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A Letter from the Editor 

We are proud to present the long awaited second edition of Roshangar: Roshan Undergraduate 
Persian Studies Journal. We created this journal with the purpose of allowing undergraduate 
students to present their research in the field of Persian Studies, with specific attention to the 
interdisciplinary nature of that field. As such, you will find reference to the disciplines of 
history, literature, psychology, and sociology (just to name a few) within the pages of this 
journal. 

Besides being a vehicle for undergraduates from around the world to publish their research in 
Persian Studies, we hope this journal serves another purpose, a purpose derived from the name 
itself. In Persian, roshangar means "illustrative" or "enlightening", from the word roshan, which 
means "bright". We hope that you, the reader, will find some enlightenment in the brilliance of 
the young minds published within the pages of this journal. 

Finally, in addition to the journal itself, the student board of Roshangar also runs a website 
(https:/ /www.roshangarumd.com/) featuring a blog dedicated to book and film reviews, 
interviews with artists and academics, reporting on local Persian events, and short pieces on all 
aspects of Persian culture from around the world. On the website you will also find links to our 
Facebook and Instagram pages, which feature short posts on fashion, history, and topical issues 
in the Persianate world. 

Joshua Weaver 

Editor in Chief 



Foreword 
As the faculty advisor of Roshangar: Roshan Undergraduate Persian Studies Journal, I am 
thrilled that the second issue of the journal has finally arrived. While working on this 
newly established undergraduate publication, our wonderful team has endeavored to 
balance their desire for original research and furthering Iranian studies beyond the 
classroom with the demands of student life. Between the two issues, two members 
graduated and four had to decrease their activities with the journal to focus on 
preparing for the postgraduate world. Nevertheless, Roshangar's team have regrouped, 
with new members, energized and ready to continue with the publication of the journal 
and producing fresh material for the Roshangar blog and Instagram and Facebook 
accounts. 

The second issue received not only submissions from the undergraduate community 
around the world but also several brilliant articles from graduate students at the masters 
level that, though they might not yet fit into the more advanced scholarly world, are 
something that our journal cherishes having the opportunity to present. And though the 
current ebb of attention to original undergraduate research in Iranian studies was 
evident in reviewing the submissions, our team succeeded in selecting high-quality 
articles, while vigorously pursuing the mission of the journal for promoting the field 
and reaching a larger community of undergraduate students. 

Since day one, Roshan Institute for Persian Studies at the University of Maryland has 
supported the journal; and now we are devising a strategy for the longevity of this 
undergraduate initiative. I especially would like to thank Dr. Fatemeh Keshavarz, the 
director of Roshan Institute for Persian Studies, Dr. Lauretta Clough, Dr. Nahal Akbari, 
Dr. Navid Bazargan, Ms. Susan Moinfar, Ms. Samar Ali Ata, and Kioumars Haeri for 
their tremendous help. My colleagues, Dr. Nasrin Askari, Dr. Hamid Rezaei Yazdi, and 
Leila Pourtavaf helped us with reviewing and commenting on the articles. 

Dr. Ida Meftahi 

Faculty Advisor 

Roshan Institute for Persian Studies 
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An Ecocritical Approach to Nima Yushij's "Diaries" 

Ali Hajianzadeh 
Shahid Beheshti University, Iran 

Abstract 

Literary theory and art schools of the twentieth century were often affected by the scientific and artistic 
developments of the day. Ecocriticism is one such theory that uses a scientific lens to approach literature. 
During the second half of the twentieth century, ecocentric critics concerned themselves with 
environmental degradation and focused on exploring the relationship between the environment and 
literature. The modern Persian poet Nima Yushij often tried to perceive nature through this work. In this 
article I will analyze his journal using an ecocritical frame. I will show that Nima's notes were often 
influenced by the context in which they were written-especially Tehran's pseudo-modern urban 
space-and reflect both subjectivism and negativism. I will also focus on the poet's isolation as well as his 
appeals to religion and mysticism, both unique features that do not appear in his verse or prose works. 

Introduction 

Ecocriticism is an interdisciplinary approach 
that arose in the latter half of the twentieth century, 
largely in response to environmental challenges. An 
ecocritic observes literary works through natural and 
environmental lenses and explores how humanity is 
influenced by nature. Ecocriticism often highlights 
natural influences primarily, and then explores the 
effect of a writer's environment on their language, 
form, content, and meaning. 

Nima Yushij 

Nima Yushij is a modernist Persian poet 
known as the founder of modern Persian poetry, 
called Shi'r-i naw or "new poetry." He was one of the 
first to consolidate modern Iranian literature and has 
published poetry in a variety of forms including 
masnavi, quatrains, and free verse (nima'i). He has 
also written notable works in the form of prose, 
criticism, and theory, such as The Letters, Diaries, 
The Value of Feelings, and About Poetry and Being a 
Poet. I will discuss only Nima's Diaries, which were 
composed between 1950 to 1959 while he was living 
in Tehran. These daily notes were published in 1990 
by his son, Sheragim Yushij, after many years of delay 
(Bahrampour Omran, Golmohammadi). 

Discussion 

Nima's daily writings can be divided into three 
general categories: (1)     his shallow philosophizing and 
theorizing-which were mostly done for leisure; (2) 
his notes related to the political atmosphere of 
Tehran at the time, which show his Islamic  
leanings, which contrast with the predominantly 
Marxist-communist teachings of the time; and (3) 
his notes about his literary critics in which he 
praises those who agree with his poetry and criticizes 
those who do not. While reflecting on his literary 
critics, Nima sometimes distrusts his followers and 
expresses pessimism about the future of the literary 
movement he started. 

Nima perceives nature and its effects in 
different ways. Sometimes he describes nature as an 
idyllic setting corrupted by civilization. Other times, 
he focuses on mankind's intimate relationship with 
nature and the way that humanity identifies with its 
natural surroundings. He often describes nature in 
rhetorical ways, focusing on its symbolic and 
metaphorical potential. Each frame is briefly 
described in the following: 
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1) Mankind's Identification with Nature

Just as mankind has an immediate relationship 
with nature (Mokhtari), Nima similarly 
identifies with nature. In other words, Nima sees 
man as being a part of nature, like a particle of a 
larger mass. This view is centered around the unity 
of all living things; nature is represented as an alive 
and conscious system with humanity playing a 
part. Humans without nature and nature without 
humans become meaningless. Nima's attitude 
toward nature is best reflected by this view that man 
without nature is lost and empty. 

2) Nature as a Holy Thing that Has Been Corrupted 
by the Progress and Social Achievements of Human 
Beings

Nima-with a passion very similar to that of 
the Romantic Western poets and thinkers-
invites the world to live primitively and rustically. 
An example of this attitude can be seen in one of his 
early letters: 

Instead of sitting on a rug and writing me letters, 
it was much better my friend, if  you sat down on 
the rocks to make it more natural. I do not like 
your countryside near the city that much . . .  the 
nature there has been amalgamated with the 
artificial constructions of humans . . . .  As you get 
closer to nature, you will find a 
worthier life (Yushij, Diaries, 49-50). 

In his own life, Nima tried to fight against industry 
and civilization in order to keep his hometown 
primitive. He expresses his wish that an earthquake or 
a storm could block the entrances leading to his 
hometown so that city folk could not pollute its 
essence: "I wish the railway and transportation were 
ruined so that my hometown was not filled with 
urban people ... City is the source of adversity, 
obscenity, and meanness, where happiness is 
impossible for a sensitive mind" (Jafari 209). Like 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Nima believed that 
modernity conflicted with nature and that while the 
former brought sadness, the latter was a totem that 
brought bliss into one's life. Living in nature and 
escaping from the city and urbanism is a source of 
peace and happiness for Nima, as it was for his 
Western Romantic contemporaries. 

3) Nature's Rhetorical Presence

The rhetorical presence of nature in Nima's works is quite 
common in Persian literature and is not unique to Nima. 
In Persian poetry, a poet will often choose a natural 
element as a keyword to function as a symbol and 
express a kind of presence; for example, "flower" and 
"water" in Sohrab Sepehri's poems, "garden" in 
Forough Farrokhzad's poems, and "night" and 
"morning" in Nima's poems. Having knowledge about 
the presence and influence of nature in Nima's works 
assists in the interpretation of his hermeneutics. For 
example, when we read his Diaries we notice a 
"rhetorical absence of nature." Some possible reasons 
for the low frequency of nature's presence are: a) since 
his daily notes were written to convey a message, the 
language tends to be automatized rather than literary; 
b) because he wrote his notes in urban, modernized 
Tehran, nature plays a smaller role, unlike in his 
poetry, when in some cases nature itself is the main 
character; c) the notes' subjectivism reduces their 
objectivism; d) the political atmosphere of Nima's 
time was full of tension and as a result his texts tended 
to be more realistic and less centered around nature. 
Most of Nima's Diaries refers to a dark, distracted, 
and anguished atmosphere full of negativism and 
subjectivism. Even a short glance at the titles of these 
notes confirms this statement. There are only a few 
notes that have traces of the naturalist Nima, 
including "Greenhouse" or "Artificial Fountains":

I wanted to set down that I do not understand 
some pots of geranium. Greenhouses, in my 
opinion, have no effect. . . .  They build up
artificial fountains in the city . . . .  I have seen 
many times that they take so much trouble 
to grow up a branch of oleander. And they 
waste a life on it. These are useless lives. I 
do not understand them. I like forests and 
valleys that affect me (Yushij, Diaries, 136). 

On another note, in "Our Civilization and 
Ancient Civilization and Beauty," Nima writes: 

It is true that we have found some 
achievements by the help of machines, 
electricity, and new information; but at the 
same time, we have lost so many beauties of life. 
The beauties are getting less and less everyday: 
the beauty of caravan, the beauty of smooth 
movements (Yushij, Diaries, 180). 



On the 28th of October, 1959, he wrote: 

I watered the flowerpots. How do these people in 
the city build gardens and enjoy flowers and 
flowerpots? I have never enjoyed these flowers 
and vases and lawns and artificial fountains-I 
don't see the point in it and I even hate it-what 
an absurd thing in this beautiful nature! One 
enjoys more under a barberry bush in the 
mountains than all this nonsense in the city. In 
Tehran, they say that a flower bush is luxury and 
must be admired (Yushij, Diaries, 141). 

Finally, Nima on his feelings toward Tehran: 

I have unlimitedly hated this city. I would not 
have come to Tehran even if it was possible for 
me in terms of money issues, and even if the air 
was not polluted. They tease me. Oh, I have come 
back again to this sick city. . . . This cursed city 
that brought misery both to my father and to me 
that should be ending my life like this (Yushij, 
Diaries, 276-77). 

Each note demonstrates the second type of 
presence and influence of nature found in Nima's 
works: glorious nature corrupted by civilization. 
Avoiding this fate requires a return to his home 
village, Yush. In his notes, Nima frequently talks 
about the shepherds and the rural people with whom 
he has spent nights dancing and singing. In contrast, 
Nima hates the city, and Tehran is a symbol of the 
city, civilization, and modernization, in which 
happiness is lost. Nima's hatred of Tehran is not only 
a simple reaction to a geographical location; it is a 
kind of resistance, a belief that Tehran's existence as a 
modern city is directly at odds with happiness, 
purity, and simplicity. This resistance leads Nima to 
regard the city and its inhabitants in a deeply 

Nima's Diaries, which were written between 
1950 and 1959, show his defeat at the hands of 
Tehran's urban atmosphere. For instance, Nima 
writes, "Try to write as you see and try to write 
poems which give a clearer image of you. When you 
see like the people of the past, and when you create 
something that is in contrast with the world outside, 
your creation has completely forgotten the life and 
the nature." Nima's image of Tehran is that of a dark, 
suffocating, and divisive city which is oppressive and 
cruel. Because he wrote his notes while living in 

Tehran, his writing during this period reflects these 
sentiments. Nima points out that if he had left the 
city, his time would have been better spent. He speaks 
of his time in the city as "being intentionally wasted. 
Intentionally. Intentionally" (Yushij, Diaries, 22). 
Nima also notes that he has composed significantly 
fewer poems during his time in Tehran and that he 
should have spent all his time writing in the 
countryside. Nima's poetry written in Tehran 
matches the melancholic tone of his notes. For 
instance, while composing The Diaries, Nima 
frequently wrote about the "night," and darkness is a 
pervasive theme in the book. 

Conclusion 

Taking an ecocritic's approach to Nima's 
notes, we can see that Nima's change in setting 
resulted in him writing very different types of poetry. 
For a poet like Nima, who belonged to the mountains 
and forests of Northern Iran, writing in the closed, 
suffocating urban environment of Tehran 
undoubtedly affected the content of his poetry. 
During his time in Tehran, nature's presence and 
rhetorical role was significantly reduced in his work. 
Instead, Nima wrote disturbed and disordered notes 
full of woes, insults, curses, and pessimism and his 
poetry reflected his mental state at the time. 
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Infertility and Governmentality in Postrevolutionary 
Iran 

Corissa Goodrich 
University of Maryland 

Abstract 

With both a high rate of primary infertility and the use of infertility treatments, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran sits at an intersection between traditional values and modern values and the needs of women. It also 
reflects a new era of state building, particularly Foucauldian "governmentality," where the state wields 
power at a distance through individuals. 

The Islamic Republic of Iran has a high rate 
of both primary infertility and infertility treatment 
use in comparison with estimated global rates. It is 
estimated that the rate of primary infertility in Iran 
ranges from 17% and 24.9%. This is high in 
comparison with the World Health Organization's 
estimation of primary infertility at approximately 
10-15% worldwide (Kazemijaliseh et al. 229). In Iran,
the treatment options available for primary infertility
are considerably advanced, inexpensive, and widely
utilized. One study found that 82% of infertile
couples in Iran sought treatment in the form of in 
vetro fertilization, hormone therapy, donor eggs, or 
surrogacy, in comparison with 42% of infertile
couples in the United States (Kazemijaliseh et al. 
230). These rates of high occurrence and high
utilization point to an important intersection of
politics, society, and women's experiences within Iran.

In this article, I analyze infertility by first 
situating infertility temporally within the 
postrevolutionary production of motherhood by the 
Iranian government. Then, by using a cross analysis 
of qualitative and population surveys, I highlight 
some common themes/ experiences expressed by 
women struggling with primary infertility and draw 
a connection from these experiences to the embodied 
governmental response. Ultimately I hope to 

demonstrate that the particular concerns of infertile 
women have influenced state-building projects in 
ways that are best understood through Foucauldian 
theories of governmentality. In order to understand 
infertility within Iran, it must first be situated within 
postrevolutionary views of motherhood. While 
traditional Iranian culture has prized maternalism, 
during the Iran-Iraq War this value was 
exponentially increased through the constant and 
public glorification of a woman's role being that of a 
sacrificing mother (Gheytanchi 562). According to 
Elham Gheytanchi, "the use of motherhood ( during 
the war) was an effective strategy for mobilization . . .  
to gather public support and legitimacy" (573). 
Motherhood has been constructed by the Iranian 
government as a locus of a woman's accepted 
political and social power; as Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet 
noted, "It is ironic that within this patriarchal 
framework (of Iran) a discourse on Maternalism 
should emerge giving women unexpected privileges 
and opportunities even while reinforcing their 
traditional identities as mothers and wives" (222). 

While infertility has historically been a source 
of social anxiety, it takes on increasingly complicated 
meanings as a consequence of the Iranian 
government's focus on motherhood. If motherhood 
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is constructed as the locus of a woman's accepted 
social and political power, the inability to conceive 
becomes not only a personal loss, but also a social 
and political loss of power and/ or meaning for the 
Iranian woman. Iranian women often shoulder the 
social shame of infertility regardless of which partner 
has the medical infertility problems 
(Behboodi-Moghadam et al. 41). As a result, 
women who struggle with infertility may isolate 
themselves from both their family members and 
their social circles. In one study, a participant was 
quoted as saying, "I like to be alone at home and do 
not like to go anywhere. A woman who does not 
have a child must stay at home" (Behboodi-
Moghadam et al. 43). Here, the inability to conceive 
correlates to a self-inflicted denial of access to the 
public space. In a study conducted by Hasanpoor-
Azghdy et al., some of the women surveyed said they 
would isolate themselves in order to avoid the 
pitiful gaze of others or prevent public conversations 
surrounding their infertility. One participant shared 
that "[t]he woman who prays regularly for the 
prosperity and health of people at the end of 
praying ceremony, prays for me to carry a baby by 
the next year. When she did this in public, I 
experienced a strong sense of  inferiority" (414). 

With this, the attitudes of the community 
caused some participants to refuse to talk to others 
about their particular treatment, thereby further 
isolating themselves and their experiences; "I don't 
let other people know about this because later they 
will talk behind my back. They will say her child's 
father is someone else, mother is also someone else. 
This [treatment] is not accepted in our culture yet" 
(Hasanpoor-Azghdy, 413). In a seemingly direct 
response to the social stigma and anxiety around 
infertility treatments, many Shi'ite religious 
authorities have issued fatwas (jurisprudential 
decrees) allowing surrogacy and other forms of 
infertility treatment, while most Sunni scholars 
outside Iran view it as sinful (Aramesh 320). Here 
we see that the government is responding to and 
trying to mitigate the negative social attitudes 
against infertility treatment through a positive 
response from religious authorities. 

Each of the surveys noted that the familial 
and community pressure led some women to 
pressure their husbands to remarry if  the infertility 
treatment was not successful. An individual can 
initiate a divorce legally in Iran if one of the partners 

is infertile. However, women do not often initiate a 
divorce, most likely because of a woman's economic 
dependence and/ or the social stigma associated with 
divorce (Behboodi-Moghadam et al. 45). The more 
common fear is of a husband entering into a second 
marriage. Indeed, this scenario is the focus of the 
film Leila (1996), which suggests that the 
arrangement of a second marriage is a common 
enough fear for a woman who cannot conceive for it 
to be dramatized for a movie-going audience. There 
may also be economic consequences for a woman 
experiencing infertility. Extended families may 
remove their financial support for the couple, or 
husbands may remove spousal fiscal support 
(Hasanpoor-Azghdy 417). Furthermore, the cost of 
the treatments can be too great for a couple to afford, 
which may result in substantial debts 
(Hasanpoor-Azghdy 417). It bears noting that the 
continued and increasing subsidization of infertility 
treatments points to another way in which the 
Iranian government is trying to encourage its usage 
and mitigate the negative economic effects of 
infertility for couples (especially for women, since 
they can be the most negatively affected by a 
divorce). Reducing the cost of infertility treatment 
could be promoted as an alternative to divorce and a 
method for reducing the divorce rate. 

Age is also a concern for women who 
struggle with primary infertility, with many of the 
survey respondents being over the age of thirty-five. 
Rostamai Dovom et al. attributed Iran's high infertility 
rate to the increasing level of education and older 
age of Iranian women, noting a greater occurrence of 
infertility among highly educated older women. 
Arguably the most official of the surveys I read, 
this survey did not draw this connection to 
encourage less education for women, but rather to 
advocate for more government support for 
infertility treatment as well for working mothers in 
the workplace. This suggests that the continued 
promotion of infertility treatment may be in part 
a government response to Iranian women choosing 
a path of higher education/ career. Additionally, 
the investment the government has made by 
conducting many surveys suggests that they 
recognize the current social and personal 
stress relating to infertility and are willing to 
invest in mitigating its effects. While there are 
many negative consequences of infertility, there are 



hints within the surveys of an alternative experience. 
For example, while offering surveys of an 
alternative experience. For example, while offering 
remarriage to their spouses, most husbands 
expressed no desire to remarry in response to these 
offers. These responses by the husbands are some 
of the moments when the surveys hint at 
another side to infertility, one that draws couples 
closer rather than pushing them further apart. The 
negative emotional experience of infertility can 
also be reframed in a positive light, especially 
when infertile women believe their infertility to be 
God's will. In these cases, substantially less 
stigma and higher self-esteem were reported 
(Latifnejad Roudsari et al. 117). A participant of a 
study focused particularly on the use of religion 
among infertile women stated, "Alhamd-o-lellah 
(praise to God); my religion is Islam and 
obviously I think that everything is from Allah; 
if Allah wants me to have a baby, OK, fine, that 
means how positive I am and how positive I think 
about it" (Latifnejad Roudsari et al. 117). From this 
perspective, infertility can become for Iranian 
women a site for creating meaning, an experience 
that draws the participant closer to their faith and 
to their spouses. 

Infertility in Iran occupies an intersection 
between enforcing traditional values and 
acknowledging the modern era and the needs of 
women. It is also a reflection of a new age of 
state building, especially that of Foucaldian 
governmentality, when the state wields power at a 
distance through individuals (Shahrokni 91). 
Religious allowances, economic investment, and 
social encouragement are methods through which the 
Iranian government encourages women to have 
children and live a traditional life. But they also 
represent an ongoing negotiation between the 
Iranian government and Iranian women. For 
instance, the promotion of infertility treatment 
works to give women who opt for higher education 
and a career the option of having children later 
in life, thus mitigating the social stigma 
surrounding infertility. The government's response 
to infertility best represents the shift in Iranian 

state power dynamics to new forms of 
governmentality, embodying the shifts of a  
internationally available, conducted in urban 
government and citizenry that are in constant 
negotiation with traditional values and the embodied 
experiences of the individual. It is important to 
consider that this analysis relies heavily on the surveys 
made publicly and areas among populations 
already using the health care and infertility 
treatments provided. For a more complete picture of 
infertility within Iranian surveys, one would need to 
conduct a comparative survey in nonurban areas, 
where the influence of the local government may 
have had entirely different effects. 
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Ta'ziyeh: The Passion Plays of Iran and Saudi Arabia 

Joshua Phinney 
University of Maryland 

Abstract 
The Ta'ziyeh play, a commemoration of the martyrdom of the Imam Hussein, one of the most important 
figures in Shi'ism, is a central ritual in both the Iranian Shi'a community and the Shi'a minority of Saudi 
Arabia. Despite the political and religious tensions between the two countries, the Ta'ziyeh plays of Iran 
and Saudi Arabia maintain many similarities while still possessing their own regional flavoring and subtle 
political messaging. 

Ta'ziyeh is an interactive passion play that 
reenacts tragic events. One such Ta'ziyeh depicts 
Imam Hussein, one of the most important figures in 
Shi'a Islam, who was martyred along with his 
followers, mainly women and children, at Karbala, 
Iraq. Ta'ziyeh, or "mourning" in Arabic, is performed 
in Iran and other countries where Shi'as live, such as 
Lebanon and Iraq. However, it may be surprising to 
learn that it is also performed in Saudi Arabia, where 
the majority of Muslims are Sunni not Shi'a. In fact, 
there are many similarities between the Ta'ziyeh in 
Saudi Arabia and in Iran, which reflect the common 
origins and connection of the two. These similarities 
of the Ta'ziyeh that are performed in both Saudi 
Arabia and Iran show us the common culture and 
beliefs that different Shi'a share in regard to Imam 
Hussein and how important he is to them both. 
Ta'ziyeh is also a cultural influence of Iran on the 
Shi'a of Saudi Arabia and is not only a religious 
phenomenon, but has also been a political statement 
that continues to be used by the minority Shi'a in 
Saudi Arabia. 

Ashura is the day of commemoration of the 
martyrdom of Imam Hussein at Karbala. Ashura 
means ten in Arabic and is the tenth day of 
Muharram, the first month of the Islamic Hijra 
calendar, whose first year marks the pilgrimage of 
Muhammad and his followers from Mecca to 
Medina. Ta'ziyeh itself has been around in its current 
form since the eighteenth century, but its roots are 
much deeper. "As early as the tenth century, elaborate 
processions mourning the death of the martyr were a 
standard feature of the commemorative festivals held 
during the month of Muharram, when his death 

occurred. These festivals received royal 
encouragement in the sixteenth century, when the 
Shiite Safavid dynasty came to power, and many 
reports by merchants and envoys mention the 
elaborate Muharram pageants, with costumed 
processions, tableaux, and mock battles" (Kennedy 
1324). This commemoration is not exclusive to Iran 
and is in fact performed in Iraq and even in Saudi 
Arabia in the Eastern Province, in Qatif. The fact 
that the Shi'as living in Saudi Arabia are able to 
celebrate so openly may come as a surprise in a 
country whose royal family as well as its majority 
population follows the Wahhabi school, the same 
Sunni Islamic school followed by the terrorist 
organizations ISIS and Al-Qaeda, who execute Shi'a 
because they consider them infidels. 

In this article I show that the cultural 
performances in Iran and Saudi Arabia of the 
Ta'ziyeh of Imam Hussein are not only religious 
phenomena, but also carry social and political 
significance. In fact, these two performances, though 
similar in how they are portrayed, have taken on the 
accents of their particular communities. The way in 
which they are performed is a unique element that 
adds to their appeal. These elements can also give us 
a deeper look into what these communities are 
feeling. I illustrate that through Ta'ziyeh we can see 
varying retellings of the martyrdom of Hussein, and 
that these differences give us insights into the 
cultures of Shi'a communities in Saudi Arabia and 
Iran. Furthermore, because Ta'ziyeh originated in 
Iran, it has had a unique cultural influence on Saudi 
Arabia, a nation that is in conflict with its political
interests.
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Music is an important aspect of the Ta'ziyeh 
in both Iran and Saudi Arabia. In Iran the actors that 
play Hussein and his companions sing in very 
profound and beautiful voices, whereas those 
playing the Umayyads speak in very loud and brash 
voices.  In contrast, the actors who play Hussein 
and his companions in Saudi Arabia do not sing 
their lines and instead they speak their lines in 
such a way that it accentuates their emotions. In 
Iran the actors use singing to evoke the 
emotions of the crowd, illustrating the 
personalities of their characters and revealing 
their dispositions. Although the ways in which 
music and the portrayals of the characters are 
different, these distinctions add a unique flavor to 
the passion play and give us two unparalleled 
views of what took place when Imam Hussein was 
martyred that reflect their unique cultures. 
Music accompanies the performances in Iran 
and instruments such as trumpets and drums 
are played alongside the live performance. A 
video of a performance in Saudi Arabia used 
music that accompanied the performance, 
but it wasn't performed live and the tone of the 
music was very melancholic. The music used in 
both versions befits the mourning of the death 
of these martyrs. Music itself plays a very 
important role in both versions as it is essential in 
projecting the emotions of the characters and 
rousing the audience. 

The color schemes that are used in both the 
Iranian and Saudi version of the Ta'ziyeh are 
green and black for Imam Hussein and his 
followers and Red and Black for the 
Umayyads. The green represents Shi'a Islam. Also, 
Imam Hussein and some of his followers faces are 
covered in white fabric to hide the actors' faces in 
both the Iranian and Saudi versions. The face 
covering of the holy martyrs is taken from a verse 
in the Qu'ran which condemns the physical 
representation of holy figures such as Muhammad. 
The implementation of green, the color of Islam for 
the protagonists gives a clear message that Imam 
Hussein and his companions are the defenders 
of Islam. The audiences in both the Saudi and 
Iranian plays are mainly men, but include 
women and children. The audience gets emotionally 
involved in the play and can be seen crying 
especially at key points when one of Imam Hussein's 

companions or Imam Hussein himself is martyred. 
This illustrates the strong connection that both 
versions have with each other as the main purpose of 
the play itself is to be a mourning ceremony of the 
martyrs especially Imam Hussein. 

The performance spaces for both the Ta'ziyeh 
of Iran and Saudi Arabia are often in large arenas 
where the protagonists and antagonists use horses 
and have live choreographed sword fighting scenes. 
This may sound familiar to American audiences who 
would be acclimated to similar scenes at a 
renaissance festival or a medieval times restaurant, 
where the atmosphere such as the arena and 
choreographed fighting is akin to that of 
Ta'ziyeh. However, one crucial distinction 
from what American audiences are familiar with is 
the fact that audiences of the Ta'ziyeh are 
expected to mourn because of the serious 
religious aspect attached to this passion play, 
which is more akin to the crucifixion of Jesus 
Christ. 

Moreover, it is interesting to note that 
because the play is meant to be understood by the 
audience in Iran, the Arabic language is not used and 
is replaced with Persian, which of course was not the 
language used by Imam Hussein and his 
companions. This is in contrast to Saudi Arabia 
where they use Quranic Arabic during the play. 
Quranic Arabic is a language from the seventh 
century, which is significantly different from the 
modern local Arabic dialects. Similarly, although the 
actors at the renaissance festival perform their 
characters well, you can rest assured that the English 
that they use to represent the language of the 
thirteenth century is simply modern English with a 
Victorian-esque (more nineteenth-century) accent. 
In fact if  they tried to speak Middle or Old English to 
a modern audience it would be unintelligible. Using 
this type of English is similar to using Persian in Iran 
for the audience's benefit and not historical accuracy. 
The English language itself has gone through 
significant changes over time and the same is true for 
Arabic, where there are many dialects, some so 
different they are unintelligible to one another. 
However, unlike Middle or Old English, Quranic 
Arabic has been kept alive and is still intelligible 
because it is not only the language of the Qur'an 
and the dominant religion, but it is still used today 
in both the media and in literature. Therefore, the 
fact that this type of Arabic is still being used in 



performances ofTa'ziyeh in the Eastern Province of 
Saudi Arabia makes the experience of seeing a 
Ta'ziyeh performed akin to being thrown into a time 
warp and seeing the events unfold before your eyes. 

The history of Shi'a in Saudi Arabia is 
complex and often the cause of conflict as the news is 
full of stories of Shi'a protesting against the Saudi 
government. Recently, Sheikh Nimr al-Nimr, who 
called for an equal share of the oil profits for the Shi'a 
minority population, was executed on terrorism 
charges because of his link to Iran and Hizbullah, 
which is labeled a terrorist organization by the 
United States as well as Saudi Arabia. This led to 
protests throughout the Middle East and the 
firebombing of a Saudi embassy in Iran. Although 
there is tension between the Shi'a and the Saudi 
government, many Shi'a saw the Al-Saud family as 
protectors against the Wahhabi Ulama, who wished 
to convert or kill them since the overthrow of the 
Ottomans. 

In contrast to the widely held belief that 
Saudis have always been against Shi'a, Toby 
Matthiesen, a senior research fellow in international 
relations of the Middle East at St Antony's College in 
the United Kingdom claims that some Shi'a actually 
helped Al-Saud gain power in Saudi Arabia (9). 
Suggesting that the Al-Saud family is and was always 
an oppressor of Shi'a is far from the truth. The Al-
Saud family did what it could to protect the Shi'as 
and their culture from attempts by Ulama, who were 
opposed to Shi'ism in the peninsula. Shi'a were 
unable to openly practice their religion because of 
pressures from the Ulama, but this has changed to 
some extent, and Shi'a are now allowed to celebrate 
Ashura free from persecution or criminal 
prosecution. 

However, it must not be underplayed that the 
Shi'a themselves are still a persecuted minority. 
According to Matthiesen, Salafi clerics such as Nasir 
al-Umar label Shi'a in Saudi Arabia as both "infidels" 
and "a danger to the Saudi nation and the Islamic 
Umma" (9). This cleric and those like him ignore the 
fact that the Shi'a in Saudi Arabia coexisted with 
Sunnis under Ottoman rule and continued to do so 
even under more strict laws against certain overt 
displays of their faith when the Eastern Province 
came under Saudi rule. Shi'a make up approximately 
15% of the almost 28 million Saudi population 

(CIA), most of whom are Twelver Shi'a, the same 
branch of Shi'a that Iran's majority population 
follows. This makes them a fairly big target for clerics 
and other politicians, who see Iran as a threat to 
Saudi national interests. The Shi'a in Saudi Arabia are 
mainly located in the Eastern Province where the 
majority of Saudi Arabia's oil comes from. 
Matthiesen claims, "Partly as a result of these 
anti-Shi'a narratives, some Sunnis fear that an 
empowerment of the Shi'a in the Eastern Province 
could encourage them to try to secede with the help 
of Iran and deprive the country of its oil 
income" (10). He also observes that opening 
religious schools is difficult for Shi'as, and Shi'a 
mosques are often burned by extremists (183). 
According to Matthiesen,  

Shi'a Muslims were probably the main 
beneficiaries o f  reforms introduced by 
Crown Prince Abdulla after 9/11 and the U.S. 
led invasion o f  Iraq in 2003: they won in 
municipal elections, participated in the 
National Dialogue, were given space in 
national media and were appointed to newly 
created representative institutions ( 219). 

Therefore, despite the fact that there is some open 
hostility by an extremist minority element in the 
Saudi population against the Shi'a, the Shi'a 
community can have public displays of their faith 
on one of their most holy days, Ashura, and included 
in that celebration is Ta'ziyeh. 

The fact that the Shi'a are still openly 
demonstrating displays of their faith in Saudi 
Arabia can be seen as a form of protest against those 
who would prefer them out of sight. The literary 
scholar Negar Mottahedah claims that in Iran during 
the Qajar era, "ta'ziyeh dramatic format was used 
to call the people to revolutionary action and 
to emphasize the role of the (Iranian) nation as Imam 
Husayn's representative of the world" (Mottahedeh 
68-69). The idea of using Ta'ziyeh as protest and 
change has been around since the nineteenth century. 
Also, the fact that it was used for nationalistic 
purposes and was not wholly religious shows the diverse 
uses of Ta'ziyeh as a form of expression. In fact, 
Mottahedeh quotes Matthew Arnold, a ninteenth-century
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British poet who visited Iran during the Qajar era, 
during which clerics actually condemned Ta'ziyeh 
(Mottahedeh 71). Hamid  Dabashi, professor of Iranian 
Studies and Comparative Literature at Columbia 
University, stated that, "I ta'ziyeh, Yazid and Imam 
Hussein, thetwo principal nemeses, have  emerged as 
metaphoric representations of unjust power and the 
revolutionary mobilization against such 
tyranny" (Chelkowski 182). Therefore, the fact that 
Ta'ziyeh is inherently revolutionary had the potential to 
be used as a rallying cry to revolutionary action, which 
perhaps was the reason that it was feared by these clerics. 
Ta'ziyeh metaphors were prevalent during the Iranian 
Revolution of 1979, in which the Shah was signified as 
the tyrannical and immoral Yazid, who murders 
Hussein. 

In this context, if Yazid is the Shah, then 
naturally the pious and moral role of Hussein would be 
taken on by Ruhollah Khomeini, who was expelled from 
Iran by the Shah. The fact that the Shi'a in Saudi Arabia 
are under more scrutiny than their fellow Shi'a in Iran 
adds a unique aspect to their Ta'ziyeh performances and 
distinguishes them from their Iranian counterparts. The 
Shi'a minority in Saudi Arabia have far different 
experiences than the Shi'a in Iran, where they are the 
majority. This testifies to the subversive nature of 
Ta'ziyeh, which transcends national boundaries. 

In conclusion, there are many similarities 
between these plays, which reflect the common origins 
and connection of the two. These similarities of the 
performances of Ta'ziyeh in Saudi Arabia and Iran show 
us the common culture and beliefs that different Shi'a 
share in regard to Imam Hussein and how important he 
is to them both. Although the music and the portrayals 
of the characters are very different, these distinctions 
add a different flavor to the passion play and give us two 
unique views of what took place when Imam Hussein 
was martyred that reflect their respective cultures. 
Furthermore, this cultural influence of Iran on the Shi'a 
of Saudi Arabia is not only a religious phenomenon, but 
also a political statement that has been and continues to 
be used by the minority Shi'a in Saudi Arabia.

Works Cited 

BanbonaLimona. "Martyrdom oflmam Hussain Eng Sub." 
YouTube. 2012. 

Chelkowski, Peter J., and Hamid Dabashi. Eternal Performance: 
Ta' ziyeh and Other Shiite Rituals. Seagull, 2010. 

Kennedy, Dennis. "Ta'zieh." Oxford Encyclopedia of  Theatre 
and Performance. Vol. 2. Oxford UP, 2003. 

(CIA) Central Intelligence Agency. "The World Factbook: Saudi 
Arabia." Central Intelligence Agency, May 5, 2016.

MrKamran1766. "Condolence of Hazrat Abolfazl Al-Abbas 
Part 2." YouTube. 2015. 

Mottahedeh, Negar. Representing the Unpresentable: 
Historical Images o f  National Reform from the 
Qajars to the Islamic Republic of  Iran. Syracuse UP, 2008. 

Matthiesen, Toby. The Other Saudis: Shiism, Dissent and 
Sectarianism. Cambridge UP, 2015. 



"I Decided to Act": Carter and Psychological Biases 
in the Iran Hostage Crisis 
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Abstract 
An analysis of foreign policy decision making, this article takes a look at the role of three psychological 
biases-prospect theory, negativity bias, and fundamental attribution error-in the decision making 
behind former president Jimmy Carter's handling of the Iranian hostage crisis. Analyzed within its 
historical context with evidence from important actors from the time, this article seeks to show the 
psychological biases that could have been at play, causing Washington and Tehran to misunderstand each 
other's actions, ultimately culminating in Carter's failed rescue mission of April 1980. Evidence is drawn 
from such sources as transcripts of National Security Council meetings, memoranda from National 
Security Advisor Zbigniew Brzezinski to Jimmy Carter, pertinent histories, and memoirs. Though concrete 
conclusions are hard to draw given the nature of political psychology, this article asserts that psychology 
provides an interesting dimension in which to view the events leading up to the rescue mission. 

In a foreign policy world of superpowers and 
state powers, psychology is often overlooked or 
dismissed as a factor of policy. But when the 
psychological biases (tendencies in behavior) of 
competing leaders half way around the world 
intertwine and feed off each other, they can 
dangerously escalate international affairs. Such was 
the case in the Iranian hostage crisis. The crisis 
occurred in the context of the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution, when Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini 
(1902-89) led a revolution that ended the US-backed 
government of Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi 
(1919-80), establishing the Islamic Republic and 
bringing an end to a monarchy that had existed in 
some form since the time of Cyrus the Great. A 
group of Iranian students in Tehran seized US 
diplomats in the embassy and held them hostage for 
444 days, from November 4, 1979 until January 20, 
1981. The crisis enflamed US domestic politics and 
consumed the life and decisions of Jimmy Carter in 
the final year of his presidency, culminating in a 
failed military rescue mission. Three psychological 
biases-prospect theory, negativity bias, and the 
fundamental attribution error-coalesced to create 
an environment of mistrust and paranoia that may 
have compelled Carter to make the fatal call for the 
rescue operation. Prospect theory, or loss aversion, is 

a psychological bias that predicts an individual's 
willingness to take a risk. The theory relies on two 
factors: perception of the environment and 
perception of the status quo. If an actor perceives 
himself to be winning, he is described as being in a 
domain of gains; a perception of loss puts the actor in 
a domain of losses. Prospect theory predicts that in a 
domain of losses, an actor is more likely to take a risk 
to return to a domain of gains. Conversely, an actor 
in a domain of gains is more risk averse (McDermott 
238). In the case of the hostage crisis, Carter and 
National Security Advisor Brzezinski identified the 
status quo as the state of affairs before the hostages 
were taken. 

As a result, they viewed themselves in a 
domain of losses, positioning them to take greater 
risks to return to a domain of gains. In a National 
Security Council meeting in December 1979, 
Brzezinski told Carter that the newly established 
Iranian government must be brought down 
expeditiously (Brzezinski 3). Carter, however, kept 
faith in the UN Security Council and his claims 
before the International Court of Justice. He was 
prepared to move forward with economic sanctions 
in the UN, but he was not yet willing to take the risk 
associate with the type of military operation that 
Brzezinski advocated ("Minutes" 2-4).
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Though Carter initially insisted on 
diplomacy, he became increasingly willing to 
gamble as the crisis wore on. By January 1980, 
negotiations in the UN began to stall. When the 
Security Council proved unable to secure the 
hostages' release, Carter sank deeper into a domain 
o f  losses, and his actions grew riskier. Ignoring the 
advice o f  UN Secretary General Kurt Waldheim, 
Carter refused to return the Shah to Iran, one of  
Tehran's demands, and instead actively pursued 
economic sanctions (U.S. Cong. Committee on 
Foreign Affairs 73, 78). After the Iranian 
government pulled out of  another round of  
negotiations in March, Carter raised the stakes 
one final time. "We could no longer depend 
on diplomacy," he says in his memoirs, "I decided 
to act" (Carter 501-08). Carter's cabinet members 
also approved the risky covert military action, 
using the logic o f  prospect theory. In a press 
conference on April 25, Secretary of  Defense 
Harold Brown justified the mission by citing six 
months of  failed diplomatic efforts, which had left 
them with no other option ("Internal Transcript" 
8). Years later, Brzezinski underscored his belief 
that "sometimes the costs of  not doing anything 
are even higher than a chancy 
undertaking" (Houghton 83).

For Carter, those costs appeared 
largely political. At home, he faced low public 
confidence (McDermott 240) and a reelection 
nomination challenge from Ted Kennedy (Jordan 
22). In that context, the cost o f  doing nothing was 
damaging to his political career as political rivals 
accused him of  being "impotent" in fighting the 
students in Tehran (McDermott 238). Carter was 
also losing abroad in his negotiations with the 
Iranian government over the hostages. In terms 
o f  prospect theory, his decision to escalate the 
situation and launch a rescue was compelled by a 
desire to return to a domain o f  gains. Related to 
prospect theory, negativity bias explains decision 
making as a result o f  negative potency, whereby 
negative events are subjectively more potent and 
salient than positive events (Rozin and Royzman 
298). For example, a setback in negotiations 
would cause Carter more alarm than progress 
could cause satisfaction. As a result, Carter would 
be more sensitive to diplomatic setbacks and 
affirmatively act to avoid them. Carter's mindfulness 
of Soviet operations in the region exhibits a clear  

invaded Afghanistan, Iran's neighbor, drawing sharp 
criticism 

example of the influence of negativity bias in the crisis. 
In late 1979, the Soviet Union from the United 
States (Carter 471-72). This extension of  Soviet 
power and influence came nearly five years after 
the fall of  South Vietnam, a particularly salient 
example of  a US failure to stop the spread of  
international communism. Though the Strategic 
Arms Limitations Talks (SALT) treaties and Nixon's 
detente with China had lowered Cold War paranoia 
from McCarthy-era levels, this Soviet show of  power 
troubled Carter (Carter 471-72), especially after the 
Shah's fall in Iran deprived the United States o f  one 
of  its "twin pillar" allies in the region 
(Movahedi-Lankarani, "Era of  Muhammad Reza 
Shah"). Carter was determined not to fail again in the 
face of  communism. 

Despite their frequently conflicting views, 
Brzezinski and Secretary of  State Cyrus Vance agreed 
that Soviet expansion into Iran during the crisis was a 
real possibility (McDermott 246, 248). Accordingly, 
Carter, Brzezinski, and Vance were all cognizant o f  
how their reactions to the hostage crisis could be 
perceived in Iran and, more important, how they 
could drive Iran "into the arms of  the Soviets" ( Carter 
511-12). This insertion of  Cold War logic into the 
crisis was most likely misplaced, given Iran's long, 
troubled relationship with external superpowers. In 
the latter years of  the Qajar Dynasty, around the turn 
of  the century, the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company held 
great influence in Iran, prioritizing British interests in 
policy over local interests (Movahedi-Lankarani, 
"From Safavids to Qajars"). In the Second World War, 
the British and the Soviets invaded and divided Iran 
into two spheres o f  influence after Reza Shah Pahlavi, 
the penultimate shah, expressed German sympathies. 
For most of  his rule, and especially after the CIA and 
MI6 restored him to the throne in 1956, the final 
shah, Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, was greatly 
influenced by US interests (Movahedi-Lankarani, 
"Era of  Muhammad Reza Shah"). With this history, 
the Revolution of  1979 garnered popular support as a 
rejection of  foreign intervention and influence in 
Iranian politics. Once the Shah was overthrown, the 
newly established government of  Iran prided itself on 
its ideological independence, summarized in the 
popular saying, "neither East nor West, but Islamic 
Republic" (Movahedi-Lankarani, "Religion and 
Revolution"). This was an active rejection of  both the 
United States and the Soviet Union. Though the 
United States was famously recognized by the new



Iranian leader as "Great Satan," few US politicians 
realized that, to Iran's new leadership, the atheistic 
communists in the Soviet Union were considered the 
"Lesser Satan" ( or, depending on the translation of 
the Persian, "Little Satan") (Movahedi-Lankarani 
"Religion and Revolution"). 

Misguided as it may have been, Carter's fears 
of pushing Iran into an alliance with the Soviets was 
clearly a factor in his decision making. For example, 
the option to place mines in areas of the Persian Gulf 
to create an effective embargo was ruled out for fear 
that Iran would request the assistance of Soviet 
minesweepers (McDermott 244). After the Vietnam 
War and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the fear 
of triggering another negative event with the Soviets 
moderated some of Carter's decisions. Had negativity 
bias not influenced Carter, he may have risked a 
more militant plan against Iran. Finally, the 
fundamental attribution error has great potential to 
provide insight into Carter's actions. This theory 
explains actions based on perceptions of self, 
perceptions of others, and a lack of empathy. 
Generally speaking, actors perceive themselves as 
acting situationally, attributing their decision 
making to external factors and constraints. In 
contrast, actors perceive adversaries as acting out of 
disposition, attributing rivals' decisions to the 
fundamental characteristics that make them unique 
(Heradstveit and Bonham 274). 

One characteristic of attributing rivals' 
actions to their disposition is the tendency to 
interpret effect as intent (Heradstveit and Bonham 
277). In other words, an effect of a decision (say, to 
allow the Shah to take refuge in the United States for 
purposes of saving face) is often transformed by a 
political rival into intent (the United States 
comforted the oppressive Shah because it hated the 
new Iranian establishment). Ultimately, the 
fundamental attribution error relies on a lack of 
empathy for, in this context, political rivals. 
Frequently, people attribute policy decisions to a 
rival's ideology or culture, a dispositional 
characteristic that cannot be bargained with (Stein 
251). The effect of this attribution is to devalue 
negotiation because, after all, compromises cannot 
be reached with ideologues and fanatics. 

In the context of the hostage crisis, 
Carter and his colleagues attributed the new state's 

actions and his colleagues attributed the new state's actions 
to the fundamental personality of its leader rather 
than acknowledging that the Ayatollah, as well as the 
student militants who took the hostages, were 
individuals controlled and constrained by their 
situations. Carter's colleagues' interpretations of the 
situation varied from person to person. To 
Brzezinski, Ayatollah Khomeini's disposition rendered 
him fundamentally opposed to the United States. He 
thus viewed the crisis as a plot for the 
Ayatollah to consolidate power domestically and 
work against the United States abroad "at all 
costs" (Houghton 15, Brezezinski 4). As the 
fundamental attribution error would predict, 
Brzezinski's critical perspective served as the 
foundation for his tough stance against the 
Iranian government. In meetings with Carter, 
Brzezinski urged that they "have to be ready to 
explore all our options-including the military 
options" (Jordan 66). Accordingly, Brzezinski was an 
out spoken proponent of the ill-fated rescue mission. 
On the other end of the spectrum, Vance saw the 
Iranian leadership as largely disinterested in the 
United States, interpreting the hostage crisis as 
Iranian internal political maneuvering and 
showmanship (McDermott 248). To Vance, the 
crisis was motivated not by a hatred for the United 
States but rather by a natural desire to gain 
control over Iran's own domestic affairs. Viewing the 
hostage crisis as little more than a political ploy 
with short term benefits, Vance claimed that the 
hostages would be released once they had served 
their political purpose (McDermott 248). With this 
interpretation, Vance supported patience and 
negotiation and strongly opposed military 
interventions and rescue missions. Unlike both Vance 
and Brzezinski, Carter saw neither political 
motivation nor maneuvering in the Ayatollah's 
actions, but rather viewed them as driven by ideology 
more than reality. Lacking confidence in the Iranian 
leader's political acumen, Carter's observations about 
him throughout the crisis were saturated with critical, 
unambiguous language (Houghton 15, Brzezinski 4), 
poisoning his faith in the diplomatic process. 
From his memoirs: "Although Khomeini was 
acting insanely, we always behaved as if we were 
dealing with a rational person." In this frame of mind, 
he saw little utility in negotiating with the new Iranian 
government.  
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"We did not want to wait for them to come to their 
senses. We had to act," he wrote after another failed 
attempt at negotiations (Carter 459, 501-02).The only 
way to save hostages from an ideologue was to go 
over the ideologue's head and try to break out the 
hostages himself. Psychological theories often 
carry less weight in explaining foreign policy 
decision making than do conventional realist and 
constructionist theories. However, intertwined, these 
three biases create a compelling psychological 
backdrop for Carter's decision to escalate. In context 
of the crisis, the fundamental attribution error built 
off of Brzezinski and Vance's negativity bias. They 
believed that Iran's fundamental opposition to the 
United States matched the Soviets', making a Soviet-
Iranian alignment natural, if not inevitable. This 
misperception of intent heightened Brzezinski and 
Vance's fear of an alliance, while fueling their 
negativity bias. Likewise, prospect theory and the 
fundamental attribution error played off each 
other. Perceiving Iranians as fundamentally 
"irrational" contributed to a black and white 
reading of the situation (i.e., "we save them or 
they die"), which encouraged Carter to take a 
risk with the rescue mission. 

While these psychological biases have the 
ability to elucidate Carter's decision to escalate, 
establishing a concrete causal relationship between 
the biases and the escalation is difficult. Other 
factors in the historical context of the crisis confound 
the psychological explanation. 

Military action could simply have been a 
realist's way to balance against Soviet militarism in 
Afghanistan. Internally, public disapproval and a 
challenging media could have goaded Carter into 
action. Taking a step back, the crisis was not even 
Carter's only foreign policy challenge. Any military 
exercises at that time must be considered in the 
context of the SALT II talks, especially when they 
might involve the Soviets. All of these factors 
have the potential to minimize the applicability 
of any psychological explanations. Ultimately, none 
of  these elements or exceptions disarms the 
psychology-psychology is not designed to prove a 
causal relationship. Psychology and power politics 
are not mutually exclusive, and neither are psychology 
and domestic influences. In this case, the absence of a

clear-cut chain of causality is not a deal breaker. These 
biases are less a smoking gun and more the 
gunpowder. Understanding them as such, the fuel for 
decision making, can be frustrating in the search for 
causality, but it is fundamental in providing a broader 
understanding of why the decisions were made, and, 
more important, how.
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Persian Studies in the United States: A Brief History 
and Analysis of the Current Field 

Joseph Ritch 
University of Maryland 

Abstract 
In this article I discuss the history of Persian and Iranian studies in the United States, giving a brief overview 
of the major developments in the field and the important factors that shape the current field. Analyzing both 
academic institutions and cultural organizations, the changes in academic interests over the past century are 
presented and examined. Focusing on undergraduate programs, I present the general enrollment statistics and 
major trends in undergraduate enrollment in the field. Additionally I interviewed a Persian studies expert as 
well as Persian studies students to better understand some of the different prevalent viewpoints. Finally, with 
the recent changes and current trends in mind, I lay out a prediction of the impending changes in the field. 

In 1994 Brian Spooner of the University of 
Pennsylvania warned: 

If [Persian] is seen as the national language of 
Iran, with little to distinguish it from other less-
commonly-taught languages in the eyes of the 
average administration . . .  [i]n the long term it 
is unlikely to attract more than the occasional 
student of non-Iranian background (187-88). 

Spooner further cautions against focusing on oral 
proficiency as a methodological principle in language 
teaching. Of course academic programs must attract 
the attention of students, and at the time when 
this article was written, the majority of Persian 
studies students were of Iranian descent and 
pursued the language for personal rather than 
academic reasons. As a result, Persian and Iranian 
studies programs have bowed to the demands of 
students, which caused Spooner's concern. Today, 
numerous universities in the United States boast 
academic programs at the masters and doctoral 
levels in Persian and Iranian studies, but only two 
universities offer specialized undergraduate 
degrees in these fields: the University of 
Maryland, (UMD) and the University of California, 
Los Angeles (UCLA). Did these universities heed 
Spooner's warning? Based on the programs 
existing today, were his concerns unfounded? 
This qualitative and quantitative study seeks to 
answer these questions. 

One of the goals of this article is to analyze existing 
Persian studies programs, foundations, and 
institution on a general level. By examining the 
students and faculty, their backgrounds, and their 
motivations, the state of Persian and Iranian 
studies today will become clearer. The analysis 
of the current state of Persian and Iranian studies 
programs, along with a study of the historical 
changes in Persian and Iranian studies, will help 
form a realistic prediction of the future of the field. 

Key Terms 
The most commonly used terms for different 
program types in the United States are Persian 
studies, Iranian studies, and Middle Eastern studies. 

Persian Studies: Persian studies is the academic 
study of Persian language and literature. The Persian 
language includes the modern languages of Western 
Persian, Dari, and Tajiki, as well as ancient languages 
in the Persian family. As the study of literature 
encompasses cultural, historical, and political 
perspectives, this is sometimes indistinguishable 
from culture studies, history, or political science. 

Iranian Studies: Iranian studies is the regional study 
of Persian-speaking people and Iranian culture. This 
field encompasses the study of such things as the 
language, literature, culture, anthropology, politics, 
geography, and history of Persian-speaking regions. 



Middle Eastern Studies: Middle Eastern studies, like 
Iranian studies, is a type of regional studies. It 
includes the study of all Middle Eastern countries 
and their people. As such, Iranian studies is a proper 
subset of Middle Eastern studies. In addition to these, 
Persianate societies and the Persian language are 
often used in the research of other fields such as 
gender studies and religious studies, which are not 
subsets of these three fields. 

A Brief History of Persian and Iranian Studies in 
the United States 

Persian and Iranian studies in the United 
States have been greatly influenced by political and 
social changes in both Iran and the United States. 
The genesis of Iranian studies in the United States 
was in archeology and architecture and funded by 
post-industrial revolution wealth. The rise of the 
political and economic power of Iran in the 1960s led 
to an increased interest in modern Iranian history, 
literature, and culture. The Iranian Revolution of 
1979 and subsequent mass migration to the United 
States created a complicated mix of increased 
resources in Persian and Iranian studies along with 
increased anti-Iranian sentiment in the United States. 
The attacks on September 11th, 200 l ,  increased 
general hostility in the United States against Middle 
Eastern cultures, but also led to an increase in 
government investment in the study of these 
cultures. At the same time, the first generation of 
post revolution US-born Iranians were reaching 
adulthood, and Iranian American families invested 
heavily in the preservation and education of Iranian 
culture.These seemingly conflicting narratives-anti-
Iranian sentiments coupled with heavy investment 
in Iranian culture-have made Persian and Iranian 
studies in the United States what it is today. 

The Beginnings and Expansion of Persian Studies 
in the United States 

During the course of the twentieth century, 
the size, notoriety, and number of Persian and 
Iranian studies institutions and programs was 
extremely variable. The University of Chicago's 
Oriental Institute was founded in 1919 and focused 
research on archeology and ancient Iran. In 1928, the 
American Institute for Persian Art and Architecture, 
which is now known as the Asia Institute at Shiraz 

University, was founded in New York City by Arthur 
Pope (Frye). This institution hosted numerous 
exhibitions as well as a variety of publications. In 
1920, with the passing of the Preservation of 
National Monuments Act, the Boston Museum of 
Fine Arts and the University of Pennsylvania 
Museum of Archeology and Anthropology were 
granted permission to conduct archaeological 
excavations inside Iran. The American Institute for 
Persian Art and Architecture collaborated on many 
of these projects with the museums (Frye). During 
the first half of the twentieth century, several newly-
formed institutions focused on the archeology and 
architecture in Iran and the surrounding areas. 
Spearheaded primarily by US academics and those 
interested in the ancient world, very minimal focus 
was put on modern issues in the Persian-speaking 
world. 

Since this beginning, numerous institutions 
and programs for Persian and Iranian studies have 
been founded in the United States. In 1948 Richard 
Frye founded the Center for Middle Eastern Studies 
at the Harvard University and subsequently in 1957 
the Iranian Studies program (Giudicessi). In the 
1960s, Iran became known as major regional power 
and academic interest in Persian and Iranian studies 
waxed. Various Persian programs began at UCLA, 
the University of Texas at Austin, the University of 
Arizona, Columbia University, among others. In 1968, 
Ehsan Yarshater founded the Center for Iranian 
Studies at Columbia University and created the 
Encyclopedia Iranica (Cohen). Also during this 
period, the American Institute for Iranian Studies 
and the Middle East Studies Association of North 
America were formed. After the revolution in 1979, 
the face of Persian and Iranian studies changed 
drastically, but this process took several years to be 
fully realized. Formal diplomatic relations between 
Iran and the United States were cut, and this was not 
without consequence in academia. During the Iran 
hostage crisis of 1979-81 an unprecedented hostility 
against Iran formed in the United States, resulting in 
the limitation of academic Persian studies. Although 
new organizations and programs were created during 
this time, such as the Foundation for Iranian Studies 
and the Persian language programs at the University 
of Washington and Yale University, the momentum 
had been mostly lost. 
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Due to the political changes, the US 
government also developed a national interest in 
Persian language study, leading to the Defense 
Language Institute becoming one of the largest 
Persian language instruction institutions in the 
country. During the years after the revolution, 
however, the number of Iranian immigrants to the 
United States boomed. By 1990, the populations of 
Iranian immigrants and Americans of Iranian 
descent in the United States had reached 
approximately 285,000, and 83% of those immigrated 
after 1979 (Bozorgmehr 5-6). As a result, the 
academic foci of Iranian and Persian studies in the 
United States also changed. The final major turning 
point in Persian, Iranian, and Middle Eastern studies 
in the United States was September 11, 2001. The 
terrorist attack and subsequent military actions of 
the US government led to an increase in demand and 
interest in foreign languages, specifically Middle 
Eastern languages. Several government programs 
were put in place to help facilitate and increase the 
study of critical languages, including Persian. 
Concurrently, with the increase in government 
support, Iranian immigrants to the United States 
began to increase academic support for Persian as 
well. Iranian immigrants who had been financially 

successful in the United States invested heavily in 
Persian and Iranian studies programs. Several 
decades had passed since the first influx of Iranian 
immigrants, so the first generation of Iranian 
Americans were entering universities and the 
demand for Persian studies began to grow at a 
substantial rate. After 2001, new Persian language 
programs formed at universities including UMD, the 
University of California, Irvine, the University of 
Southern California, and the University of Oregon. 
Additionally, in recent years, Iranian and Persian 
Studies have increasingly appeared in other fields 
including religious studies, gender studies, political 
science, archeology, second language acquisition, and 
linguistics. It should not be forgotten that the 
students of Iranian and Persian studies also play a 
crucial role in determining foci of the field. Students 
studying Persian not only support the programs 
financially, but also contribute to forming the field 
itself. Every few years, the Modern Language 
Association studies foreign language programs in the 
United States and publishes their findings. The 
following chart shows the major trends in student 
enrollment in Persian courses over the past half 
century. 
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This graph shows the changes in 
undergraduate student enrollment in Persian 
language classes since 1958. Although the 1960s saw 
a rise in Persian and Iranian studies organizations, 
the number of undergraduate students enrolled 
during this time was relatively low. The 1970s saw a 
much greater increase in undergraduate students. 
After 1979, enrollment began to drop in Persian 
language courses while the immigration rates of 
Iranians skyrocketed. In the late 1980s enrollment 
began a slow climb, but in the early 2000s enrollment 
jumped rapidly to unprecedented levels. 

Research Methods 
To get a sense of student and faculty 

perspectives, I interviewed the director of the Roshan 
Institute of Persian Studies at UMD and conducted 
an online survey of eleven current and recently 
graduated students of Persian Studies at UMD about 
their experiences and academic motivations. Due to 
the small number of participants, the results of the 
surveys cannot be used to make an assertion 
regarding the general population of students, but it 
can instead show some of the diversity in the student 
body. Three participants were female and eight were 
male. Two participants had masters degrees in Persian 
studies and nine studied at the undergraduate level. 
One participant was fully Iranian, two were half 
Iranian and eight were not Iranian at all. Three 
students knew Persian before entering their academic 
program and the remaining eight learned the 
language primarily in college. The participants filled 
out a Google survey asking about their backgrounds, 
academic experiences, motivations and aspirations. 

Survey Results 

The participants reflected a diverse academic 
background. In addition to Persian studies, these 
participants also studied psychology, Arabic studies, 
international politics, Middle Eastern studies, global 
terrorism studies, international business, and 
marketing. The participants named several reasons 
for pursuing degrees in Persian studies. Two students 
had studied Persian previously with the military and 
stated that they developed an interest in the culture 
and literature during that time. Two other students 
had studied other languages and wanted to study 
Persian as a third language. One noted the desire to 
learn about an unfamiliar region. The three 

participants of Iranian heritage stated that their 
personal identity was influential in their decision to 
study Persian. Several students stated that studying 
Persian increased job opportunities, especially in 
government positions. The participants were asked 
what they hoped to use their degree in Persian 
studies for in the future. One participant stated that 
there was no intent to use Persian in future careers 
and the pursuit was purely personal. Four 
participants stated that they use Persian daily in their 
work environment as translators and language 
experts domestically and abroad. Several participants 
expressed interest in pursuing government positions 
using Persian. One participant expressed the desire 
to work with private organizations that have a 
presence in Iran. Though this survey can only serve 
as a preliminary glance at the students of Persian 
studies, one can see that even among fewer than a 
dozen students at one university, a wide range of 
academic interests, personal motivations, and 
aspirations make the field of Persian studies diverse. 

Interview 

In addition to the survey of current and 
recently graduated students, I also interviewed 
Fatemeh Keshavarz, director of the Roshan Institute 
for Persian Studies and the School of Languages, 
Literatures, and Cultures at UMD. Keshavarz has 
taught at the Washington University in St. Louis and 
UMD for two and a half decades and has been 
involved in the field of Persian literature study for 
longer. Keshavarz received her BA in Persian 
literature and a masters in library science from the 
University of Shiraz before she moved to London. 
She began working at a medical history library in the 
Welcome Institute, where she came across a 
collection of books and manuscripts in Arabic, 
Persian, and Turkish. They had been jumbled 
together, and she took the opportunity to separate 
out the Persian texts. She wrote her PhD dissertation 
on the collection, finding numerous manuscripts of 
literary merit among the collection. She moved to 
Washington University in St. Louis and eventually to 
UMD to be the director of the Roshan Institute for 
Persian Studies. Over the course of her career she has 
become familiar with the field of Persian studies 
research and provided her insight into the changes in 
the field. Many of the large Persian and Middle 
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Eastern studies organizations were founded durig the 
Cold War, which led to a deeply ingrained 
perspective in the field. Though these perspectives 
are dwindling, they do still persist today. 
Additionally, the search for authenticity remains very 
popular among researchers in the field. However, as 
with other studies in the humanities, Persian studies 
has begun moving toward introspection. Today, 
research has begun in the vein of cultural studies, 
posing fundamental questions about the impact of 
Persian studies research, its goals, and the meaning 
of Persian culture and language. This has become 
a major trend in the field and, in Keshavarz's view, it 
is likely to continue. Many current challenges in 
the field are the result of a lack of resources. 
Keshavarz identifies the lack of language education 
expertise as a fundamental issue. 

The majority of Persian language teachers 
in the United States do not have language 
education backgrounds but are put in teaching 
positions because they are native speakers. 
Unfortunately for students, that often means 
that the quality of language education suffers. 
The overall lack of Persian faculty members has 
also been detrimental to the field. Many universities 
have only one or two full-time faculty members, 
who are expected to have sufficient expertise in 
all Persian related fields. But one person cannot be 
an expert in every field at the same time. Finally, 
like the manuscripts at the Welcome Institute 
library, Persian is often lost among other Middle 
Eastern languages. Middle Eastern studies 
programs almost invariably emphasize Arabic, 
while Persian remains relegated to the 
sidelines. This can lead to numerous funding issues 
and often impacts the focus of research. 

Conclusion 
Research requires investment, and as a result 

the research focuses cannot be divorced from the 
interests of its investors. In the early twentieth 
century, Persian research in the United States was 
driven by the post-industrial revolution investors 
interested in archeology and architecture. During 
this time, organizations and institutions that were 
founded had strong orientalist viewpoints and sought 
to understand cultural differences in terms of us and 
them. Academic research in the United States was 
determined by US researchers with an orientalist 

focus on the ancient world. During the 1960s, Iran 
became recognized as a regional power in the Middle 
East, leading to an increased interest in the region. 
Numerous organizations were formed to research 
Persian as a modern language and culture, shifting 
the focus from archeology and traditional 
architecture. Interest in the language at an 
undergraduate level did not increase drastically in 
this decade, but rose during the 1970s, following the 
increase of investment in the field. During this 
time there was a growing focus on modern 
literature and culture. In 1979 the Iranian 
Revolution and subsequent hostage crisis led to 
the simultaneous development of anti-Iranian 
sentiment on the national scale and an 
increase in Iranian immigration to the United 
States. The collapse of diplomatic relations 
between Iran and the United States and the 
Cold War resulted in increased government 
funding in targeted language education alongside 
an increase in orientalist viewpoints. These 
concurrent changes led to an increase in modern 
Persian studies, veering away from orientalism and 
archeology, while also setting the stage for a massive 
increase in funding by the Iranian immigrant 
community. After September 11, 2001, language 
programs in the United States changed drastically 
while government funding in Persian increased 
substantially. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan 
increased general US interest in the region. As anti-
Middle East sentiments rose and the first generation 
of American-born Iranians began to enter college, 
financially successful Iranian immigrants funded 
programs to protect and teach their language 
and culture to both US audiences and the next 
generation of Iranian Americans. The growth in 
interest has been met with numerous 
expatriate Iranians interested in preserving the 
culture they left behind after the revolution. 
Iranian and Persian studies are on the cusp of 
major change. Orientalism stemming from the time 
of the Cold War remains prominent in the field while 
more traditional literary pursuits hold the bulk of 
research interest. Alongside these, a new wave of 
introspective cultural studies is beginning to take 
root among researchers in the field. Emphasis on 
interdisciplinary research in all academic fields 
has also begun to push Persian studies toward 
interdisciplinary work. 



Academic professionals are aware of the lack of 
faculty expertise in various fields, especially language 
education, and this is slowly and intentionally being 
remedied by departments interested in expanding their 
programs. The growing emphasis on Persian as a 
critical language has led to the continued success of 
language programs across the country, but especially 
summer intensive programs such as those offered at the 
University of Arizona, UMD, Georgetown University, 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison, Middlebury 
College, and California State University, Fullerton. In 
the years to come interdisciplinary cultural studies will 
dominate the field as the lines between literature, 
politics, history, and language begin to blur. As the 
number of Persian program faculty increases, expertise 
in various fields will also expand, allowing for stronger 
research in the long run.
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Wrestling and Weightlifting: The Intersections of 
Sport, Culture, and Politics in Iran 

Matthew Schwartz 
University of Maryland 

Abstract 
In Iran, sports are a symbol of national pride, strength, and heart. They signify the importance the country 
places on its culture and its roots. Wrestling and weightlifting in particular have a rich history in Iran. 
Since 1948, Iranian Olympic athletes have won sixty-one medals in the two sports including at the 
Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro. Sport is spiritual and a way to build a community. As governments, 
ideologies, and freedoms have changed throughout Iran's tumultuous history, sports have remained a vital 
and culturally important aspect of society. The following will describe wrestling and weightlifting's 
important place in modern Iran and the impact sports and sports figures have had on politics and modern 
Iranian culture. 

Sports have always been an important and 
necessary outlet for me; a place where I can free my 
mind and let my body naturally do the work it is 
capable of. In Iran, sports go well beyond 
entertainment. They are a symbol of national pride, 
strength, and heart. They signify the importance the 
country places on its culture and its roots. Wrestling 
and weightlifting in particular have a rich history in 
Iran and are the country's two best sports. Since 1948, 
Iranian Olympic athletes have won sixty-one medals 
in the two sports including at the Olympic Games in 
Rio de Janeiro. In 2016, Iranian weightlifters won 
two golds in the 85kg and 94kg divisions while 
tacking on five more medals in wrestling. What sets 
Iranian sports-especially wrestling and 
weightlifting-apart from Western sports culture is 
the emphasis on inner strength (Fisher). Western 
sports emphasize aggression, competitive drive, and, 
above all else, the will to win. This is not the primary 
concern of Iranian sports culture. In Iran, sport is 
spiritual and a way to build a community. As 
governments, ideologies, and freedoms have changed 
throughout Iran's tumultuous history, sports have 
remained a vital and culturally important aspect of 
society. The following describes wrestling and 
weightlifting's important place in modern Iran and 
the impact sports and sports figures have had on 

politics and modern Iranian culture. 

Roots and Successes 

Wrestling and weightlifting can trace their 
roots back to the practice of varzish-i bastani, which 
translates directly to "ancient sport" (Fisher). 
Varzish-i bastani is a type of exercise routine that 
lasts normally between sixty and ninety minutes. The 
practice is significant because it combines 
pre-Islamic Iranian culture with spiritual aspects of 
inner strength and self-improvement. The routine 
combines calisthenics like push-ups, gymnastics, and 
weightlifting, with poetry recitals and musical 
components. Freestyle wrestling emerged from this 
exercise routine. 

Many Iranian wrestlers fought with a varzish-
i bastani style, most notably, Gholamreza Tahkti 
(1930-68), who is considered the greatest Iranian 
sports figure in history. Even with Iran's political 
history and turbulent nature, the practice of varzish-
i bastani has survived and remains an important 
piece of national culture and pride. Wrestling's 
history, in particular, dates back to pre-Islamic times 
and nearly every province in the country has its own 
local style (Chehabi 50). With this long history, most 
freestyle wrestlers are still the practices connect back



to varzish-i bastani. Throughout Iran's recent history, 
wrestlers and weightlifters have been extremely 
successful. Iranian weightlifters hold numerous world 
records and wrestlers have earned a staggering forty-
three Olympic medals since 1948. According to Hill, 
after the revolution "Iran used wrestling not only as a 
platform for international sporting recognition, but 
also as an embodiment of the traditional values of 
Iranianchivalry" (110). Behdad Salimikordasiabi, a 
weightlifter, is one of Iran's most treasured athletes. 
Although Salimi didn't win a medal in 2016 at the Rio 
games due to a disqualification in the clean and jerk, 
he is the current world record holder in the clean and 
snatch and a world champion in the super heavyweight 
weight class. His successes are great points of pride for 
Iran and Persian culture as a whole. The emphasis on 
the nation as a whole and not individual achievement 
is key to understanding how sports in Iran are viewed. 
Former Olympic weightlifter Reza Alavizadeh was 
quoted as saying, "We . . . at this time need joy, a 
medal, a big name at the international level so that 
everybody in the country could share the honor and 
feel proud" (Valinejad).

The Legend of Tahkti 

Sports can serve as national unifiers in ways that 
transcend culture and politics. A man who succeeded in 
uniting Iran was also the country's greatest sports hero. 
Ghloermreza Tahkti was an immensely talented 
wrestler who is beloved by Iranians and was highly 
respected by his opponents. After living through a 
particularly rough childhood due to his family's poverty, 
Takhti became determined to become a first-rate 
athlete. While serving in the military, Takhti trained to 
become a freestyle wrestler under the guidance of a 
captain who happened to be the head of the Iranian 
Wrestling Federation. Takhti quickly became successful, 
winning numerous medals at the 1950 Iranian 
championships, the 1951 and 1959 World 
Championships, and at the 1952 and 1956 Olympics. 
Takhti leveraged his successes in wrestling to becoming 
a strong political voice for the National Front, a 
coalition of parties and individuals spanning the entire 
political and religious spectrums, led by Prime Minister 
Mossedegh (Chehabi 53). When the coup detat staged 
by US and British intelligence forces removed 
Mossadegh from power in 1953, the Shah was given

autocratic rule and Takhti effectively became 
antiregime (Chehabi 54). During a significant 
economic downturn in 1960, the Kennedy 
administration suggested a liberalization of Iranian 
politics and thus political parties were once again 
permitted, turning Takhti into a full antiregime 
figure. Takhti helped create the National Front-
affiliated Workers' Athletic Organization in 1961 and 
won another world championship in Japan the same 
year. In 1963, the Shah squashed political parties. To 
punish Takhti for refusing to be a member of 
Parliament, the government denied him the ability to 
compete in any organized sporting event, but later 
retracted their ruling that year in the hopes that he 
would lose in the Olympics

Takhti ended up leaving without a medal but 
was cheered loudly for, even in defeat. Tragically, in 
1968, Takhti was found dead in the Atlantic Hotel in 
Tehran. It was officially determined to be a 
suicide, but many Iranians at the time believed that 
SAVAK, Iran's secret police, had killed him and 
made it look like a suicide. Although Takhti is 
discussed less in Iran nowadays, his legend still 
survives among many Iranians. He will be 
known in history for his kindness and grace 
under pressure, and for his altruism and 
forgiveness for the common people. Takhti's death 
symbolized the end of  wrestling as the nation's most 
popular sport and heralded in soccer as the country's 
new pastime. However, wrestling is still considered 
the nation's first sport and is still recognized 
for the virtues it teaches along with those learned in 
the zurkhanah. 

The Intersection of Sports and Politics 

Takhti's experiences and successes in leading 
his fellow countrymen while a member of  the 
National Front helps explain why Iranian athletes 
enter the political world. In Review of  the 
Reasons and Motives o f  National Sports Heroes 
to Enter the Realm of  Politics in Iran Case Study: 
Wrestling, Fatemeh Asghari, Morteza Dousti, and 
Seyyed J. Moosavi use a mixed-methods research 
study using quantitative and qualitative data to 
determine why wrestlers enter the political realm. 
They created a questionnaire that 120 wrestlers 
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responded to. Four wrestlers were professionals who 
had entered the political arena while 116 were 
nationalized wrestlers. A second questionnaire focused 
on experiment conditions for why an athlete would 
enter politics. These ranged from "athlete's honor" to 
things like "popularity." In the first questionnaire, the 
main reason identified for entering politics was to earn 
higher positions, followed by a desire to construct a 
national identity. The two most interesting rankings 
however are the bottom two. The second to least 
popular reason was "interest in political destiny" and 
the least popular reason was "earning fame." This 
displays the importance of chivalry and meaningful 
achievement in Iranian sports culture. In the second 
questionnaire, the number one ranked motivation was 
"international relations," followed by "politicians 
supporting athletes." It seems as though wrestlers 
understand that positive international relationships 
foster economic growth and offer a way to improve 
society. The reality of the situation, however, is that 
when an athlete enters the political realm, it is often 
more useful for the government or politician 
supporting them than it is to the athlete.

Governments and international organizations 
try to "make maximum use of the sports field" in order 
to further their goals. Studies have shown that teams 
and athletes supported by elite political groups are 
more successful than those of non-elite groups 
(Asghari et al. 870). Athletes can continue leveraging 
their popularity but they tend to have a difficult time 
making real policy changes. The authors conclude the 
study with several recommendations to athletes 
including that athletes should be careful in choosing 
which groups to cooperate with because of politician's 
propensity for corruption. While Iranian politicians 
have attempted to exploit athletes for political means, 
they have also begun attempting to alter and use sport 
policy to their advantage. There have been issues with 
this approach, however. Iran does not have a clear 
sport policy nor are the sport governing bodies 
particularly effective at governing their sports (Dousti 
et al. 154). As a developing nation, Iran lacks the 
resources necessary for sport facilities, practice spaces, 
and building those facilities up to adequate standards.

Sports and their governing bodies have 
undergone numerous changes since the early 1900s. 
Starting in the Reza Shah period (beginning in 1925), 
sports were used as a tool and symbol of 

modernization as the Shah attempted to bring Iran 
into contemporary times. Immediately after the 
Revolution of 1979,most sports clubs dissolved and 
the general sporting structure in Iran fell apart. These 
private sport clubs became nationalized because of 
the relationships many private sport club owners had 
with the previous regime. In the late 1980s, however, 
the government noticed that their restrictive policies 
on sports were giving rise to other practices that were 
more undesirable to the republic. Their response was 
to once again reemphasize sports through the 1990s. 
Due to Iran's form of governance, politicians hold 
significantly more social weight than sports stars and 
are also more popular role models (Dousti et al. 155). 
Politicians are often asked or assigned to run sports 
governing bodies without the input of current or 
former athletes of that sport. The annual 
governmental budget for sports is also relatively 
small with about $80 million allocated in 2010, 
roughly $1 per person. In contemporary Iran, all 
sporting organizations are run by the government. As 
mentioned earlier, this change occurred after the 
revolution in 1979 when the new regime took control 
of all private sports clubs and renamed them to 
reflect various governmental departments (Dousti et 
al. 155). The central sports administration agency is 
the Ministry of Youth and Sport. This institution has 
numerous responsibilities that include establishing 
sports clubs, determining sports policies and 
regulations, and managing and representing Iranian 
sports nationally and abroad. Since sporting 
organizations were taken under control, politicians 
have attempted to use sports and sport policy as a 
way to end national and international conflicts, but 
they have encountered numerous issues. The two 
major issues have been "establishing a viable 
relationship with the sport governing bodies and . . .  
the identification of a suitable departmental location 
for sport" (Dousti et al. 157). Only in the past ten 
years has the Iranian government begun to work 
with the governing bodies of the country's two most 
popular sports, soccer and wrestling (Olympic Sport 
Federation). While the government has flip-flopped 
on the importance of sport and its place in society, 
sport's place in government has relocated many times. 
With the increase in government interest and 
control in sports, the autonomy of sporting 
organizations has vastly decreased today. As Dousti et 
al. write: 



[T]he relationship between sport and politics in 
Iran is perceived as bilateral and mutually 
beneficial because the broader political priorities 
impact generally positively on sport through the 
leveraging of central government funds to 
support sport development (158). 

Sports as Diplomacy 

Sports, and in particular wrestling, have been 
and are being used as diplomatic means in Iran. This 
is best seen in the attempt to mend relations between 
the United States and Iran. Since the revolution in 
1979, these two countries have essentially been 
enemies with an extreme rift in political ideologies. 
However, wrestling offers a unique opportunity to 
help close the gap between the two nations. One of 
the first attempts at sport diplomacy since the 
revolution occurred in early 1998. John Marks's 
organization, Search for Common Ground and the 
European Centre for Common Ground, partnered 
with USA Wrestling to bring a US wrestling team to 
Iran for the Takhti Cup. Marks wanted to use 
wrestling because although a US presence might be 
criticized, wrestling is a highly popular sport with 
deep, traditional roots in Iran. 

The partnership with USA Wrestling and the 
US Olympic Committee was used to accomplish two 
things. The US sports organizations would take care 
of the sports side and Marks's organizations would 
conduct negotiations and diplomatic facilitations. 
The US wrestling team arrived for the Takhti Cup to 
a 12,000-seat arena with 13,000 people in attendance. 
The crowd was electric and "had clearly come out to 
see the Americans," writes Marks in "Wrestling 
Diplomacy Scores in Iran." Marks goes on to say that 
"[t]he crowd was torn between wanting Iranians to 
win and wanting to show approval of the American 
guests. So the fans cheered for both." After many of 
the matches, US wrestlers would hold up the Iranian 
flag and hug the Iranian wrestlers. The event showed 
how sports can transcend society and heal fractured 
international relationships. 

Conclusion

Throughout my research, it has become clear 
how important sport and its culture are to Iranians.

Sports have become increasingly popular over the 
years with a resurgence of soccer, increasing 
government investment, and the continuing 
international successes in wrestling. However, with 
increasing government investment comes stricter 
oversight and a tighter circle of control. It will be 
interesting to observe what effects a continued loss of 
autonomy among sports governing bodies will have 
on sports culture and the proliferation of sports in the 
future. It's also useful to contrast US sports policy 
with that of Iran. The US government on a federal 
level rarely involves itself with sports aside from 
the Olympics and when they do get involved, like 
during the congressional investigation of steroid 
use in baseball in 2006, the public tends to take issue 
with it. Local governments in Iran are close to 
powerless and represent the weakest part in Iran's 
governmental chain and contribute very little to 
national sports infrastructure. In contrast, 
local and state governments in the United 
States are integral in a sports team residing in 
that respective state. Most stadiums are funded 
partially by taxpayer money, and state laws govern 
how much in taxes an athlete must pay. As 
independent organizations, the leagues and teams 
create their own business plans, marketing goals, 
and team atmosphere without intervention from 
the government. The Iranian government 
should consider a more laissez-faire approach to 
sports administration; allowing sports organizations 
to regain their autonomy is vital for the sports to 
grow and for the organizations to create their own 
identities. As sports become increasingly more 
important for diplomatic reasons, I hope Iran's 
sporting and physical culture remains strong and 
continues to be an outlet for self-expression, pride, 
and tradition. Aside from face-to-face talks between 
governments, I believe that sports offers the quickest 
and easiest way to break down barriers between 
rival nations like Iran and the United States. 
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Abstract 

This article examines the formation of Iranian and non-Iranian identities in the Shahnameh of Ferdowsi, 
concentrating on ethnoreligious identity and Mazdean orthodoxy in relation to Ferdowsi's treatment of 
apparent sexual, racial, and supernatural taboos in the work. The article draws on secondary scholarship-
particularly the work of Theodor Noldeke and Dick Davis, among others-in assessing the historical and 
literary roots of Ferdowsi's treatment of liminal characters and groups, specifically the Sino-TurkicTuranians 
and the Indians as they appear in the work, to delimit the spatial and psychological boundaries of the 
Shahnameh. The article further considers modern scholarship on Arsacid cultural interactions as well as 
aspects of Zoroastrian orthodoxy to argue in favor of a strong pre-Sassanian influence on the development 
of the narratives within the Shahnameh. 

Introduction 

The Shahnameh of Ferdowsi (ca. 940-1020) 
is widely identified as the founding or national epic 
of Iranian identity, something quintessentially 
Persian in its themes, narratives, and indeed 
its very production from the supposed darkness 
of foreign occupation, a revivification of the 
ancient national tradition buried under Turkic and 
Arab incursions. The work is deeply rooted in the 
literary and cultural traditions of the Iranian people, 
extending deep into the subconscious memory of 
their ethnolinguistic prehistory. Considering so 
exalted a pedigree, then, an examination of the 
various-but particularly ethnic and religious-
incarnations of the Other and the moral-
spiritual enemy as they appear in the work, 
contrasted with the Iranian, Zoroastrian, and 
royal identities at its epicenter, ought to 
provide considerable insights into the 
perceptions and characterizations of these groups in 
their associations and interactions with Iran itself. 
A close reading of the Shahnameh isolates 
certain key themes in relation to ethnicity 
and religious praxis: the paramount position of 
lineage and family, closely associated with 
marital relations; the role of geography in 
delimiting physical and psychological boundaries 

(particularly in a martial context); and the complex 
interaction of these with mystic-religious purity and 
pollution. Of particular significance in 
suchdistinctions are liminal groups such as women, 
foreigners, demons, and their ilk, and it will be seen 
that both these themes and their subjects are deeply 
rooted in-and ultimately bring us back to-ancient 
traces of memory and identity. 

Geneses: Religious, National, Literary 

Theodore Noldeke identified the antique 
origins of many of the legends of the Shahnameh, 
emphasizing the Herodotian legend of a foreign (i.e., 
non-Persian) king (Astyages), his pregnant daughter 
(Mandane), and a disinherited heir (Cyrus) to one or 
the other throne brought up by shepherds (Noldeke 
12). Noldeke identified this tradition with Afrasyab's 
efforts to disinherit his daughter Feringis's son, Kai-
Khosrow, but elements thereof can quite easily be 
applied to Zal's disinherited son by a musician 
(Ferdowsi 423), to Bahman Ardeshir's disinheritance 
of his son Sasan in favor of his pregnant daughter 
Homay, or the latter's abandonment of Darab 
(441), or even to Feraydun, son of the murdered 
Abetin, who was nurtured by the cow Barmayeh 
( 17). 
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It is not difficult to accept this thesis of a long 
literary tradition of Iranian kingship in the first 
millennium CE, which provided the main source for 
Ferdowsi's construction of a narrative based on 
collective memories of Persian identity (Noldeke 21). 
Ample evidence has elsewhere been provided by 
others of the ancient roots of many of the tales in the 
Shahnameh, oral and literary (Davis 40). Such a 
proposition has been challenged on account of the 
curious absence of any memory of the Achaemenid 
period (553-330 BCE) in the Iranian literary 
tradition, necessitating at the earliest a Parthian 
origin to most of the tales and legends of the 
Shahnameh; we must conclude that the Arsacid 
dynasty presided over the post-Hellenic revival of 
Iranian literature and culture in its iconography, 
coinage, and titulature (Curtis 15). The persistence of 
earlier myths and legends-which were likely orally 
transmitted-may be attributed to the Sassanid 
period (224-651) double tradition of incorporating 
well-recorded Avestan myths (finding expression in 
the Pishdadian and Kayanian segments of the text) 
with the heroic traditions of Sistan and the East 
(Macuch 174), which will be of importance to an 
understanding of the geographic and spiritual 
boundaries within the work. We may thus join 
Noldeke in treating the Shahnameh as "a connected 
history of the Iranian realm from times prehistorical 
to the [Arab] conquest" (67). 

Race and Lineage, Purity and Pollution 

Two seemingly contradictory visions of 
lineage and reproduction emerge from the 
Shahnameh: on the one hand are instances of a fear 
and horror of pollution and a concern with 
maintaining a certain purity or nobility of the royal 
blood; on the other is an apparent lack of concern 
with rampant polygamy and miscegenation, and 
indeed few consequences to such breeding. Dick 
Davis applies the blame for this paradox on 
Ferdowsi's desire in his transcriptions to "emphasise 
unity and continuity" within the Iranian polity ( 4 7) 
and ascribes the acceptance of these unequal marital 
alliances to a patriarchal perception of subjugation or 
conquest, as the foreign parent is almost uniformly 
the female; furthermore, he points to the division in 
marital behavior between the so-called historical and 
heroic or mythic segments of the work (48-49). To an 
extent, such an understanding appears coherent: 

Seyavash's mother is in fact the granddaughter of his 
future murderer, the evil Turk Garsivaz (Ferdowsi 
216). Similarly, the hellish Afrasyab's daughter 
Manizheh proves a devoted and loyal wife to Bizhan, 
admired even by Rostam (334). Even the mother of 
the devout Zoroastrian hero, Esfandyar, is the Greek 
Katayun (369). Most astonishingly, it is predicted 
that the greatest of kings, Kay-Khosrow, is to be born 
from the "mingled line of Tur and Kay Qobad" (276). 
However, such fortuitous marriages continue into the 
Sassanid dynasty, where Shapur II marries the 
besotted daughter of his Arab enemy, Tayer (580), 
succeeding Bahram Gur, who married Sepinoud of 
India (667) and preceding Khosrow-Parviz, who 
received Mariam of Byzantium as wife (783). 
Similarly, the narrative of pollution cannot be 
confined to the historical period, although Shirin, 
concubine of Khosrow Parviz, is indeed denounced 
by the priests as "worthless" and of polluted blood 
(809). 

Most notably, Sam opposed his son's marriage 
to Zahhak's descendent Rudabeh, fearing the 
offspring of "that savage bird and this descendant of 
a demon" (82). Sudabeh, it is claimed, "like [her 
father] was full of wiles and hatred for the Persian 
people" (221). Shaghad's low origins as "a slave's son" 
are further emphasized (425). Evidently, there appear 
to be two contradictory perceptions of racial and 
lineal commingling. These contradictions can be 
traced back to Ferdowsi's own narrative, which was 
determined to treat Iran as the specifically "Sasanian 
version oflran" (Davis 48). A comprehensive 
differentiation between these two views necessitates 
an inquiry into Sassanid-Zoroastrian views of 
pollution, which were closely associated with magic. 

Incest and Magical Impurity 

Noldeke describes Ferdowsi as a "strict deist," 
closely attached to the Mazdean traditions, which he 
attempted to purify of dualistic and superstitious 
elements in his selections of verse- (55). Whether due 
to authorial selectiveness or the obfuscation with 
time of Zoroastrian theology, it is here that many of 
the contradictions in the work may originate. In 
terms of the rhetoric of purity and pollution, the 
highest and noblest act of the Zoroastrian faith was 
held to be xwedodah, or incestuous marriage, such 
that disobedience thereunto merited the worst 
punishments in hell (Ghazanfari 210). Although 



Ferdowsi never explicitly mentions such incest, it is 
apparent that the devout Seyavash's marriage to 
Sudabeh's daughter, "none other being worthy," can 
only be to his own half-sister (222), and that the 
"Pahlavi custom" is nothing but the marriage of 
Bahman Ardeshir to his own daughter, Homay, 
producing the father of Dara and Sekandar (440). 
Conversely, the practice of magic-associated with 
demons (divs) and devil-worship-is considered the 
lowest and vilest act (Forrest and Skjaerv0 94). It was 
also from the Avestic tradition that strong pollution 
taboos surrounding women and other female agents 
emerged, endowing these groups with sexual 
untouchability (Forrest and Skjaerv0 74). It does not 
seem unreasonable, therefor, to assume that many of 
the unions seen as "impure" were rooted in magic 
and taboo. Shirin, for example, is never stated to be 
of foreign birth, but is denounced by her stepson as 
"an abomination, a magician who knows all 
spells" (Ferdowsi 827). Perhaps tellingly, the royal 
Mariam who produces an inauspicious and evil son 
is "married in the rites of her religion" (783), whereas 
the pure-hearted and devoted Shirin is "married 
according to the ancient rites that were customary in 
those days" (812). Could this perhaps reflect a 
conscious or subconscious exaltation of the old 
forms of marriage in the sources of the Shahnameh? 
Lest we be considered to have strayed too far from 
our self-defined boundaries of ethnicity, it will soon 
be seen that pollutants such as magic and sexual 
immorality are often clearly delimited along physical 
and ethnic fault lines. The "Aryanisation" of 
Sekandar is found only in the Greek 
pseudo-Callisthenes, translated into Pahlavi ca. AD 
500, whereas in all indigenous sources Alexander is 
an arch-fiend "alongside the likes of Zahhak and 
Afrasyab" (Macuch 176). In the Shahnameh, he is a 
Christian and a pious hero, a legitimate and 
far-endowed heir to the Kayanian throne (Noldeke 
76). Is Sekandar rehabilitated then as a monotheist 
acceptable to Muslims ( which does not appear to be 
a concern elsewhere in the book), or because of the 
mythological and historical impetus to be ruled by a 
God-fearing sovereign oflranian blood? An 
influence of these views of taboo also appears in the 
treatment of Arab characters: the monstrous half-div 

Zahhak knows nothing but "magic and evil 
ways" (Shahnameh 13), whereas King Monzer of 
Yemen is "a noble and well-intentioned man" (606). 
Lest a relieved audience prematurely exonerate the 
Shahnameh of the "demonization" of entire 
ethnicities, it is now appropriate to turn eastward. 

Ex Oriente Nox: From the East, Darkness 

Evil characters have certain definite 
characteristics in the Zoroastrian-Avestictradition 
inherited by the Sassanids. They are closely associated 
with deception, a sin related to Ahriman, that is 
used to spread Magic-this is the habit of the 
"people of Ahriman," such as Salm and Tur, Zahhak 
and Afrasyab (Ghazanfari 97-99). Such references 
abound in dealing with Turks and other easterners: 
Zahhak first flees to India, to (unsurprisingly) "turn 
it into a land of sorcery" (Ferdowsi 23). Bahram 
Choben defeats the invasion of Saveh Shah and 
crowns the act with the execution of his Turkish 
magician, "the opposite of a straightforward, 
honourable man" (744). Alexander looks for mages 
and Brahmins in India, and Ardeshir sends to Qanuj 
to predict his future (560). Divs, who it must be 
remembered can be human or supernatural, abound 
in Mazendaran, where an arreh-divserves Arjasp, 
whose subjectsareidol-worshipping Brahmins 
(Ghazanfari 44). The very war with Arjasp is said to 
be provoked by his refusal to accept the new faith 
(Ferdowsi 369). Indians are routinely "idol 
worshippers" (704), and Rudabeh, whose portrait is 
painted in Qanuj, is the daughter of an idolatrous 
father who rules in India (71,390). 

Conflations between sexual impurity and 
supernatural taboo are once more the order of the 
day: the seemingly beautiful Mazanderani, who 
attempts to seduce Rostam, turns out to be a witch 
(155). It ought to be remembered that the whore is 
one of the greatest agents of evil in the Avestic 
cosmology, being not only impure but a shape-shifter 
and sorceress (Forrest and Skjaerv0 64-65). Sudabeh 
procures a pair of fetuses ( with astonishing 
convenience) from a witch, which are pronounced 
to be "the spawn of an evil race" (224). Mazanderan 
is also the home of the terrible White Demon and 
his hosts (148). The demonic infestation of 
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Mazanderan is explained when one considers that the 
term-at least historically-referred in fact to India. The 
inexactitude of spatial delineation in the Shahnameh is 
well-known (Davis 40), given that the Oxus and 
Helmand rivers of the north and northeast are the only 
explicitly mentioned boundaries in the work  (Ferdowsi 
129,137,379). Noldeke puzzles over the location of 
the Alborz in India, and notes that Mazanderan 
is always the land of demons (90). Scholarship 
of the Vedas and Avestas in a Pahlavi context 
indicates an equivalence of Gilan and 
Mazanderan to Peshawar and Kashmir (Scharfe 
47-67). This returns us once again to the religious
reform of Zoroaster. It is believed that the originally
coeval nature of daeuuas (divs) and asuras as coeval
but competing groups of divinities was originally
upset in Iran by Zoroaster's reform, which insisted on 
a near-monotheistic worship of a specific asura,
Ahura-Mazdah; it seems further possible that
contemporaneous and closely related emergence of
the new and all-powerful deva Prajapati in the Indo-
Aryan pantheon, soon to eclipse other asuras (Scharfe
58), provoked a "demonisation" of the div-worshiping
Indians. Demon worship, of course, is equated with
magic in antipodal opposition on the scale of purity
to xwedodah marriage, which was the most effective
defense against sorcery (Forrest and Skjaerv0 94).
This perhaps accounts for the relentless characterization
of demon worshiping and idolatrous Indians who
practice infamies and black magic.

 Geography: The Strange Case of Sistan 

This returns us full circle to the point of our 
departure: the often-ignored Arsacid influence on the 
literary revival and indeed the subject matter of the 
Shahnameh, the dynasty that was so summarily 
dismissed by Ferdowsi. Noldeke was early to note the 
benevolent Simorgh's characterization as evil due to 
its (magical) part in the death of Esfandyar and 
associate this with its remote home in Sistan, which is 
Drangiana, and Zabol, or Arachosia, two lands very 
remote from the Aryan homeland in the Avesta ( 18). 
He proceeds to attribute the longevity of Zal and 
Rostam in the Shahnameh to their introduction from 
the Sistan region (19). Concurrently, it is this broad 
northeastern region, encompassing Central Asia and 
the Bactrian highlands, which produces the originally 
human divs and asuras in Indo-Iranian prehistory  

(Scharfe 48). Thus we may further account for the 
proliferation of evil in this region, whence emerges 
the false prophet Mani (Shahnameh 597). The 
numbers speak for themselves: three wars with 
Romano-Greeks are recorded, one of which is the 
invasion of Sekandar and the remnants of which are 
recorded historical conflicts (458,574,590). In 
contrast, no fewer than fourteen wars with Sino-
Turanians (excluding their sorcerous Indian allies) are 
recorded (114-15,190,228,279,280,298, 345, 369, 
647, 723, 730, 747, 845), of which at the most 
two are of undisputed historicity, specifically 
Bahram Gur and Bahram Chubineh's conflicts with 
northeastern invaders (Ferdowsi 647, 730). It seems 
obstinate at this point to attribute to Ferdowsi any 
lack of prejudice against the Turanians-whether 
personal or (more probably) the product of national 
sentiment. The conflation of the Chinese and 
Turanian enemy almost certainly dates to the 
Parthian period, when the Turko-Iranic Tocharian 
peoples, called the Yuezhi in China, emerged from 
the Takla Makan to prey on Iran-they are often 
identified with Afrasyab himself (Bivar 28). Similarly, 
Rostam's historicity is often dated to the unnamed 
member of the Parthian Suren clan who fought at 
Carrhae, due to their textual resemblance; it is surely 
not coincidental that the Suren were Parthian 
viceroys of Sistan or Sakastan, at this time inhabited 
by an Iranic (not Scythian) people renowned for their 
flourishing minstrel culture and prosperity (Bivar 
34). Rostam, it must be remembered, is a liminal 
figure of dubious antecedents throughout the work: 
not only is he produced by a sorcerous Oriental 
bloodline's commixture with Zal of demonic 
appearance, but he is associated with the eastern 
edges of Kabol and Sistan, emphasizing his role as a 
quasi-magical trickster-hero (Davis 45). This perhaps 
accounts for his frequent association with 
supernatural animal forces, whether his monstrous 
horse Rakhsh, his tiger-skin armor, or the Simorgh, 
all of which act to protect him. Finally, even 
contemporaneous Chinese sources such as the 
Hanshu, at a time when the Han court was in direct 
contact with the Arsacids, describe the Oxus and 
Drangiana as the boundary of Arsacid domains (Tao 
95). Sistan and all associated therewith appear in 
a strangely ominous light, an interpretation 
also concordant with Davis's characterization of 



Conclusion 

Having performed this convoluted passage 
through time, space, ethnicity, and religious morality, 
we may restate our argument, that seeming 
contradictions in the Shahnameh's characterizations 
of lineage and marital relationships in an ethnic 
context are in fact closely related both to historical 
memory and the ethnoreligious identity and 
orthopraxy of Mazdean Iran. Simply put, Parthian 
influences were integral to the Shahnameh, whose 
seeming contradictions in the depiction of 
miscegenation and sexual-spiritual pollution are 
related to peculiarly Perso-Parthian views on incest, 
purity, and magic, emergent from a Zoroastrian (and 
Sassanian) cosmology; this cosmology in turn 
produced a demonization of the peoples of India and 
the northastern regions of Turan and China, a view 
entirely in sympathy with their characterizations in 
the work, explaining the uniquely liminal position of 
Rostam and Zal-traditionally heroic figures that 
entered the literary tradition from Sistan, first 
associated with the Persian revival under the 
Parthians. There would thus also appear to be 
considerable likelihood of a broader chronological 
and geographical range to the origins of many of the 
tales recounted in the Shahnameh than has 
traditionally been supposed, originating yet again in 
the Arsacid period. 
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Rostam as a pre-Zoroastrian hero, who is even said to 
have aggressively resisted the new faith (46). 
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