza’i, the com-
mander of the IRGC during the war, proclaimed that the liberation of the
Iranian territory Iraq had occupied in the beginning of the war “marked the
commencement of Iran’s military superiority in the region.”3? In separate
comments he declared, “Iran had not possessed remarkable political and
military power in the beginning of the Iraqi imposed war, [but] it has [since]
developed to the first rank in several fields including military and political
power.”33 Similarly, another IRGC leader stated:

The hegemonic system and its regional supporters should know that
as they could not isolate or weaken the Iranian nation and could not
trample upon the Iranian nation’s rights through their support for (for-
mer Iraqi dictator) Saddam Hussein and the Baath party, they will not
succeed in ignoring the inalienable rights of the Iranians through con-
tinuing their threat, sanctions and Iranophobia strategy. Iran has now
turned into a regional power [because] the Iranian nation proved its
righteousness and managed to promote the level of its internal stability
and deterrence against foreign threats through its resistance in the Iraqi
imposed war.>*

Guarding the nation

The combination of nationalist, religious and revolutionary rhetoric is com-
mon in the IRGC’s descriptions of the conflict, and it reflects the strategies
and tactics the Revolutionary Guard used to prosecute the war. In record-
ing its histories of the war, the IRGC defines the promotion of the ideology
of the Islamic Revolution as an important and effective strategy for gain-
ing public support for the war and convincing Iranians to sacrifice them-
selves for the cause. The Guard asserts that its commitment to Islam and
jihad and their acceptance of martyrdom contributed to Iran’s success in
the conflict, especially given that Iran was short on other resources.® It also
emphasizes that religious devotion and ideological cohesion play an essential
role in guaranteeing Iran’s security. For example, during a ceremony held in
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September 2011 to commemorate Sacred Defense Week, which is held every
year around the time of the Iraqi invasion, an IRGC commander “pointed
to the victories achieved by the Iranian forces during the eight-year Iraqi
imposed war on Iran in the 1980s, and described obedience to religious
leadership as the main cause of such remarkable triumphs.”3¢

Several IRGC sources, particularly those published during the war, use
quotes from Ayatollah Khomeini in which he brings nationalism and Islam
together. For example, one publication includes a message from the Supreme
Leader in which he declares that Iranian forces “are armed with the force of
God, mighty God is their weapon and no weapon in the world is equivalent
to this weapon.” He also urges them to “act as the soldiers at the forefront of
Islam,” yet the message is addressed to “the nation and army of Iran.”” He
often uses such phrasing, referring to “our nation” (mellat-e ma), “the great
nation of Iran” (mellat-e bozorg-e Iran), or “the beloved state and the noble
nation of Iran” (keshvar-e ‘aziz-e Iran va-mellat-e sharif).’® Although in some
of the quotes included in the IRGC sources Khomeini describes the war in
religious terms as a conflict between Islam and blasphemy, for example, the
IRGC sources also include quotes in which he describes the war as a conflict
between states (keshvarha) or nations (mellatha).”

Khomeini’s use of these terms reflects his views on nationalism more gener-
ally. Although at times his rhetoric seemed to indicate otherwise, Khomeini
did not oppose nationalism categorically, and his position was complex.*
As noted at the beginning of this chapter, Khomeini was especially wary of
nationalism in the period immediately following the victory of the revolution
because the particular brand of nationalism the Shah had espoused was in
many ways contradictory with the ideology of the revolution and because
the post-revolutionary period demanded a decisive break from the former
regime. As has been in the case in other revolutions, the post-revolutionary
Islamic Republic was quick to take aim at the structures and policies that the
Shah had used to define his reign, often moving far in the other direction.
Thus what Khomeini opposed were particular versions of nationalism: the
secular nationalism espoused in the West and by the Shah; the nationalism
that has its roots in discrimination and the superiority of one nation over
another; and the nationalism that divides people against each other. He did
not oppose the nationalism of loving one’s nation, the people of that nation,
and the preservation and protection of that nation, and he supported Iranian
nationalism under the auspices of Islam and the Islamic Republic. Khomeini
explained the Islamic version of nationalism and the importance of defending
the nation in this way:

We accept the (concept) of the nation and self-sacrifice in the way of
one’s homeland under the guidelines of Islam. We accept the concept
of a nation within the teachings of Islam, and that nation is the nation
of Iran; for this nation, we are willing to engage in acts of self-sacrifice,
but this must be under the auspices of Islamic teachings, in order that it



Guarding the nation 259

is not all about the nation itself or about pride. The limits of nationalism
are found in the limits of Islam, and Islam itself emphasizes nationalism.
Islamic nations must be protected and preserved, and the defense of the
Islamic nation is amongst the obligations of the religion of Islam. . . .
One cannot say anything against the love of one’s nation, the people of
that nation, and the preservation and protection of that nation.*

This conception of nationalism and of the Iranian nation as the Islamic
Republic of Iran helps us understand why nationalism played an important
part in the Iran-Iraq War, and why the war provided the impetus for the
elevation of nationalism and its synthesis with Islamic-revolutionary ideol-
ogy. According to Khomeini, protecting the Iranian nation took on even
greater significance after the Islamic Revolution, because in the revolution
Iran became an Islamic nation, the Islamic Republic of Iran, the defense of
which was a religious duty and imperative, in addition to a nationalist one.
And with the Traqi invasion, this principle became practice, the imperative of
defending the Islamic nation of Iran became real, and in this way the nation
was resurrected.

The commentary that accompanies the preceding quote alludes to that
dynamic. Imam Khomeini, it says, had “no opposition to the concept of
nationalism when explained as the independence seeking of the people from
foreign imperialists and colonialists.” In this conception, nationalism was in
fact an instrumental part of the Islamic Revolution, just as it was an instru-
mental part of Iranian upheavals from the Tobacco Rebellion to the coup by
Reza Khan to Mosaddeq’s campaign to take control of Iran’s oil. Thus, the
concept of a revolution and a religion that transcend national borders, that
must not be diminished by nationalism, did not mean that Iranians ceased to
be Iranians, or the Iranian nation ceased to be the Iranian nation. The Islamic
Revolution did not make the Iranian nation or identity obsolete. According
to Khomeini and the IRGC, it made Iranian identity true, and the Iranian
nation most worthy of defense.

The Revolutionary Guard similarly emphasizes that fighting the war and
defending the Iranian nation was both a religious duty and an expression
of nationalism. In a speech made in June 2011, former IRGC commander
Mohsen Reza’i stated that this nationalism, the Islamic nationalism of fight-
ing in the Iran-Iraq War, was the true form of Iranian nationalism. He said,
“according to Imam Khomeini, [the] true [Iranian] nationalists are those . . .
who liberated [Iran] from the Iraqi occupation,” and he warned, “if Iran is
separated from Islam, it will definitely collapse. Iran cannot defend its ter-
ritorial integrity if people are separated from Islam.”*

Reza’i’s description of the synthesis of nationalism and Islam reflects the
nature of the Revolutionary Guard itself and its evolution in the war. Its own
sources describe the Guard acting deliberately to defend Iran after the Iraqi
invasion, and describe how military strategy and tactics, not just ideology
or religion, influenced the way they understood and prosecuted the war.*
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The Guard certainly portrays the war in Islamic and revolutionary terms and
saw the Iraqi invasion as an attack on the Islamic Revolution, but they were
also distinctly concerned with defending the Iranian nation, its borders and
its territorial integrity.

The Revolutionary Guard also portrays its involvement in the war effort
as a natural outgrowth or extension of the IRGC’s mission of defending the
country and the revolution. At the same time, it depicts the IRGC’s entrance
into the war as a very new development for the organization and one that
changed it in fundamental ways.* Indeed, during the course of the con-
flict the IRGC grew dramatically in size and developed from a disorganized
revolutionary militia into a complex and consolidated organization and a
full military with specialized armed forces. In other words, in defending
Iran during the war, the IRGC became the national military of the Islamic
Republic of Tran while also preserving its responsibility for guarding the
Islamic Revolution. Thus, in practice and especially in and as a result of the
war with Iraq, the Revolutionary Guard is the guardian not just of Islam or
the revolution, but of the Iranian nation.
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19 From state to nation and
from nation to state in Egypt

The role of the state in the
formation of nationalism and

the role of nationalism in the
formation of the state, 1805-1952

Israel Gershoni'

Introduction

The relationship between state and nationalism was one of the most promi-
nent issues that concerned the studies of nationalism. Early works on the
subject, especially those of Carlton Hayes, Hans Kohn and Jacob Talmon,
presented the development of modern nationalism as two dichotomous tra-
jectories, which developed from the eighteenth century onwards, producing
two distinct types of nationalism. The first trajectory, defined as “Western
territorialism,’ characterized the evolution of nationalism in Western Europe,
particularly in England, France, Spain and Holland. In these cases, a concrete
and well-defined territorial state, subject to established political rule, pro-
duced nationalism. The second route, that of ‘Eastern ethnicism,” character-
ized the evolution of nationalism in Central and Eastern Europe, Asia and
Africa. Here, the emergence of ethnic consciousness and an ethnolinguistic
community preceded the formation of a state. Only after the ethnic commu-
nity was molded did it strive to establish a national state within defined terri-
torial borders — a political sovereignty. Ethnolinguistic nationalism preceded
the state and was responsible for its creation. The first type of nationalism
was sometimes defined as ‘Staatsnazion’ while the second as ‘Kulturnazion.’
Accordingly, “Western nationalism’ was considered civil, liberal, rational,
humanitarian and universal, while ‘Eastern nationalism’ was defined as
organic, romantic, integralist, ethnocentric, chauvinistic and solipsistic. In a
more extreme fashion, it was argued that liberal democracy was a product
of the first, while Fascism and Nazism were products of the second.?
Recent works on nationalism, particularly those of Anthony Smith, Ernest
Gellner, Benedict Anderson, Liah Greenfeld and Partha Chatterjee, have
proven this dichotomous paradigm simplistic and ahistorical, thereby decon-
structing the previous definitions. These scholars argued that the formation
of nationalism necessarily integrated both routes. It involved processes of
ethnicization and culturalization, as well as territorialization and politiciza-
tion.? In the case of “Western nationalism,” the state acquired ethnocultural
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contents and symbols to transform it into a nation-state; in the case of ‘East-
ern nationalism,’ the ethnic community promoted territorialization and
politicization to transform itself into a political civil community of a nation-
state with political sovereignty. In Anthony Smith’s words,

No “nation-to-be” can survive without a homeland or a myth of com-
mon origins and descent. Conversely no “ethnie-aspiring-to-become-a-
nation” can achieve its goals without realizing a common division of
labor and territorial mobility, or the legal equality of common rights and
duties for each member, that is, citizenship.*

Nevertheless, even if these later studies justifiably deconstruct the essen-
tialist distinction between ‘West’ and ‘East,” elements of this dichotomy
remain significant. After all, it differentiates between political communities
identified with specific territorial states from which nationalism emerged,
and between ethnic communities where national consciousness and cultural
nationalism heralded political nationalism. The emergence of nationalism in
the Ottoman Arab Middle East was marked by at least three different routes.
The first was the Arab route. This route witnessed the emergence of a new
national consciousness that fostered an Arabist ethnocultural distinctiveness,
and defined the Arabic-speaking community as a unique national community
within the Ottoman Empire. This national consciousness then sought to real-
ize its political sovereignty within an Arab national state or states. The sec-
ond was the Turkish route, defined by Rupert Emerson as “from empire to
nation,”’ characterized by the unfolding of ethnolinguistic Turkish national
consciousness within the late Ottoman Empire, and the eventual creation of
the post-Ottoman Turkish nation-state. The third route, of specific interest
to us here, was the Egyptian path to nationalism. This route, characterized
by the formation of the Egyptian state, preceded the emergence of Egyptian
nationalism and allowed the ethnic-national community to evolve within a
well-defined state.

This chapter intends to appropriate these insights from the general stud-
ies of nationalism to the Egyptian case. We will focus on Egypt’s historical
transition from an Ottoman province to a modern national state during the
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century. The chapter
challenges two commonly accepted yet contradictory narratives in Egyptian
historiography that study the formation of the Egyptian state and Egyptian
nationalism. To be sure, these narratives were never distinctly articulated and,
sometimes, were only implicitly mentioned. The first narrative claims that
the Egyptian state was fully developed during the late Ottoman era, from
the early nineteenth century onwards. According to this narrative, Egyptian
nationalism was handed a ready-made state. The Egyptian territorial state
produced Egyptian territorial nationalism.® The second narrative argues that
the state was invented by nationalism and that until the emergence of Egyp-
tian nationalism and Egyptian national consciousness in the late nineteenth
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century and early twentieth century there was in fact no modern state in the
Nile Valley. This so-called pre-national state was a Khedival dynastic state-
to-be polity that was in essence Ottoman and not Egyptian, a polity destined
to serve the “foreign’ Turkish-speaking Ottoman Egyptian elite.” Our chapter
intends to deconstruct the two traditional narratives and to suggest an alter-
native narrative that selectively and critically appropriates the approaches of
Smith, Gellner, Anderson, Greenfeld and Chatterjee. Our revisionist narrative
purports reciprocity and mutual feedback: as much as the development of the
state helped the process of the formation of nationalism, so nationalism was
the force that produced the full-fledged Egyptian nation-state.

The emergence of a Khedival Egyptian state

The processes of the formation of the modern state in Egypt began during
the era of the powerful Ottoman-Egyptian Mamluk Beys, at the end of the
eighteenth century. The ruling Ottoman Egyptian elite, particularly ‘Ali bey
al-Kabir and his heirs, Muhammad bey Abu’l-Dhahab, Murad and Ibrahim
beys, strengthened the autonomy of the Egyptian Ottoman vilayet within
the historical framework of the “changing balance of power” as defined by
Albert Hourani.® But it was Mehmet ‘Ali’s rise to power in 1805 and his
implementation of ambitious reforms and modernizing projects that laid the
foundation for an Egyptian dynastic state. The creation of a large Egyptian
army, the agricultural revolution and the establishment of a modern econ-
omy based on cotton export and subject to state controlled monopolies, the
erection of a modern communications network, the development of Western-
style education and the nurturing of an elite administrative-bureaucratic class —
all these transformed Egypt into a well-defined state toward the middle of
the nineteenth century. The rights awarded Mehmet ‘Ali in a special Sultanic
Ferman in 1841, securing Egypt for himself and his descendants, further
institutionalized this dynastic state.” Mehmet ‘Ali’s heirs, ‘Abbas, Sa‘id, and
in particular Isma‘il, fortified the power of this dynastic state during the years
1849-1879. They executed large modernizing projects that solidified the cen-
tralistic power of the state. In addition to reforms in the economy, the army,
the municipalities, and administration, they developed a new state-controlled
school system that helped spread literacy and modern skills among larger
sections of the population. In addition, the state encouraged rapid urbaniza-
tion, particularly of Cairo and Alexandria, which both became sites for the
emerging modern urban culture. The successive Ottoman Fermans granting
Isma‘il the title of Khedive (1867) and awarding Egypt greater autonomy in
administrative, judicial and financial matters (1873), signaled new heights in
the construction of the state. To emphasize its autonomous Egyptian identity,
Isma‘“il conferred on the state a system of neo-Pharoanic Egyptian-oriented
symbols, rituals and icons.!°

From 1882, British colonial rule fostered Egypt as an autonomous state.
The colonial rule de facto disassociated Egypt from the Ottoman Empire.
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Reinforcing the centralist power of the state, the British increased state con-
trol of the economy, agriculture, commerce, education, the judicial system,
the civil administration and the army. The transfer of state-owned lands
to private ownership and the emergence of a large Egyptian landed elite
occurred under the state umbrella. Government bureaucracy was expanded
when the state employed professionals such as lawyers, officials, clerks,
teachers, engineers and physicians.!! The Khedival institution reasserted its
power with ‘Abbas Hilmi II (1892-1914) and in turn reinforced the state
power. An Egyptian government, nominated through political deals between
the colonial rule and the Khedive, regulated the operation of a modern state
that increased its involvement in daily life. Toward the outbreak of World
War 1, the first genuine parliamentary institutions, particularly the Legisla-
tive Assembly of 1913 (al-Jam 'iyya al-Tashri‘iyya), formed the basis for
what would become a representative parliament. Even the state borders were
drawn during this era: the southern border with Sudan (1899), the eastern
border with Ottoman Syria (1906), and to a great extent the western border
with Libya occupied by Italy (1912).12

Thus in 1914, when the British imposed a protectorate in Egypt, the coun-
try was almost in every respect a state ruled by a Sultan, a British Agent and
Consul-General and an Egyptian government. However, this state was still
an Ottoman British colonial state and not an Egyptian nation-state. The
ruling and the governing elites were principally Ottoman-Turkish as well
as Egyptian. The Khedive/Sultan was an Ottoman Egyptian institution. The
religious Islamic establishment led by al-Azhar was intellectually and cul-
turally connected to the Ottoman Islamic Caliphate. On the more popular
level, despite the political disengagement imposed by colonial rule, public
aspirations for the unity and integrity of the Ottoman Empire and its victory
in the war were common among broad sections of Islamic-Egyptian society.

Thus, when Egyptian nationalism emerged in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, it evolved within a well-formed state. The growth of a
national consciousness, the shaping of the national imagined community,
and the beginning of the anti-colonial nationalist struggle all took place
within a recognized Egyptian state. The two founding fathers of the new
Egyptian nationalism, Mustafa Kamil and the Nationalist Party (al-Hizb
al-Watani), and Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid and the Party of the Nation (Hizb
al-Umma), accepted the existence of the state as self-evident and worked
within its framework to promote their nationalist project. The actual effect
of this formative nationalism on the Egyptian state was indeed limited dur-
ing the years 1907-1918. The nationalists developed their own discourse,
which was different, and at times opposed, to the statist discourse. Never-
theless, nationalism exerted a certain degree of influence on the state. Under
the nationalists’ pressure, the state acquired an ethnic, neo-Pharoanic, and
Islamic-Egyptian identity that expressed itself in a variety of new icons and
symbols, such as official stamps, coins, and the construction of the Egyptian
Museum and the Islamic Museum. The nationalists also influenced the state
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to devote greater attention to elementary, secondary and academic educa-
tion, culminating in the establishment of the Egyptian University in 1908.
The elected Legislative Assembly of 1913, also expressing opposition to
colonial rule, reflected nationalist aspirations. Indeed, from an ideological
point of view, early Egyptian nationalism was an independent force aspiring
to create a different Egyptian state: a sovereign political framework, which
would serve as a new home for the new Egyptian nation. This imagined
new nation-state was also perceived as a framework for the fomenting of a
cultural revival and national liberation and independence. It was assumed
that the envisioned state would no longer be the property of a limited elite
and its high ‘Turkish’ culture, but an entity subject to the ideals and interests
of the whole Egyptian nation and its broader Egyptian-Arab culture. This
new nationalist ideal practically positioned early Egyptian nationalism in
opposition to the Ottoman colonial state.!?

The role of nationalism in the formation of the
modern Egyptian nation-state

Only after World War I did the new Egyptian nationalism and the Egyp-
tian state fully converge. The formation of a revolutionary Kemalist state
in Turkey, born on the ruins of the Ottoman system, put an end to any
formal or informal, political or cultural Turkish control of Egypt. But it
was specifically the 1919 popular national revolution against British rule
under the leadership of the Wafd and Sa‘d Zaghlul that profoundly changed
the nature of Egyptian nationalism from peripheral force to a hegemonic
power, and from elite to broader sectors of society. It fortified the Egyptian
territorial national sentiment and created a new environment for reshaping
the Egyptian state as a nation-state. It was a nation-state destined to bring
about national liberty and political sovereignty for the Egyptian nation as
a whole, not only the elite. The interwar era, 1922-1939, and to a lesser
extent the years 1939-1952, witnessed a convergence between the Egyptian
territorial nationalism and the Egyptian territorial state. The simultaneous
processes of de-Ottomanization and de-Turkization and the Egyptianization
and Arabization of the Egyptian community and Egyptian political system
produced political and cultural identification between the nation and its
state. The Egyptian economy was partially, although not wholly, national-
ized, becoming the property of the nation. A new Egyptian national cul-
ture based on print culture increasingly became the culture of the Egyptian
state.'* Moreover, this convergence generated a nationalism where the mod-
ern nation-state was increasingly culturally homogeneous. As Gellner put
it, the culture of the national state became “a culture striving to be a high
(literate) culture.” As Gellner elaborates,

nationalism is, essentially, the general imposition of a high culture on
society, where previously low cultures had taken up the lives of the
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majority, and in some cases of the totality, of the population. It means
that generalized diffusion of a school-mediated, academy-supervised
idiom, codified for the requirements of reasonably precise bureaucratic
and technological communication. It is the establishment of an anony-
mous, impersonal society with mutually substitutable atomized indi-
viduals, held together above all by a shared culture of this kind."

This process of convergence between the Egyptian nation and the Egyp-
tian state also created what Sami Zubaida correctly defined as a “modern
political field.” For Zubaida, the “political field” is “a whole complex of
political models, vocabularies, organisations and techniques” involving
“organisation, mobilisation, agitation and struggle.” The vocabularies of
this political field, Zubaida emphasized, “are those of nation, nationality
and nationalism, of popular sovereignty, democracy, liberty, legality and
representation of political parties and parliamentary institutions, as well
as various ideological pursuits of nationalism.” The modern political field
is underpinned by profound structural and institutional transformations:
urbanization, the dissolution of many primary social units, both urban and
rural, the emergence of a labor market in which the [nation-]state is a major,
if not the major, employer, and the massive spread of education and literacy
supported by new technical means and media of printed communication,
the print capitalism.'®

Nationalization of the state

Two major processes propelled the formation of this new national political
order and modern political field. The first process was the nationalization
of the state and its reproduction as a nation-state. The major forces behind
this process were the assertive national movement, the Wafd and the other
national parties established after 1919, particularly the Liberal Constitution-
alist Party and parties that later split from the Wafd such as the Sa‘dist party.
This large national camp played a major role in the constitution and eventual
sustaining of the parliamentary regime after 1922, namely the promulgation
of the 1923 Constitution as the basis of the new national political order.
Based on this national constitution, general elections were conducted, and
both houses of parliament, the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate, were
elected and the government was formed. The sweeping triumph of the Wafd
in the first democratic election at the beginning of 1924 and the formation
of the People’s Government (hukumat al-sha'b) under the leader and the
father of the nation, now Prime Minister Sa‘d Zaghlul, provided a formative
expression of the nationalization of the political order. In the later periods,
during the 1920s, ’30s and *40s, all Wafdist governments represented this
nationalist control of the state. Other liberalist or Sa‘dist governments also
embodied this nationalist hegemony. The state was nationalized and Egyp-
tianized, as elements of ethnic Egyptianism increasingly shaped it.!”
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The new Ministry of Education well illustrated this development. The
Ministry of Education, perhaps the most important domestic ministry at the
time, with a generous budget, fostered national education from elementary
to academic levels. Its main objective was to instruct pupils and students
concerning the principles and ideals of a secular Egyptian nation-state with
a decidedly neo-Pharoanic territorialist identity. This new state was also
defined as a constitutionalist monarchy, which drew its legitimacy from the
sovereignty of the people. This was definitively expressed in the new civics
textbooks (al-tarbiya al-wataniyya), issued by the Ministry of Education
for all education levels. Major Egyptian intellectuals of the time such as
Ahmad Amin, ‘Abd al-‘Aziz al-Bishri, and Tawfiq al-Mar‘ashli participated
in the national educational project and authored a variety of popular civ-
ics textbooks. These textbooks introduced pupils to concepts and institu-
tions such as state and nation-state, constitution, democracy, parliamentary
government, civil liberties, rights and duties, and the distinctive history of
Egypt. The concepts of ‘nation’ (al-umma), ‘nationalism’ (al-qawmiyya),
‘homeland’ (watan) and ‘patriotism’ (wataniyya) were emphasized. These
books imbued this vocabulary with decidedly Egyptianist-nationalist mean-
ings. They tied nationalism to the concept of citizenship and liberty. They
fostered the ideal of liberal nationalism and educated toward the principle
that all members of the nation are equal and that to realize the common
national will, the nation must express itself through democratic representa-
tive parliamentary institutions. From here sprang the need to conduct general
elections, to elect parliament and government, and to choose the nation’s
representatives to these institutions. In addition these books also portrayed
the special status given to the monarchy in the new monarchial constitution-
alist system. While it would be presumptuous to assume that the principles
and concepts expressed in these civics books were all practically realized,
these textbooks wielded a tremendous effect on the shaping of the conscious-
ness of the coming generations of Egyptians who became acquainted with
liberal nationalism and learned to view their nation-state as a state of the
people, governed by the people for the people.'®

The Egyptian nation-state, created after 1923, was then a distinctively mod-
ern nation-state that had departed from old Ottoman political and cultural
legacies. Simultaneously, as the national struggle for independence against
British rule escalated, and Egyptian nationalism attained (during the interwar
era) greater freedoms for the Egyptians, culminating in the Anglo-Egyptian
Treaty of Alliance (August 1936), so the colonial state was undermined and
its nationalization and Egyptianization were reinforced. In fact, the Egyptian
neo-Pharoanic territorial national ideology became the official ideology of the
Egyptian state. Official state iconography and collective symbols — the flag,
stamps, currency, national holidays, official museums, public monuments,
names of streets, squares, bridges and other public structures — all represented
the continuum of the human and physical environment of the Nile Valley
and its inhabitants’ organic connection to ancient Pharoanic Egypt. As we
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mentioned, the state, through the Ministry of Education, greatly expanded lit-
eracy, thus popularizing the Egyptian ethnonational identity among broader
sectors of society. This was reinforced by a swift process of urbanization,
particularly in the 1930s and ’40s. Large segments of Egyptian rural com-
munities migrated to the cities, mainly Alexandria and Cairo, contributing to
the development of urban literate culture. Here nationalism became an agent
of the state. The conveying of Egyptian ethnonational sentiments and imag-
inings and their reception among the lower classes strengthened nationalism
and the legitimacy of the state and its democratic parliamentary government.
The urban educated middle classes (effendiyya) played a major role in the
dissemination of the idea of the nation-state among popular groups and com-
munities. For the most part, this effendiyya, except for radical groups within
it, sympathized with the Wafd and other national parliamentary parties, and
were committed to the 1923 Constitution and to maintaining a democratic
liberal parliamentary government."’

In the cultural realm, a new Egyptian national print culture that identified
with the Egyptian state emerged. This national culture (al-Adab al-Qawmi,
al-Thaqgafa al-Qawmiyya), was expressed in a large repertoire of Egyp-
tian genres, artifacts and institutions: fiction, poetry, playwriting, fine arts
(particularly painting and sculpture), the Egyptian University, the Egyptian
national theater, the Egyptian National School of Fine Arts, the Egyptian-
Arab Academy of Language and a variety of national museums. The central
agent of these national cultural activities was the press, that although pub-
lished in literary Arabic was truly Egyptian by nature. The era was charac-
terized by the production of an outstanding number of press publications:
dailies, weeklies, monthlies, women’s magazines, minority newspapers, and
illustrated and photo magazines. Alongside the printed press, new electronic
and visual media developed and operated (both as private and governmental
projects). From the 1930s onward, the radio, the phonograph and eventually
the cinema played a major role in mass media, broadcasting popular Egyp-
tian messages and images, thereby galvanizing the reinforced Egyptian imag-
ined community. The fact that the language of the cinema (and the stage)
was colloquial Egyptian (al-‘ammiya) fortified its Egyptianness. Using the
press and audiovisual media and other print capitalist media, the luminary
public intellectuals and the large ‘secondary’ intelligentsia played a critical
role in the production and reproduction of an Egyptian political imagined
community and in imparting this to broader publics. In these processes, stat-
ist discourse (the discourse of the state) merged with the national discourse
and became the shared common discourse of the Egyptian nation-state.?

National incorporation of statist concepts and institutions

The second process that facilitated this new national political order was the
so-called statization of nationalism, namely the acceptance of the state by
the new dynamic nationalism and the incorporation of statist discourse and
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institutions within the nation-state. Here nationalism had to compromise
and exhibit a degree of flexibility. In contrast to the ultra-ethnic model of the
Turkish nation-state or, in a different mode, the emerging Arab nation-state
of Iraq or even French republican nationalism, postwar Egyptian national-
ism, assimilated pre-1918 state concepts, practices and institutions from the
onset. The most visible institution was the monarchy, the new incarnation
of the traditional Khedival palace. The king was reshaped as the king of
the Egyptian state as well as of the Egyptian nation as a whole. While King
Fu’ad retained the aura of an Ottoman-Egyptian ruler, somehow, far from
the masses and partially distanced from Egyptian nationalism, his son and
heir Faruq, crowned in 1937, adopted a different style. He contributed to
the convergence between the monarchy and the Egyptian nation-state. Faruq
was, at least in the early years of his reign, a very popular king, loved by the
people and perceived as the king of the nation. During his reign, the royal
palace was nationalized, and hence had to share its power with the other gov-
erning national forces, especially the elected parliament and government.?!
Al-Azhar, albeit weakened, remained the central institution of the Islamic
establishment and Islam was declared in the constitution as the religion of
the state. Although the state appropriated the lion’s share of education, the
new nation-state recognized the pre-1919 private, civil, religious (inspired
and led by al-Azhar) and also foreign educational institutions, all beyond
the orbit of nationalism.?? In the economic realm, despite the processes of
Egyptianization and nationalization (‘economic nationalism’), the private
sector remained a major force in Egyptian economy. This was expressed in
the economic activities and enterprises of many private institutions, compa-
nies and agencies, not all under the direct control of the nation-state.?’
Even the Wafd, the hegemonic national force and the strongest popular
political party, was never an ultra-nationalist political body. Its leadership
and many of its activists originated from the bureaucratic landed elite of
the Ottoman-Egyptian colonial state. They did not emerge from concrete
nationalist activity. Sa‘d Zhaghlul is a case in point. The “father of the
nation” was a typical son of the ‘umda/umad landed elite who climbed
the ladder of the colonial state bureaucracy and was nominated to serve
both as Minister of Education and Minister of Justice in governments that
collaborated with the British. He was trained as a high-ranking civil ser-
vant of the colonial state, and demonstrated strong commitment to the state
before becoming the leader of a national movement. He was the embodiment
of the landed elite, nationalized but devoted to the concepts and practices of the
constitutionalist liberal state. In the same vein, other Wafd leaders such as
‘Ali Sha‘rawi, ‘Abd al-Aziz Fahmi, Makram ‘Ubayd and Mustafa al-Nahhas or
Liberal leaders such as ‘Adli Yakan, ‘Abd al-Khaliq Tharwat and Muham-
mad Mahmud all developed careers in the government bureaucracy or
became prime ministers before becoming nationalist leaders.?* Thus radical
nationalism was constrained and tamed by a commitment to a state based on
a parliamentary system and to civil constitutionalist democracy. The Wafd
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remained loyal to parliamentary government and opposed to any authoritar-
ian forms of government, not only because it was committed to principles
and ideals of liberal nationalism, but also because only via democratic means
could it win elections and benefit from a parliamentary majority and estab-
lish the government. Moreover, there was a built-in material interest behind
this liberal-conservative national elite, many from the land-owning class.
Even if this elite “had to invite the masses into history,” as Tom Nairn put
it, and mobilize the masses to join the nationalist movement and the new
nation-state, they always feared political radicalism and populist revolu-
tionary republicanism. Hence, this national elite supported a pluralistic and
liberal democratic nation-state that also served to deter an authoritarian
state ruled by either monarchial autocracy, Islamic theocracy or an ultra-
nationalist dictatorship.?

What were the implications of this convergence between the territorial
state model and the ethnic model of nationalism for Egyptian public life?
It is our opinion that this convergence created the historical conditions for
the ‘liberal age’ and the ‘liberal experiment’ in Egypt, particularly during the
years 1919-1939. The result was a nation-state as a territorial civil com-
munity that conferred citizenship (even if not formal) on all inhabitants of
the Nile Valley regardless of social class, sex and religion. It was an alliance
of mutual compromise and consensus between a civil liberal state and civil
liberal nationalism. The principle, already formulated at the beginning of
the twentieth century by the intellectual father of territorial, liberal Egyptian
nationalism, Ahmad Lutfi al-Sayyid, assumed that an Egyptian (namely an
Egyptian citizen, son or daughter of the Egyptian nation) is anyone who
inhabits the land of the Nile and consciously expresses loyalty to this land
and acts to promote its prosperity and happiness. There is no need to trace
origin of descent, blood, race, religion or sex. This major principle became
the solid infrastructure for the Egyptian nation-state in the interwar era and
beyond, until 1952.2¢ Needless to say, this Egyptian liberal national state
was a different political entity from its Ottoman Khedieval predecessor. The
Egyptian nation-state that emerged from an autocratic (and military) tradi-
tion of Ottoman political culture with a single ruler (such as Mehmet ‘Ali
or Isma‘il) was recreated by a nationalism that imposed the sovereignty of
the people and the will of the nation through parliamentary democratic and
civil means.

In the more strict national realms this was a decidedly inclusive nation-
state of all groups and individuals residing in the Nile country, and not
an exclusive state that defines its members according to religion, origins of
descent, race or language. On the political level, it was a decidedly pluralistic
and multivocal system. Pluralism and liberalism were secured by diffusing
the power between at least five foci: the palace, both houses of parliament,
the government, and the British semicolonial government. Later, one should
add the subversive extraparliamentary nationalist and Islamicist forces led
by Young Egypt and the Society of the Muslim Brothers. Both the power
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games as well as the checks and balances among these five foci of power
decentralized the state power and institutionalized distinctive pluralist and
heterogeneous political order. This dynamic encouraged freedom of speech
and assembly — it developed an educated and articulate urban middle class
based on a relatively broader and open civil society. This political hetero-
geneity and cultural pluralism were reinforced by the massive presence of
non-Muslim foreign communities. Beyond the well-established Coptic com-
munity, foreign communities flourished in this liberal nation-state — Italians,
Greeks, Armenians, Jews, Syrian-Lebanese — all lived and worked in Egypt,
some as Misriyyun (Egyptians) and some as Mutamasirun (Egyptianized),
and contributed to the liberal experience of a common civil community that
expressed solidarity with the Egyptian nation-state. These communities con-
tributed mainly to the flourishing of a liberal capitalist economy, but they
also played a part in nurturing education, culture and art.

Simultaneously, this nation-state created channels and agencies for social
mobility and political co-optation for large sectors of society in the urban
national and cultural community. The dramatic expansion of literacy and
education and the creation of urban mass politics and mass culture enabled
greater numbers of the lower classes to participate in the political process of
the new nation-state and to identify with it. Here again, the secondary elite’s
effendi groups played a crucial role. They mobilized the masses to political
participation while conferring an Egyptian ethnic identity on them as well
as the civil statist identity and an awareness of their civil liberties, rights and
duties. Furthermore, this nation-state encouraged new public spheres and
public media and open political public debate by both elite and non-elite
groups. From the late 1930s, the official and popular power of Islam and
Arabism (Pan-Arabism) increased, and its proponents demanded the reshap-
ing of the nation-state with greater Arabist and Islamic content and values.
However this did not substantially alter the hegemonic and dominant status
of the Egyptian nation-state. Toward the end of this era, the Muslim Brothers
emerged as the major social and political force to challenge the liberal and
Egyptianist character of the nation-state. Even so, it is very difficult to argue
that they undermined the nation-state’s stability or profoundly changed its
political identity.?”

Conclusion

In summary, during the years 1919-1952, the productive reciprocal con-
vergence between the Egyptian territorial state and the Egyptian territorial
nationalism produced a liberal, civil and pluralistic nation-state. This nation-
state was Egyptianist in its collective identity, and by nature a far cry from
the Ottoman Egyptian dynastic state.

However time marches on, and this unique historical product proved tem-
porary. The military revolution of July 1952 recreated the Egyptian nation-
state and transformed it into an authoritarian revolutionary republic. It was
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especially during the Nasserite era, the second half of the 1950s and the
1960s, which profoundly changed the unique balance between the Egyp-
tian state and the Egyptian nation. The state was further nationalized and
a state-dependent nation, or nationalist-controlled state, was reproduced.
The new regime destroyed the political and socioeconomic powers of the
old elite. It abolished the 1923 Constitution, parliament, all parties and the
monarchy. In addition, aggressive nationalization of the Egyptian economy
forced many Egyptian and non-Egyptian communities into exile. Older
political, economic, and cultural autonomies and liberties were destroyed.
An authoritarian single rule under the leadership of Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser,
the Ra’is, was institutionalized, centralizing all powers and resources under
the new regime. The Arab-Egyptian ethnic nationalism became hegemonic
and the state was destined to serve its declared goals. Under this new regime,
processes of extreme nationalization and ethnicization — a dramatic strength-
ening of Arab Islamic components in the communal Egyptian identity, the
attempts to actualize a political pan-Arab vision embodied in United Arab
Republic (involving the temporary obliteration of the Egyptian nation-state
as an independent entity, at least in name), and the promoting of an Arab
socialist revolutionary agenda — all reinforced the centralized power of this
system. True, there was a “new revolutionary message” for the masses in
Egypt and the Arab world. It claimed that the “liberal experiment” was
a political manipulation that benefited the colonial-oriented elites and
excluded broader sectors of Egyptian and Arab masses. Nasser adopted a
strategy that preferred equality and economic and social justice over liberty
and individual freedoms. In his worldview, a lack of social equality necessar-
ily meant a lack of freedom for society as a whole. His position was caught in
the classical Toquevillian dilemma between liberty and equality. In the final
analysis, the new revolutionary regime destroyed civil liberties without deliv-
ering social justice, while a certain sense of collective pride was presented to
many Egyptians and Arabs and a new avenue for social mobility opened up
for the lower classes.

Despite these ‘revolutionary’ transformations, in the broader historical
perspective of the second half of the twentieth century, and considering both
the Nasserite and post-Nasserite eras, it can be claimed that the historical
Egyptian nation-state — based on the local territory and history — survived.
It remained the hard-core essence of Egyptian life and the solid ground for
Egyptian identity. Especially in the post-1970 era, with the reassertion of
some democratic values and practices, civil political liberties, and cultural
pluralism, a number of elements of the old Egyptian nation-state were revived
and again played a role in the evolving Egyptian experience. During this later
era, particularly under Husni Mubarak’s rule, the identity of the Egyptian
nation-state as a territorialist entity was partially reasserted. Simultaneously,
the resurgence of Islam, although a major force in the Egyptian historical
dynamic, did not fundamentally undermine the power of the territorially
based nation-state. On the contrary, it seemed to fortify it. The short-lived
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regime of the Muslim Brothers can definitely be seen as one that attempts
to replace the territorialist and neo-Pharoanic image of Egypt to a more
Islamic-oriented identity. Yet, even under these new conditions the consoli-
dated power of the Egyptian state is not profoundly challenged. Could these
recent developments be related to the solid historical legacy of the Egyptian
nation-state anchored in the liberal age between 1919-1952? I am leaving
this as a question.
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