Touraj Atabaki is Professor of Social History of the Middle East and Central
Asia at the University of Leiden and Senior Research Fellow at the International
Institute of Social History in Amsterdam. He is the editor of numerous books
including Iran and the First World War, The State and the Subaltern and, with
Erik J. Zürcher, Men of Order (all published by I.B.Tauris).

International Library of Iranian Studies
Series ISBN: 978 1 84885 224 2
See www.ibtauris.com/ILIS for a full list of titles
1. Converting Persia:
Religion and Power in the Safavid Empire
Rula Abisaab
978 1 86064 970 7

11. The Forgotten Schools: The Baha’is and Modern
Education in Iran, 1899–1934
Soli Shahvar
978 1 84511 683 5

2. Iran and the World in the Safavid Age
Willem Floor and Edmund Herzig (eds)
978 1 85043 930 1

12. Khatami’s Iran: The Islamic Republic and
the Turbulent Path to Reform
Ghoncheh Tazmini
978 1 84511 594 4

3. Religion and Politics in Modern Iran:
A Reader
Lloyd Ridgeon
978 1 84511 073 4
4. The Qajar Pact: Bargaining, Protest and the
State in Nineteenth-Century Persia
Vanessa Martin
978 1 85043 763 5
5. The Fire, the Star and the Cross:
Minority Religions in Medieval and Early
Modern Iran
Aptin Khanbaghi
978 1 84511 056 7
6. Allopathy Goes Native:
Traditional Versus Modern Medicine in Iran
Agnes Loeffler
978 1 85043 942 4
7. Iranian Cinema:
A Political History
Hamid Reza Sadr
978 1 84511 146 5
8. Sasanian Persia:
The Rise and Fall of an Empire
Touraj Daryaee
978 1 85043 898 4
9. In the Shadow of the King:
Zill al-Sultan and Isfahan under the Qajars
Heidi A. Walcher
978 1 85043 434 4
10. Decline and Fall of the Sasanian Empire:
The Sasanian-Parthian Confederacy and the
Arab Conquest of Iran
Parvaneh Pourshariati
978 1 84511 645 3

13. Revolutionary Ideology and Islamic Militancy:
The Iranian Revolution and Interpretations of
the Quran
Najibullah Lafraie
978 1 84511 063 5
14. Becoming Visible in Iran:
Women in Contemporary Iranian Society
Mehri Honarbin-Holliday
978 1 84511 878 5
15. Tribeswomen of Iran:
Weaving Memories among Qashqa’i Nomads
Julia Huang
978 1 84511 832 7
16. Islam and Dissent in Postrevolutionary Iran:
Abdolkarim Soroush, Religious Politics and
Democratic Reform
Behrooz Ghamari-Tabrizi
978 1 84511 879 2
17. Persia in Crisis:
Safavid Decline and the Fall of Isfahan
Rudi Matthee
978 1 84511 745 0
18. Blogistan: The Internet and Politics in Iran
A. Srebeny and G. Khiabany
978 1 84511 606 4
19. Christian Encounters with Iran:
Engaging Muslim Thinkers after the Revolution
Sasan Tavassoli
978 1 84511 761 0
20. Iran in the 20th Century:
Historiography and Political Culture
Touraj Atabaki (ed.)
978 1 84511 962 1

Iran in the 20th Century
Historiography and Political Culture

Edited by Touraj Atabaki

Published by I.B.Tauris & Co Ltd
in association with the Iran Heritage Foundation

Published in 2009 by I.B.Tauris & Co Ltd
6 Salem Road, London W2 4BU
175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010
www.ibtauris.com
Distributed in the United States and Canada Exclusively by Palgrave Macmillan
175 Fifth Avenue, New York NY 10010
Copyright © 2009 I.B.Tauris & Co Ltd
The right of Touraj Atabaki to be identified as the editor of this work has been asserted by him in
accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.
All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in a review, this book, or any part thereof, may not
be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by
any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written
permission of the publisher.
International Library of Iranian Studies: 20
ISBN: 978 1 84511 962 1
A full CIP record for this book is available from the British Library
A full CIP record is available from the Library of Congress
Library of Congress Catalog Card Number: available
Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Antony Rowe, Chippenham

Contents
Acknowledgments

vii

List of Contributors

ix

Note on Transliteration
1 Historiography of Twentieth Century Iran: Memory,
Amnesia and Invention

xiii

1

Touraj Atabaki
2 Historiography and Crafting Iranian National Identity

5

Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi
3 Memory and Amnesia in the Historiography of the
Constitutional Revolution

23

Abbas Amanat
4 Disintegrating the ‘Discourse of Disintegration’: Some
Reflections on the Historiography of the Late Qajar
Period and Iranian Cultural Memory

55

Oliver Bast
5 Agency and Subjectivity in Iranian National Historiography

69

Touraj Atabaki
6 The Nation’s Poet: Ferdowsi and the Iranian National Imagination

93

Afshin Marashi
7 The Pahlavi School of Historiography on the Pahlavi Era

113

Kaveh Bayat
8 Architectural Historiography 1921–42

121

Kamran Safamanesh
9 The Paranoid Style in Iranian Historiography

155

Houchang E. Chehabi

v

CONTENTS

10 Women, Gender, and Sexuality in Historiography
of Modern Iran

177

Mana Kia, Afsaneh Najmabadi, and Sima Shakhsari
11 Marxism, Historiography and Historical Consciousness
in Modern Iran: A Preliminary Study

199

Afshin Matin-asgari
12 Islamist Historiography in Post-Revolutionary Iran

233

Kamran Scot Aghaie
Notes

265

Index

323

vi

Acknowledgments
This volume started as a conference on the Historiography and Political Culture
in Twentieth Century Iran that I organized at Wadham College, University of
Oxford in 2004 when I served as the Iran Heritage Fellow at the Faculty of
Oriental Studies.
In addition to the distinguished scholars, who either presented papers, or subsequently contributed papers for inclusion in this volume, my sincere gratitude
goes to Professor ‘Ali Reza Sheikholeslami, without whose invaluable suggestions,
penetrating insights, sincere assistance and moral support this conference would
not have been possible.
I would like to thank Mr Farhad Hakimzadeh, the former Chief Executive
of Iran Heritage Foundation and Dr Elahé Mir-Djalali Omidyar, President of
Roshan Cultural Heritage Institute and the Soudavar Fund at Oxford University
for supporting this project.
In the process of completion of this volume, I benefited from the indispensable
assistance of Dr Negin Nabavi, Assistant Professor of History at the Montclair
State University, and Shiji Sashi, the Project Manager at Integra Software Services.
I would like to offer my sincere thanks to both of them.
These acknowledgments cannot yet be concluded without thanking my
family Sharareh, Atossa and Armin whose love, interminable understanding and
patience allowed me to be engaged with my research often far from home.

vii

Contributors
Abbas Amanat is a professor of history at Yale University. Among his publications
are Resurrection and Renewal: The Making of the Babi Movement in Iran (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 1989); Pivot of the Universe: Nasir al-Din Shah and
the Iranian Monarchy (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press,
1997) and ‘Constitutional Revolution: Intellectual Background’ in Encyclopedia
Iranica. He edited Crowing Anguish: Memoirs of a Persian Princess (Taj al-Saltana)
from Harem to Modernity (Washington, DC: Mage Publisher, 1993), Imaging the End: Visions of Apocalypse from Ancient Middle East to Modern America
(London and New York: I.B.Tauris, 2002) and most recently Apocalyptic Islam
and Iranian Shi’ism (London and New York: I.B.Tauris, 2009). His forthcoming book, In Search of Modern Iran: Authority, Identity and Nationhood, will be
published by Yale University Press.
Touraj Atabaki is Professor of Social History of the Middle East and Central Asia
at Leiden University and Senior Research Fellow at the International Institute
of Social History. He is the author of Azerbaijan: Ethnicity and the Struggle for
Powers in Iran (London: I.B.Tauris, 1993), Beyond Essentialism: Who Writes
whose Past in the Middle East and Central Asia? (Amsterdam: Aksant, 2003), editor of Post-Soviet Central Asia (London: I.B.Tauris, 1998), co-editor, with Erik
Jan Zürcher, of Men of Order, Authoritarian Modernisation in Turkey and Iran
(London: I.B.Tauris, 2004) and co-editor, with Sanjyot Mehendale, of Central
Asia and the Caucasus: Transnationalism and Diaspora (London and New York:
Routledge, 2005), Iran and the First World War: Battleground of the Great Powers
(London: I.B.Tauris, 2006) and The State and the Subaltern: Society and Politics in Turkey and Iran (London: I.B.Tauris, 2007). His current research focuses
on labor and subaltern history and comparative historiography of Iran, the
Caucasus and Central Asia.
Oliver Bast is a Senior Lecturer in Persian and Modern Middle Eastern History
at the University of Manchester. He is the author of Les allemands en Perse
pendant la première guerre mondiale d’après les sources diplomatiques françaises
(Paris: Peeters, 1997) and editor of La Perse et la Grande Guerre (Téhéran: Institut
Français de Recherche en Iran, 2002). His research interests include the diplomatic
ix

CONTRIBUTORS

and political history of late Qajar and Pahlavi Iran as well as questions of
historiography and cultural memory in modern Iran.
Kaveh Bayat is an independent historian working in Iran. He has published
extensively in Persian on modern history, especially military history, tribal and
ethnic politics.
Houchang E. Chehabi studied geography at the University of Caen and
international relations at the Institut d’Etudes Politiques in Paris before going
to Yale University, where he took his PhD in political science in 1986. He then
taught at Harvard University and UCLA, and in 1998 became a professor of
international relations and history at Boston University. He is the author of
Iranian Politics and Religious Modernism: The Liberation Movement of Iran under
the Shah and Khomeini (London: I.B.Tauris, 1990), principal author of Distant
Relations: Iran and Lebanon in the Last 500 years (Oxford: Centre for Lebanese
Studies, 2006) and co-author, with Juan J. Linz, of Sultanistic Regimes (Baltimore:
The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998). His articles have appeared in Aus
Politik und Zeitgeschichte, Daedalus, Diplomacy and Statecraft, Government and
Opposition, International Journal of the History of Sport, International Journal of
Middle East Studies, Iranian Studies, Political Science Quarterly and several edited
volumes. Currently his main research interest is the cultural history of Iran since
the nineteenth century.
Mana Kia is a doctoral candidate in the joint program in History and Middle
East Studies at Harvard University. Her primary research interests are modern
Iranian history, Indian Ocean migration (particularly between Iran and British
India) and feminist historiography. She is the author of ‘Negotiating Women’s
Rights: Activism, Class, and Modernization in Pahlavi Iran’ in Comparative
Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East (2005).
Afshin Marashi is an assistant professor of history at California State University,
Sacramento. He is the author of Nationalizing Iran: Culture, Power, and the
State, 1870–1940 (University of Washington Press, 2008). His research interests include the cultural and intellectual history of modern Iran, as well as the
comparative study of nationalism.
Afshin Matin-asgari is an associate professor of Middle East history at California
State University, Los Angeles. He is the author of Iranian Student Opposition to
x

CONTRIBUTORS

the Shah (2002) and about a dozen articles on twentieth century Iran’s political
and intellectual history.
Afsaneh Najmabadi teaches History and Studies of Women, Gender and Sexuality at Harvard University. Her last book, Women with Mustaches and Men without
Beards: Gender and Sexual Anxieties of Iranian Modernity (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2005), received the 2005 Joan Kelly Memorial Prize from
the American Historical Association. She is an associate editor of the six-volume
Encyclopedia of Women and Islamic Cultures (Leiden: Brill, 2004–08), and is
currently working on Sex-in-Change: Configurations of Gender and Sexuality in
Contemporary Iran.
Kamran Safamanesh is an architect, urban designer and historian whose body
of work is concerned with cultural discourses within the built environment.
Safamanesh holds a Master of Architecture degree from Tehran University and
Masters of Architecture and Urban Design from Universities of California at
Los Angeles and Berkeley. He has taught in numerous Iranian universities since
1983 and has lectured at academic institutions nationally and internationally. In
1980 he founded the Urban Research Institute in Tehran, a non-profit center
conducting research in architectural, social and urban studies. Safamanesh is
currently completing a detailed study on the history of Tehran, as well as an
analysis of the city’s identity. His interest in research and analysis has resulted in
numerous articles published in architectural and historical journals.
Kamran Scot Aghaie received his PhD in history from the University of
California, Los Angeles, in 1999. He is associate professor of Islamic and Iranian
History at the University of Texas at Austin, and is currently serving as Director of the Center for Middle Eastern Studies. His main publications include
The Martyrs of Karbala: Shi‘i Symbols and Rituals in Modern Iran. (Seattle:
University of Washington Press, 2004) and The Women of Karbala: The Gender
Dynamics of Ritual Performances and Symbolic Discourses of Modern Shi‘i Islam
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005). His research interests include modern
Iranian history, Islamic studies, Shi’ism, gender studies, historiography, religious
studies, nationalism and economic history.
Sima Shakhsari is a doctoral candidate and teaching affiliate in the Department
of Anthropology at Stanford University. Based on a multi-sited online
and offline ethnographic research among Iranian bloggers in Toronto and
xi

CONTRIBUTORS

Washington, DC, her dissertation titled, ‘Blogging, Belonging, and Becoming:
Cybergovernmentality and the Production of Gendered and Sexed Diasporic
Subjects in Weblogistan,’ explores negotiations of diasporic subjectivities in the
discursive field of neoliberalism, nationalism, gender and sexuality in the Iranian
blogosphere. Sima’s research interests include sexuality, gender, and transnational
feminism; diaspora; postcolonial studies; queer theory and media.
Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi is Professor of History and Near and Middle
Eastern Civilizations at the University of Toronto and the chair of the
Department of Historical Studies at the University of Toronto-Mississauga. He
is the author of Refashioning Iran: Orientalism, Occidentalism and Nationalist
Historiography (London: Palgrave, 2001) and Tajaddud-i Bumi [Vernacular
Modernity] (in Persian, Tehran: Nashr-i Tarikh, 2003). He has authored
numerous articles: ‘The Homeless Texts of Persianate Modernity,’ in Iran
Between Tradition and Modernity (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2004);
‘Orientalist Studies and Its Amnesia,’ in Antinomies of Modernity (New York:
Duke, 2002); ‘Eroticizing Europe,’ in Society and Culture in Qajar Iran (Mazda,
2002); ‘Women of the West Imagined,’ in Identity Politics and Women (New
York: Westview Press, 1994); ‘From Patriotism to Matriotism: A Topological
Study of Iranian Nationalism, 1870–1909,’ in International Journal of Middle
Eastern Studies (2002) and ‘Inventing Modernity, Borrowing Modernity,’ Iran
Nameh (2003).
His areas of specialization encompass Middle Eastern history, modernity,
nationalism, gender studies, Orientalism and Occidentalism.

xii

Note on Transliteration
Transliteration is always a thorny problem when one is dealing with an edited
volume. Through the book, all Persian words and names have been transliterated
according to a simplified system that avoids diacritical marks. However, some
contributors insisted to adopt different transliteration system. Therefore,
a certain degree of variation and inconsistency has been allowed. The only
alternative would have been to attempt to fit all contributors into a Procrustean
of uniformity; an effort that I felt was bound to be futile in view of perspectives
involved in this volume.
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Historiography of Twentieth
Century Iran: Memory, Amnesia
and Invention
Touraj Atabaki

T

wentieth century historiography on nation-state correlation to a large
extent has been shaped by politically contentious projects. Writing
the national history of the people who matured from a passive existence
(Passiver Volkheit) to a people bound through a modern state with consistent and
internationally recognized borders relied decisively on remembered, invented and
recorded past which is sturdily and increasingly refashioned by present politics.
The quest for roots and for historical background not only becomes essential for
the people living in certain territory and for being identified as a territorial nation
to claim territorial continuity, but it also often leads them to statehood.
In modern state building, however, it is not only the present politics that
reconstruct the past, but it is also the historiography’s task to provide recognition to a regime and legitimize its authority by refashioning the political culture
through construction of the selected recollection of a certain past. Linking to
real or imagined past, appending to genuine or fake ancestries or even fabricating documents are not exceptional in the politics of transferring from a territorial identity or a territorial state to a national identity and nation-state. These
are all legitimized in the historiography’s agenda in order to shape a significant
and unbroken link with the nation’s seminal past that could fill the gap between
its origin and its actuality.1
Thus, the practice of such a quest often ends up with a high degree of
disorientation and intellectual confusion. This persistently raises the questions
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of who is looking for whose roots and writing whose past? Whose memory is it
and what are their memories?2 Do the class, gender, ethnic or religious affiliations really matter in recording the nation’s past? If history, as E.H. Carr argues,
is ‘a dialogue between the past and the present’, then to what extent did the present political culture lead the historians to certain presentation of the past that
meets the very political needs of today? Could one talk about history or histories
of a nation? Elite history or subaltern history? Gendered history or non-gendered
history? Titular history or histories of minorities? These are among numerous
questions confronting the historiography that in one way or another intends to
refashion the political culture and construct the new identity or identities for the
emerging nation-states.
However, we should not delude ourselves that our judgment of the past
is not immutable. While the historians are often reluctant to write about the
contemporaries; their narration and analysis of the past, their opted agencies and
subjectivities in recording of the past are shaped by today’s needs and deeds. It
is the present that crafts the recording of the past; a certain past, which through
our today’s prism reaches the present, a selected past. This may be more evident
in all-inclusive projects such as writing national history of a nation where each
social and political group of the present has its own reading and recording
of the past. Accordingly, the reputation of great historical episodes such as a
revolution, coup d’état or any change of the rule fluctuate in diverse assessments.
The historiography of the twentieth-century Iran is among the many verdicts of
this assertion.
In the course of her history, Iran has experienced many eventful epochs. The
twentieth century was far from exceptional in this respect: the ravages of three
major wars (1914–18, 1941–5 and 1980–8) resulting in the death of hundreds
of thousands of people; three coups (1908, 1921 and 1953) transforming power
relations within the political and military elite and two revolutions (1905–9 and
1978–82) leading to radical changes in socio-political arrangements.
Similar to the European historiography, such drastic changes in Iran were
manifested, more than anywhere else, in the new perceptions of historiography.
Up to the twentieth century, the historiography of Iran was, evidently, dominated by political, dynastical and genealogical elements as well as by narratives
of the lives of the elite. However, around the turn of the twentieth century,
and especially in the post-Constitutional Revolution (1905–9) period, Iran
witnessed the birth of a new political culture which aimed to form a modern
2
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state; thus paving the way gradually for the establishment of a new school of
Iranian historiography.
Historical research into Iran’s spectacular social upheavals in the twentiethcentury has developed very erratically. Basically, one can distinguish three areas
of historical research. The first area depicts the macro-political picture, i.e., foreign relations, military, diplomatic representations and patterns of belief system.
This top-down approach has played a significant role for at least a hundred years,
leading to interesting research on the institutional aspects of the Constitutional
Revolution. The second area consists of a number of research contributions
to economic, urban and demographic history that showed growth during the
second half of the twentieth century. The third area is that of the social history
of Iran. Although the latter is the least developed trend in Iran, the worldwide
prevalence in sociological theories led to the recognition of the Iranian social
history by some academics.
In the 1960s and the 1970s, a significant trend in the Iranian historiography,
focusing mainly on the events of the nineteenth and the twentieth centuries,
developed among the Iranian and non-Iranian historians, during which time
the British, French and Iranian diplomatic archives were utilized by historians.
Following the Islamic Revolution of 1978–82, which caused a momentous
rupture with the political past, there has been a growing interest in reading the
country’s past, both the immediate and distant. The availability of new archival
materials, on the Qajar and the Pahlavi periods, has encouraged this emerging
desire. Moreover, many scholars have extensively dealt with the historical interpretations of the roots and causes of the Islamic Revolution while inspired, in
many cases, by theories drawn from sociology and politics. Outside Iran, particularly in Britain and the United States, a small community of scholars emerged,
especially after the Second World War, which made important contributions to
the Iranian historiography. Nonetheless, they showed distinct preferences for
certain aspects and issues. In the Soviet Union, there have always been historians
interested in Iran but their publications were constrained by the Procrustean
framework of Marxism-Leninism.
A careful study of the Iranian historiography in the last 150 years, especially
during the course of the twentieth century, reveals the integrative endeavor by
both native and non-native historians to craft the Iranians’ new identity by observing selected memories and recollections in recording the past. The amnesia and
recovery of selected past was accomplished by powerful ideological motivations,
3
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both in the era of monarchy as well as during the rule of the Islamic Republic, in
order to furnish a new form of self-awareness. Such awareness was essential for
the political establishment, both in the case of the ancien régime and the newly
established Islamic political system in Iran, to disassociate themselves from the
certain past, to which they assume not to adhere. It was equally important for
both of the establishments to craft a new apocalyptic culture in the determinist
form of the prediction and ultimately controlling the future. In such historiography, history was seemingly reconstructed in an attempt to build a new vision
of the past, securing the aspirations for the future.
The collection of the essays in this volume is the outcome of a conference
that I organized at the University of Oxford on the Historiography and Political
Culture in Twentieth Century Iran. In my preliminary call, while I urged each
contributor to opt for a certain sphere in the Iranian modern historiography,
I emphasized that our common denominator would be to examine the way the
present has refashioned our reading of the past. At the same time, I highlighted
the need to investigate how the Iranian historiography interacted with the
political culture of the country in the twentieth century. The conference made a
significant contribution to the reading of modern Iranian historiography, such
as Islamist, fatherland-nationalist, conspiratorial, Marxist, peripheral and gendering. It prepared the ground for future projects on the role of historiography
in shaping the country’s political culture.
International Institute of Social History,
Amsterdam
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Historiography and Crafting
Iranian National Identity1
Mohamad Tavakoli-Targhi

T

he crafting of a modern Iranian identity was linked to the configuration of history and restyling of language. The nationalist ‘emplotment’2
of Iran’s ancient history as a tragedy was based on the comprehension
of the Muslim conquest as a force engendering ‘the reverse progress of Iran’
(taraqqi-i ma‘kus-i Iran).3 Linking the end of the ‘enlightened’ pre-Islamic times
to origins identified with Iran through Mahabad or Kayumars, a new memory,
identity, and political reality were fashioned. By inducing the desire and the
will to recover ‘lost glories’ of the past, the nationalist struggle for a new social
order became intrinsically connected to the politics of cultural memory and its
de-Arabizing projects of history and language. Juxtaposing Iran and Islam, these
projects prompted the emergence of a schizochronic view of history and the formation of schizophrenic social subjects who were conscious of their belonging
to two diverse and often antagonistic times and cultural heritages.4 During Iran’s
Constitutional Revolution of 1905–9, these autonomous ‘Iranian’ identities
prefigured into the line up of political forces to antagonistic ‘Constitutionalist’
(Mashrutahkhwah) and ‘Shari’atist’ (Mashru‘ahkhwah) camps. The shift in the
1970s from a regime glorifying Iran’s ancient civilization to a revolutionary
regime extolling Islamic heritage is only the most recent example of the creative
possibilities and insoluble dilemmas engendered by the contested memories of
pre-Islamic Iran.
Informed by dasatiri texts and inspired by the Shahnamah of Firdawsi, modern historical writings harnessed the Iranian homeland (vatan) to an immemorial past beginning with Mahabad and Kayumars and pointing toward a future
unison with Europe. Iran’s pre-Islamic past was celebrated as a glorious and
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