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A Letter from the Editor
Roshangar serves as an academic resource for undergraduate students to share their
research and interests in Persian studies. This journal also allows for academics and
non-academics alike to learn and further their own scholarship in Persian studies.

Articles in this edition of Roshangar include a variety of research topics, ranging from
political and cultural history to gender studies. These articles are written by undergraduate students from various backgrounds and universities. After submission, they
were chosen by the Roshangar student board and faculty advisors as distinguished
pieces of undergraduate scholarship.

Our board produces a blog and is active on social media, writing articles and making posts on the history and culture of the Persianate world. This issue, our posts,
and more information about the board and faculty is available on our website (www.
roshangarumd.com) and social media. This journal is free to download online at our
website to ensure accessibility.

It is our hope that this journal, and other Roshangar activities, will serve to encourage
interest and research in Persian studies. Please enjoy this edition of Roshangar and we
encourage you to follow us in our future endeavors.
Michael Leggett
co-editor

Foreword
As the faculty advisor for Roshangar, it gives me great pleasure to present to you
the Fall 2017 issue of this publication dedicated to undergraduate research and
scholarship on Iranian and Persian Studies. This edition of our journal received
submissions from all across the United States on a variety of topics.
At the end of Spring 2017, a number of our dedicated editorial team members
graduated. Thus we began Fall 2017 with a fresh new student board who
completed this edition of Roshangar while making their weekly contributions to
the corresponding blog, Instagram, and Facebook page. This issue of Roshangar
especially benefited from the tireless efforts and energetic dedication of our new
co-editors Homa Hajarian and Michael Leggett.
Likewise, since joining the University of Maryland in Fall 2016, our Roshan
Institute fellow and PhD student in Theatre and Performance studies, Q-Mars
Haeri, has played an instrumental role in the social media outlets of Roshangar,
by attending all weekly meetings, patiently mentoring, and producing weekly
videos.
As always, I would like to express my sincere gratitude to Dr. Fatemeh Keshavarz,
the chair and director of Roshan Institute for Persian Studies, and Dr. Lauretta
Clough, who graciously copyedited the journal while sending encouraging
instructions to journal contributors. Ms. Samar Ali Ata has been tremendously
generous with her time and support on behalf of the journal as well.
Dr. Ida Meftahi
Faculty Advisor
Roshan Institute for Persian Studies
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Shāh Māt! Chess in Modern Iran
Benjamin Sonnenberg

University of Maryland, College Park
Abstract
Recent chess-related controversies, focused on the Women’s World Chess Championship held in
Tehran, have propelled the game into the Iranian national discourse. A presence in Persia for over
a millennia, chess has received varying levels of support throughout its long history in Iran. As this
paper seeks to explore, the current state of Iranian chess mirrors the social and religious cleavages
present in the country itself. This chess-based approach to contemporary Iranian issues reveals how
the game can be a vehicle of female empowerment, youthful expression, religious consternation, and
political repression. In demonstrating these facets of modern Iranian society, this paper draws upon
interviews with Iranian chess-players, news articles, and historical sources. It concludes that, despite
apprehension on the part of the government, chess is growing in popularity in Iran and remains a
valuable area of future research.

I

n 1981, amidst war with Iraq and a rise in Iranian
religious conservatism, Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khomeini issued a fatwā outlawing chess.
In his decree, he claimed that the game of chess,
which had been played (and developed) in Persia for
over a thousand years, “hurts memory and may cause
brain damage.”1 Yet, in less than a decade, the ban was
rescinded and chess in Iran has since experienced a
resurgence in both popularity and prestige. Iran has
11 Grandmasters (the highest title achievable), 23 International Masters, and regularly competes in regional and international tournaments.2 Iranian players like
Ehsan Ghaem-Maghami, who holds the world record
for the most chess games played at once (604!), enjoy
fame as sports stars and celebrities.3 Most recently,
Tehran hosted the 2017 Women’s World Chess Championship. This not only symbolized Iran’s growing
relevance in the chess world, but also indicated womens' greater presence in a game often considered the
domain of men (and in a republic frequently labeled
as an oppressor of women.)4
1. Larry Evans, “Iran Ban,” Reno Gazette-Journal, April 11, 1981.

Yet, conflicts surrounding the role of chess
in modern Iran remain. The 2017 Women’s Championship, heralded by many Iranian female players
as evidence of their greater social autonomy, was the
subject of both international criticism and a boycott
due to the government’s insistence that participants
wear the hijab.5 Sunni and Shi‘a clerics alike continue
to lambaste the game for its ability to turn good Muslims away from religious devotion. Additionally, the
government has frequently regulated chess-play, not
only in terms of female bodies but in terms of whom
Iranians can play against. This was made evident
when a 15-year-old member of the national chess
team was banned for playing against an Israeli.6
In this paper I seek to analyze and understand
the role chess plays in modern urban Iranian culture.
Specifically, I seek to answer the following question:
What can chess’ current place in Iranian sport (post1979), including people's attitudes vis-à-vis the game,
tell us about contemporary Iran? The answer demonstrates complexity: even though the Iranian government has been hesitant, it has begun to promote chess

2 World Chess Federation, Federations Ranking, FIDE, https://ratings.fide.com/topfed.

5 Katie Rogers, “American Chess Player Boycotts Championship in Iran Over Hijab Rule,”

phtml?tops=0&ina=2&country=IRI (accessed April 16, 2017).

The New York Times, October 7, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/08/sports/ameri-

3 Casto Abundo, “World Record 604 Board Simultaneous Chess Exhibition by GM Ehsan

can-chess-player-boycotts-championship-that-would-require-her-to-wear-a-hijab.html?_r=0

Ghaem Maghami,” FIDE.com, http://www.fide.com/component/content/article/4-tourna-

(accessed April 19, 2017).

ments/5055-world-record-604-board-simultaneous-chess-exhibition-by-gm-ehsan-ghaem-

6 Jacob Magid, “Iran bans teen chess player for competing against an Israeli,” The Times of

maghami-iri.html (accessed April 16, 2017).

Israel, February 22, 2017, http://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-bans-teen-chess-player-for-

4 Islamic Republic News Agency, IRNA, http://www.irna.ir/en/Photo/3411804/ (accessed

competing-against-an-israeli/ (accessed, April 19, 2017).

April 18, 2017).
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as a means of preparing children for the sciences, a
field which has proven itself to be of paramount importance to Iranian leaders.7 I will demonstrate that
chess reveals complex information regarding the role
of women in Iran, the influence of religious authorities/Islamic nature of the state, and the government’s
role in regulating social space.
Before I begin to discuss women and chessplay, it is necessary to give a brief overview of the
general social roles assigned to Iranian women.
Following the 1979 Iranian Revolution and the rise
of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the status of women
changed dramatically, with both positive and negative
consequences for their rights. A major change took
place in education. Iranian women are among the
best educated and most literate in the Middle East; by
2011, over half of the number of students in Iranian
universities were women, with the percentage continuing to rise.8 As with men, an enormous percentage of these women study science and math.
Despite their educational opportunities,
women face difficulty in achieving recognition in the
public sphere: they are three times as likely as men to
be unemployed.9 Women in Iranian politics is also a
topic of concern: women constitute only 6% of parliamentarians.10 Also salient is the hijab. According to
feminist scholars like Leila Ahmed, the veil’s meaning
differs from person to person.11 These points relate to
women’s roles in Iran, their current social issues, and
relations with government can be seen through the
lens of chess.
In 2017, the Women’s World Chess Championship was held in Tehran for the first time. This
event was in many ways a microcosm of the experience of women in Iran: youth, opportunity, achieve-

ment, and obstacle.12 Sara Khadem, a 20-year-old
International Master (IM) who played for the Iranian
National Team in the 2017 Women’s Championship, corroborates this sentiment. According to IM
Khadem, “Our men’s national team has players aged
12, 13, 15 and 16. It has a great future…The great
thing is that a lot of girls are also interested and they
are actually doing better than the boys.”13 Within the
overall context of youth-driven interest in chess, Iranian women appear especially eager to demonstrate
their ability to do “better than the boys.”
Many Iranian female chess players saw the
recent championship in Tehran as not just evidence of
their prowess on the board, but as an opportunity to
demonstrate their power in society. As Mitra Hejazipour, a Woman Grandmaster (WG) put it, “These
games are important for women in Iran; it’s an opportunity for us to show our strength.”14 For a country
in which women’s participation in sports has been
historically low, and considering that recent studies
show that many constraints on Iranian women in the
public sphere stem from lack of opportunity, it is of
little surprise that many Iranian female players have
viewed the recent developments so positively.15
Yet, there are obstacles related to women’s
participation in chess and the public sphere; these obstacles are seen in the Women’s World Chess Championship. As soon as the event was announced, numerous female chess-players around the world censured
FIDE’s (the World Chess Federation) decision to have
it take place in Tehran. Most notable among them was
Nazi Paikidze, a Georgian-American female chess
champion, who boycotted the games over the Iranian government’s insistence that women wear hijabs
while playing.16 Paikidze was not alone in her outcry:
other Women Grandmasters and a British Grandmaster agreed that the hijab “is a symbol of Islamic
12. According to Ali-Reza Bolourifar, a chess-player from Bandar-e Anzali and with whom

7 William Bart, “On the effect of chess training on scholastic achievement,” Educational

I have corresponded over the past few weeks, “the youth’s interest in the game stems from

Psychology 5, no. 762 (2014).

limitations (in other areas) and that they feel they can flourish their talents in this field.”

8 Tansin Benn, Gerturd Pfister, and Haifaa Jawad, Muslim Women and Sport (UK: Rout-

13.Sarasadat Khademalsharieh, interview by Faras Ghani, Al Jazeera, January 17, 2017.

ledge, 2011), 112.

14. Cleve Wootson, “U.S. chess star refuses to attend world championships in Iran,” Chicago

9. Roksana Bahramitash and Eric Hooglund, Gender in Contemporary Iran: Pushing the

Tribune, October 6, 2016, http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/ct-hijab-iran-

Boundaries (UK: Routledge, 2011), 180.

chess-championships-20161006-story.html (accessed April 22, 2017).

10. Seyedeh Shojaei and Hossien Asayeseh, “Women in Politics: A Case Study of Iran,”

15. N. Arab-Moghaddam, K. A. Henderson, and R. Sheikholeslami, “Women’s Leisure and

Journal of Politics and Law 3, no. 2 (September 2010): 257-259.

Constraints to Participation: Iranian Perspectives,” Journal of Leisure Research 39, no. 1

11. To elaborate, scholars have argued that the hijab can be a sign of the Islamic Republic’s

(2007): 109-126.

“oppression” of women, the ideal of female chastity, the victory of tradition, and more. It can

16. Azadeh Moaveni, “Your Boycott Won’t Help Iranian Women,” The New York Times,

be argued that the government’s mandatory enforcement allows the Islamic Republic to play

October 7, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/10/08/opinion/your-boycott-wont-help-

an active role in influencing women’s bodies, and promoting its ideal female form.

iranian-women.html?_r=0 (accessed April 27, 2017).

repression.”17 Notable Iranian Woman Grandmasters,
including the aforementioned Khadem, continued to
insist that the boycott would only harm women, and
that the games must be allowed to continue unimpeded.18 Nevertheless, the boycotts occurred. The
Championship had to progress without nine of its
scheduled sixty-four players.
Chess is a source of youthful activity, especially for women. It is already a young person’s game:
the average age of chess Grandmasters is just above
28, although numerous child prodigies achieved their
titles while adolescents.19 Among the top 15 Iranian chess players, the oldest is thirty-four.20 Indeed,
many Iranians, including women, feel that chess is an
excellent way for young people to express themselves
in a country where doing so often conflicts with state
interests.
In my conversations with Iranian chess-players, conducted through Chess.com, this concept
continued to arise. Ali-Reza Bolourifar has cited lack
of economic pressure and chess coaches as factors enabling young people’s interest in chess.21 I later asked
Mr. Bolourifar if this applied to women as well. He
had this to say: “Yes, a good example is the women’s
chess matches and the growth of chess among women
and the youth… Our stars in youth categories never reached the top in the older/higher categories.”22
This expresses a notion corroborated by other, more
prominent players: chess is an escape for the youth, a
place where both women and men can “flourish their
talents” and “show their strength.”
Further analysis of chess in Iran reveals
additional cleavages and conflicts. The history of
chess in ancient Persia has allowed it to retain an
almost mythical space among many in Iran.23 Indeed,

everywhere, beyond those games.”

chess has been part of the national ethos of Iran for
centuries: shatranj was proto-chess, a Persian game
developed in 600 CE that, after centuries of tinkering,
would become the game enjoyed by millions around
the world today.24 Yet, following the 1979 Iranian
Revolution, the subsequent Cultural Revolution
sought to purge Western and non-Islamic forces from
Iran. Chess was often the victim of such purges, for
a number of reasons. Firstly, it was seen as part of
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s “modernization” campaign: the Shah saw chess and competitions as a way
to encourage Iranian collaboration with Europe and
the United States. Indeed, so much so that Iran played
in the 1976 22nd Chess Olympiad held in Israel, even
as most Islamic states boycotted it.25 Consequentially,
chess was viewed as connected to the Shah’s regime
and was discredited.
Most importantly, chess was seen by many
religiously-minded leaders as a form of gambling that
could distract one from devotion to God. Chess was
banned in 1981 by Ayatullah Khomeini, although
other clerics had voiced their concerns as well. Ayatullah Khomeini’s reason for banning the game was
largely out of health concerns, claiming that it could
cause brain-damage. Notably, however, he also mentioned that the game “produces a war-mongering
mentality.”26 This is a common criticism by conservative Islamic clerics. Recently, in January 2016, Grand
Mufti Sheikh Abdulaziz Al-Sheikh of Saudi Arabia
declared chess to be a “waste of time and money
that creates hatred between players.”27Many of my
interviewees agreed that clerics’ views on the immorality of chess-playing often lead many Iranians to
adopt similar views. A player from Manjil mentioned
Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani, a major Shi‘a cleric
based in Iraq. Al-Sistani has emphatically denounced
chess-playing in all its forms. In his “General Rules,”
he writes, “It is haram (forbidden) to play chess,
regardless of whether or not the play involves betting.

19. Neil Charness, “Search in Chess: Age and Skill Differences,” Journal of Experimental

24. Robert Bell, Board and Table Games from Many Civilizations (New York: Dover

Psychology 7, no. 2 (1981): 467-476.

Publications, 1979), 148.

20. World Chess Federation, Ehsan Ghaem Maghami, FIDE, https://ratings.fide.com/card.

25. OlimpBase, Iran: 22nd Chess Olympiad: Haifa 1976, https://www.olimpbase.

phtml?event=12500739 (accessed April 27, 2017).

org/1976/1976iri.html (accessed April 28, 2017).

21. Ali-Reza Bolourifar, interview by Benjamin Sonnenberg, Chess.com, April 20, 2017.

26. Larry Evans, “Iran Ban,” Reno Gazette-Journal, April 11, 1981.

22. Ibid.

27. Ben Hubbard, “Saudi Arabia’s Top Cleric Forbids Chess, but Players Maneuver,” The New

23. Yaghob Azhdari, another interviewee, told me that, “With this history in mind I can say

York Times, January 21, 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/22/world/middleeast/

that chess is a part and parcel of Iranian blood.”

saudi-arabias-top-cleric-forbids-chess-but-players-maneuver.html (accessed April 28, 2017).

17. Ibid.
18. Jila Baniyaghoob, an Iranian women’s rights activist, famously stated that, “When a
woman shines in a sports competition it boosts women’s rights in all areas, it reverberates
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It is also haram to play chess through a computerized
instrument.”28
Yet, the Ayatollah Khomeini himself shared
a less parochial view of the game, at least toward the
end of his life. In 1988, Ayatollah Khomeini rescinded
his 1981 fatwā, decriminalizing chess as long is it did
not involve gambling or the interruption of prayer.29
One possible explanation of this reversal, and the
one proposed by the 1988 edition of the Middle East
Contemporary Survey, is increased liberalization
and relaxation of restrictions in Iran. Much of this
was the result of the cease-fire with Iraq that ended
the Iran-Iraq War. According to the Survey, “After
the cease-fire a more relaxed and liberal atmosphere
could be sensed.”30 This is telling: during periods of
increased state control and religiosity, forms of leisure
(including chess, music, and sport) are curtailed. The
opposite is also true: liberalization and a more relaxed
social atmosphere (especially in the case of chess)
allows certain leisure activities to regain their place in
the public space and grow. After 1988, Iranian chess
achieved several milestones: a rise in chess coaches,
the first Iranian Grandmaster in 2000, the first Women’s Iranian Championship in 2001, the first Woman
Grandmaster in 2004, and, not to be discounted, the
visibility that comes with new chess parks and the
people who play in them.31
Despite a complex clerical relationship with
chess, the Islamic Republic of Iran generally promotes the game. In a recent interview, Shohreh Bayat,
General Secretary of the Iranian Chess Federation,
was asked who is the biggest support of chess in Iran.
Ms. Bayat responsed: “The Sports Ministry, which is
related to the government.”32 This seeming paradox
is resolved, once one considers that chess has been
seen capable of “improving cognition in children,” as
a 2014 study conducted in Sanandaj concluded.33 This
is hardly the only Iranian psychological study to have
focused on this aspect of chess. A 2012 study from
Islamic Azad University in Tehran noted that “chess
players showed more achievement in both meta-cognitive abilities and mathematical problem solving

capabilities than other non-chess players.”34
This is especially interesting, considering
the Iranian government’s special interest in promoting science and mathematics. Since 2006, there has
been an extensive campaign from the government to
expand STEM research in higher education. This has
involved more spending on research, an increase in
funds allocated to university science programs, and
the expansion of laboratories.35 In some elite Iranian
schools, chess has been introduced as part of the curriculum to help students in the STEM fields, which
the government seeks to foster.36 So, despite lingering
religious uncertainty regarding the morality of chessplay, the government has encouraged it as a means
of strengthening Iran’s scientific stature. It should be
noted, the government lags behind chess-players in
their support of the game. Chess-education in government programs and schools is still in its inchoate
stages and remains “very local and personalized,”
according to Gholamreza Mohajeri.37
Yet, as government maintains its interest in
chess for the sake of academic advancement, it brings
conflicts to the board. The Iran Chess Federation
(ICF), overseen by the Ministry of Youth Affairs
and Sports, is a microcosm of the government in its
relations with women’s bodies and foreign powers. To
begin with, a more subtle aspect of the government’s
interest in chess relates to the regulation of the social
space of the game. Government can also influence
both the appearance of the players and with whom
they play.38 Here we see the intersection of women’s
issues and government interest, played out in the
chess world. The government clearly has an interest
in allowing women to play chess and to promote their
skill.
At the same time, the government must also
remain true to the ideals it sets for women: chastity

28. David Shenk, The Immortal Game (Toronto: Anchor Canada, 2007), 351.

(November 2006): 22-25.

29. Ami Ayalon and Haim Shaked, “Iran,” Middle East Contemporary Survey 12, no. 1

36. Shohreh Bayat, interview.

(1988): 487.

37. Though “the government has not a comprehensive program for it,” Mr. Mohajeri stated

30. Ibid., 486.

that one day the government will implement one, considering what benefits chess has for

31. Shohreh Bayat, interview by Kim Bhari, Kenya Chess Masala, March 17, 2017.

youth

32. Ibid.

38. The former was made apparent in the case of Dorsa Derakhshani, a 19-year-old Woman

33. William M. Bart, “On the effect of chess training on scholastic achievement,” Frontiers in

Grandmaster who was banned in February of 2017 for “harming national interests” when

Psychology 5, no. 1 (August 2014): 762.

she was seen playing without her hijab.

34. Farhad Kazemi, Mozafar Yektayar, and Ali Mohammadi Bolban Abad, “Investigation of
the impact of chess play on developing meta-cognitive ability and math problem-solving
power of students at different levels of education,” Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences
32, no. 1 (2012): 372-379.
35. Ehsan Masood, “Islam and Science: An Islamist revolution,” Nature 444, no. 7115

and modesty, for both of which the hijab is essential.
Also at work, however, is the youth issue described
by Shahram Khosravi in his book, Young and Defiant in Tehran. In his chapter on the youth’s “Culture
of Defiance,” Khosravi discusses various ways in
which the young seek to subvert the laws and norms
of the Islamic Republic, and to negotiate a space for
themselves in the public sphere.39 Derakhshani and
her equally maligned younger brother have protested
their punishment. According to Ms. Derakhshani,
“my wardrobe should not be anyone’s business! I don’t
know why they attacked me after all these years!”40
As Iranian Chess Federation President Mehrdad
Pahlevanzadeh explained, “Our national interests
have priority over everything.” He continued to explain that there would be no clemency for those who
flaunt “ideals and principles.”41 Thus, a similar theme
to what Khosravi developed emerges: the battle over
government interests and women’s desire for autonomy, eventually amounts to “cultural crimes.”
Finally, it is prudent to mention the conflict
over foreign policy, manifested in Iranian competitive
chess. Dorsa Derakhshani’s brother, Borna, is a key
player in this international drama. At the same match
in which Dorsa played without her hijab, Borna was
dismissed from the national team for playing an
Israeli. It is an informal norm in the Iranian Chess
Federation that players will not face opponents from
Israel, a state that the Iranian government does
not recognize.42 As seen in the case of Borna Derakhshani, the Iranian Chess Federation will seek
to serve the interests of the government and avoid
playing with Israelis, as such play could be interpreted
as tacit recognition of the Jewish State. Borna was not
the first Iranian player to be affected by the government’s foreign policy. In October of 2011, Iranian
Grandmaster Ehsan Ghaem-Maghami was eliminated
from the Corsica Masters tournament for refusing to
play against the Israeli Ehud Shachar.43 These events
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2008), 147.

mirror other sports incidents in which Iranian swimmers and wrestlers faced disqualification for avoiding
Israeli opponents.44 The case of Ghaem-Maghami,
however, is fascinating in particular because he
self-regulated. In order to safe-guard his career and
place in the national team, he acceded to the ICF’s
interests, even if it meant disqualification.
A clearer picture of government control over
chess emerges: informal rules and norms pressure
players to avoid compromising Iran’s national interests. When this fails and the players do not regulate
their behavior, the ICF (which depends upon funding
from the Ministry of Youth Affairs and Sports) retains
the right to use force and ban the players. This is a
pattern common in many nations, including Iran.
As made evident by Annabelle Sreberny in Cultural
Revolution in Iran, various performers regulate their
mode of expression to appeal to government interests: publishers and writers, for example, are adept at
removing “questionable” aspects of their work from
manuscripts.45 For rock musicians, also, it may be
advantageous to self-censor a line or two in order to
play publicly.46
Where does this leave us? What is the future
of chess in Iran, and why does it matter? As has been
shown, chess in Iran has, apart from its wartime ban,
exploded in prestige and popularity. Iran fields more
than a hundred players, with ranks from FIDE Master
to the coveted International Grandmaster. Its players
are young and benefit from an abundance of chess
coaches and state funds. Women have played in their
own tournaments for over a decade, and enjoyed an
opportunity to highlight their talents during the 2017
Women’s World Chess Championship in Tehran. Yet,
there are issues that mirror many of the problems
that ail Iranian society and the government. The chess
boom has failed to end the religious reservations that
many elements of Iranian society entertain. Even as
women enjoy greater autonomy and public power,
their bodies remain under supervision. As Dorsa
Derakhshani discovered, attempts to reverse this are

40. Dorsa Derakhshani, interview by Michael Klein, Chess.com, February 28, 2017.

44. Ibid.

41. Ibid.

45. Annabelle Sreberny, “Thirty-Plus Years of the Iranian Revolution: Culture in Contesta-

42. Dorsa Derakhshani, interview.

tion,” in Cultural Revolution in Iran: Contemporary Popular Culture in the Islamic Republic,

43. “Iran Chess Player Disqualified After Refusing to Play Against Israeli,” Haaretz, October

ed. Annabelle Sreberny and Massoumeh Torfeh (New York: I.B Tauris, 2013), 4.

27, 2011, http://www.haaretz.com/middle-east-news/iran-chess-player-disqualified-after-re-

46. Laudan Nooshin, “Underground, Overground: Rock Music and Youth Discourses in

fusing-to-play-against-israeli-1.392253 (accessed April 30, 2017).

Iran,” Iranian Studies 38 (2005): 436–94

39. Shahram Khosravi, “Culture of Defiance,” in Young and Defiant in Tehran (Philadelphia:
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potentially career ending. Men, too, are not totally
free from regulation: the experiences of Borna Derakhshani and Ghaem-Maghami are testaments to how
the government may restrict its chess-players in the
name of national interests.
Nevertheless, the chess-players with whom
I have corresponded repeatedly provide voices of
optimism and hope for the future of this uniquely
Iranian game. Perhaps it is because they are young
(and even a little rebellious) that they disregard the
power of those who wish to regulate them. One could
very easily argue that they are over-confident. Regardless, they are part of a larger youth movement
that balances both tradition and modernity. As Mr.
Yaghob Azhdari told me, “Chess has become popular
and progressed. But there are several reasons for that.
The history of chess indicates that after it was invented in India, it was immediately introduced to Iran as
presents for the kings. It was then that the game started to be developed in Iran with new rules and regulations.”47 Mr. Azhdari refers to chess as something
progressive, Ali-Reza Bolourifar claims this progress
is demonstrated by “women’s chess matches and the
growth of chess among women and the youth.”48
Both, however, see it as something grounded in the
national ethos, as “part and parcel of Iranian blood.”
This balance of past and future is not unique
to Iranian chess alone. The game is a useful means of
understanding this dynamic, which is key to understanding modern Iranian urban culture. Chess
itself has often been forced to endure a balancing act
of sorts; a popular derisive saying goes, “Chess: too
serious for a game, not serious enough for a career.”
Historians and surveyors of modern culture would
be wise to familiarize themselves with pastimes and
games. If played long enough, they may begin to
adopt aspects of the mother culture. With Iran, the
game’s experience, along with those of the players,
can give valuable insight into the nature of Iran’s contemporary social issues and aspirations. Regarding
the latter, I end with the comments of one of my interviewees, Aagha, a chess-player from Tehran. Aagha
expressed some dismay over the government’s slow
pace in promoting chess in the curriculum, saying
that Iran had “not yet reached that point backward.”49
When asked to summarize the current state of Iranian chess, however, he exuded pride for his coun-

try: “Chess is the property of Iran. Iran’s progress in
this short time is remarkable despite the difficulties.
Iranians love this game because they understand it.”
Toward the end of our conversation, Aagha, a teacher,
began to answer my questions with quotes (albeit a
bit broken) from Shakespeare. After I thanked him
for his time, he left me with some parting words that
summarize this aura of optimism in the face of obstacle, so integral to the Iranian spirit: “Past, present and
future of chess in Iran was and is and will be brilliant.”

47. Yaghob Azhdari, interview.

Benn, Tansin, and Gerturd Pfister, and Haifaa Jawad.
Muslim Women and Sport. UK: Routledge,
2011.

48. Ali-Reza Bolourifar, interview.
49. Aagha Aaghaii, interview by Benjamin Sonnenberg, Chess.com, April 30, 2017.
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The Axis Powers in Iran During World War II
Michael Leggett

University of Maryland, College Park
Abstract
This paper examines the role of the Axis powers in Iran during the Second World War. Through looking
at U.S. Department of State documents from the period, this paper provides a look into the complexity of
state relationships, the Anglo-Russian Invasion, the deportation of Germans and Japanese, and German
intelligence and saboteur activity in Iran. This paper gives a fresh look at the interesting and historically
significant role of the Axis powers in Iran and the reactions and responses of the Allied and Iranian governments.

W

ell before the breakout of the Second
World War, Japan and Germany, who
were known as part of the Axis powers
during the war, had long established
economic and diplomatic relations with Iran. Japanese
relations with Iran officially began with the establishment of the Japanese Legation in Tehran in 1929. Iranian travel to Japan dates as far back as 654 C.E.1 German relations with Iran began in May 1873 with the
German-Persian Treaty of “friendship, navigation, and
commerce,” and their relations became more solidified
in 1885 with the establishment of the German Legation
in Tehran.2 Over the next few decades leading up to
the Second World War, Germany and Iran kept close
ties, due to German influence and interests in infrastructure, the National Bank of Persia, and petroleum.
Even after relations between the two countries were
estranged by Germany’s defeat in World War I and the
National Bank going into crisis, the new German regime under Adolf Hitler attempted to restore relations
between the countries. This was done through many
diplomatic invitations of Iranian officials to Berlin,
including Reza Shah's invite to Iran-related events such
as a gathering in honor of Persian poet Ferdowsi and
in recognition of the naming of street Persische Straße
(Persian Street). After a series of talks and trade agreements, German-Iranian trade and diplomacy began to

grow again.3
The German-Soviet Nonaggression Pact: 1939-1941
By late 1939, Adolf Hitler was ready to invade
Poland. However, Hitler could not do this without
fear of Soviet intervention and at the risk of going to
war with the Soviet Union. In order to ensure there
would be no war between them, Germany and the Soviet Union signed a nonaggression pact on August 23,
1939. The German-Soviet Nonaggression Pact provided that the signatories would not go to war with each
other for at least the next ten years.4 While this pact
only lasted until June 1941, when Hitler invaded the
Soviet Union, the period in which the pact was being
honored was important, especially for Iran.
The nonaggression pact allowed not only for
Hitler’s invasion of Poland, but also for a conglomeration between Germany and the Soviet Union in obtaining and raising their own separate interests and influence in Iran, while lowering that of the British and
United States. It is important to note that the Soviet
Union was not yet a part of the Allied forces against
Germany at this time. The Soviet Union only joined
the Allies when Germany invaded in 1941, and even
then, the Soviets' only common goal with Britain and
the United States was to defeat Germany. In a conversation between Cornelius Van H. Engert, the American Chargé in Iran, and Djevad Amery, the Iranian

1 “Japan: Iranians in Japan.” Encyclopedia Iranica, www.iranicaonline.org/articles/japan-iv-ira-

3 Rashid Armin Khatib-Shahidi, German Foreign Policy Towards Iran Before World War II

nians-in-japan-1, (Dec. 15, 2008).

(New York: I. B. Tauris & Co, 2013), 158.

2“Germany: German-Persian Diplomatic Relations.” Encyclopedia Iranica, www.iranicaonline.

4 “German-Soviet Pact.” United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, www.ushmm.org/wlc/

org/articles/germany-i (Dec. 15, 2001).

en/article.php?ModuleId=10005156.

Under Secretary of Foreign Affairs, Amery critiques
a visit by Vyacheslav M. Molotov, the Soviet Minister
for Foreign Affairs to Berlin, saying it was “fresh proof
that Soviet policy was devoid of all moral foundations.
Whenever Germany and Russia wished to impress an
intended victim they got together and were apparently
ready to use any means to attain their goal.”5
The seriousness of this collaboration between
Germany and the Soviet Union in Iran can be seen
when Engert informed the U.S. Secretary of State on
March 7, 1940 that a newly arrived German Minister
Erwin C. Ettel had assured the Iranian Minister of
Foreign Affairs, on behalf of Hitler, that Russia would
not invade Iran.6 While this does not turn out to be
true, given the Anglo-Russian Invasion of Iran in 1941,
this is notable because Hitler is speaking on the behalf
of the Soviet Union on a subject that is of much importance in foreign policy.
On May 10, 1940, in a telegram to the U.S.
Secretary of State, Engert discusses how the Soviet
Embassy and the German Legation were working in
“close collaboration.” Both were determined, though
with different motives, to “exploit fully all advantages
the Russo-German understanding gives them. Germany has undoubtedly been inciting the Soviets to adopt
greater aggressive policy toward Iran...in the hope of
weakening and perhaps eliminating British influence.”7
The nonaggression pact allowed Germany and the Soviet Union to collaborate in a way that would help their
individual interests in Iran. The only common interest
seemed to be weakening or eliminating British influence. To get a glimpse of the interests of Germany and
the Soviet Union, Engert, again in a telegram to the
U.S. Secretary of State, discusses that the Soviets have
promised not to interfere with German and Italian
projects in the Balkans in return for Turkish Armenia and portions of northern Iran.8 Anxiety amongst
the Iranian government was growing with this German-Soviet collaboration and its struggle with the

Office, 1958), 626-627.

British. Engert discusses in another telegram to the
U.S. Secretary of State on August 9, 1940, that the collaboration was only getting stronger. Another danger
has aroused because the “Reich is no longer afraid of
the Soviets and may thus become the dominant partner in a discreditable scramble to secure strategic and
political positions favorable to their ambitions.”9 It was
only a little over a year after this telegram was sent that
the Allies invaded Iran in fear of the growing power of
the Germans in Iran.
The Anglo-Russian Invasion of Iran, and German
Deportation
On August 25, 1941, the Allied powers of the
United States, Britain, and the Soviet Union invaded
Iran in fear of German activity or invasion, and eventually deposed Reza Shah in mid-September due to
the Shah’s possible favorability towards Germany. Iran
had declared itself neutral in the war, and it is debated
if the Allied invasion and overthrow of the Shah was
justified by a German threat.
Even though the German-Soviet collaboration
threat was over by the time Hitler invaded the Soviet
Union in June 1941, the Allies were still in fear of a
German invasion of Iran or German saboteurs. In a
memorandum on July 16, 1941, from the U.S. Chief of
the Division of Near Eastern Affairs, Wallace Murray,
to the U.S. Under Secretary of State, Sumner Welles,
Murray discusses a conversation he had with Nevile
Butler, the Minister-Counselor of the British Embassy.
Butler describes the situation as seen by the British:
Mr. Butler went on to describe the well-known traditional anti-British attitude of the Iranians and expressed the opinion that in view of the present German
drive into Russia and the possibility that German
armies might reach the Caucasus in the near future,
it was only natural that the British authorities should
wish to meet as far as possible the inevitable pressure
which Germany may bring to bear on Iran once she
had reached the Iranian frontier in the Caucasus.10
With the Germans pushing into the Soviet
Union further and further, the Allies were afraid that
the Germans could reach Iran through the Caucasus
region and without much delay. In another memoran-

7 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1940, Volume III (Washington: Government Printing

9 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1940, Volume III (Washington: Government Printing

Office, 1958), 631-632.

Office, 1958), 634-636.

8 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1940, Volume III (Washington: Government Printing

10 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1941, Volume III (Washington: Government Printing

Office, 1958), 636-637.

Office, 1959), 361-363.

5 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1940, Volume III (Washington: Government Printing
Office, 1958), 636.
6 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1940, Volume III (Washington: Government Printing
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dum, Butler tells the U.S. Assistant Chief of the Division of Near Eastern Affairs that American planes
needed to be restricted going into Iran in case of a
German invasion, in which case the US planes would
then be used against the Allies.11
As the British recognized, there was, as Butler
put it, a “traditional anti-British attitude of the Iranians” and German propaganda in Iran was not
helping the Iranian view of the British. In a telegram
from Engert to the U.S. Secretary of State on January
3, 1940, Engert discusses German propaganda in
the Iranian bazaars. He says that “England will now
soon order Iran to decree a general mobilization and
that the Soviets will have just cause to accuse Iran
of playing the game of her ‘British masters.’” Engert
talks about the sentiments amongst Iranians that the
Germans look at them as inferior, however, because
of the close economic ties with Germany, the ties have
“offered merchants opportunities of easy profit and
other advantages,”12 and therefore the Iranian bazaars,
according to the British, had been pro-German.
The Allies were also concerned with how
many Germans were in Iran, how many were potentially dangerous, and they were trying hard to deport
the Germans. In a telegram from the U.S. Ambassador in the United Kingdom, John Winant, to the U.S.
Secretary of State on August 28, 1941, Winant reported that the British Foreign Office believed there were
between 1,000 to 3,000 “dangerous Germans” in Iran.
The numbers came from strictly British sources and
also said that Soviet numbers of dangerous Germans
in Iran were even higher.13 The Iranian government,
however, believed there were only about 690 Germans in Iran, and though they recognized that some
were involved in propaganda and intelligence, they
thought they were “working for rival German institutions, which often enough pursued diverging or
even contrary aims.”14 The Iranian government gave
a clear response to Dreyfus on the pressures of the
Allies to deport Germans, which Dreyfus reported to
the U.S. Secretary of State in a telegram on August 2,
1941: “The Iranian government cannot...in view of its

policy of strict neutrality and its desire to be faithful
to its treaty with Germany accede to this extraordinary request. He characterized the demand...as
extremely unfair and unjust.”15 As also stated in this
telegram, the Shah was willing to expel any Germans
if they engaged in illegal activities. From the perspective of the Iranian government, the Germans did
not seem threatening, at least to the extent of deporting all Germans. The Iranian government felt it was
difficult to make such decisions when they were a
neutral state and a strong trading partner. The Allies,
whether rightly or wrongly, did not see it this way,
and in Winant’s August 28, 1941 telegram to the U.S.
Secretary of State, Winant discusses the position of
the Iranian government on Germans in Iran:
The Foreign Office also emphasized its
conviction that the consistently evasive
attitude of the Iranian Government to the
British and Russian request for the expulsion of dangerous German nationals had
been based on the belief of the Shah and his
Government that the Germans would soon
be at the frontiers of Iran and that they
were determined to be on good terms with
Hitler when that day arrived.16
The Allies seemed to feel justified in invading
Iran because of the Shah’s political alignment with
Hitler, fear of German invasion, the strong economic
ties between Iran and Germany, and German intelligence activity in Iran. Not surprisingly, Germany and
Italy were internationally critical of the invasion. The
U.S. Chargé in Germany, Leland Morris, reported in a
telegram to the U.S. Secretary of State that the German press and radio professed “moral indignation
at what they call unprovoked aggression against Iran
and represent most of Europe and particularly Turkey as sharing this feeling,” while also referring to the
invasion as hypocritical.17 Italy, also a part of the Axis
during the Second World War, strongly condemned
the “Anglo-Russian entry into Iran” as reported by the
U.S. Ambassador in Italy, William Phillips, to the U.S.
Secretary of State.18 Iran’s feelings towards the inva-

11 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1941, Volume III (Washington: Government
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Printing Office, 1958), 625-626.

Printing Office, 1959), 439-441.

13 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1941, Volume III (Washington: Government
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14 “Germany: German-Persian Diplomatic Relations.” Encyclopedia Iranica, www.iranicaon-
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sion were quite similar, feeling that it was unprovoked
and an infringement on Iran’s sovereignty. Laurence
Steinhardt, The U.S. Ambassador in the Soviet Union,
in a conversation with the Iranian Ambassador, M.
Saed, reported to the U.S. Secretary of State that Saed
had stated “the Soviet-British demand to immediately
expel all Germans from Iran was a poorly concealed
pretext for occupying Iran inasmuch as the expulsion
of all Germans…‘could have been amicably discussed
and arranged’ without offending the amour propre of
the Iranian Government and people.”19 The Shah also
responded to the Allied invasion, saying:
What is this? I have given my assurance
that most of the Germans will be expelled
from Iran. I find this morning that you
have attacked both the north and south of
my country and have seized 8 Axis ships in
the Gulf. It seems that the Germans want
to take all of Europe and now the Russians
and the British want to take Iran.20
Whether or not the Germans in Iran were as
threatening as the Allies said they were, the Germans
were causing strife just by being in Iran, causing the
Allies and Iranian government to determine how, and
whether or not to deport Germans from Iran.
German Intelligence and Saboteur Activity in Iran
Though the Iranian government was hesitant
in deporting Germans and in admitting the possible
dangers of the Germans in Iran, German interest,
intelligence, propaganda, saboteur activity, and even
possible invasion in Iran seemed of valid concern.
Hitler never made any official plans to invade Iran,
however, the interest was there. Hitler wanted to deal
with the Soviet Union first, saying in a response to
a suggested operation in 1940 into the Middle East,
“This question...can only be considered after Russia
has been eliminated.”21 While plans were held off
from a German invasion, German intelligence and
operations were active in Iran throughout the war.
One of the first major discoveries of German intelligence in Iran was in July 1941, before the Anglo-Rus-

sian Invasion. Dreyfus reported to the U.S. Secretary
of State in a telegram that “storm troopers Gamoota
and Mayer, who are ostensibly employed by the Shenkers Transport Company, head an efficient Nazi party
organization with branches throughout the country
and with members strategically placed and instructed
as to their part when the day of action arrives.”22 This
was later confirmed in much more detail in another
telegram from Dreyfus to the U.S Secretary of State
on August 21, 1941. This telegram mentions another
man by the name of Eilers, an archaeologist who lived
many years in Iran prior to 1941, who was the main
director of propaganda. As mentioned in the telegram from July, the August telegram also mentions
that Germans were strategically placed, but more
specifically in radio stations, railways, and commercial organizations such as Shenkers and Ferrostahl.
Dreyfus states that there were German agents “in all
important public services and in all parts of Iran.”23
The August 1941 telegram also mentions the discovery of the Brown House in Tehran, which was a Nazi
club house. Before the war, the club was used for
“military drilling and target practice” but was eventually stopped by Iranian authorities.24 The Nazi party
held daily meetings at the Brown House, and even
ran a “German school...as well as a summer club in
Shemiran (North Tehran).”25 There was another club
house by the same name, in Munich, Germany, which
acted as a headquarters for the Nazi party during its
rise in the early 1930s.26 It seems possible that the
Brown House in Tehran borrowed its name from the
one in Munich.
In late 1942, Mayer moved from Tehran to
Isfahan where he was protected by the pro-Nazi
military governor, General Fazlollah Zahedi. On
November 1, 1942, Mayer’s accomplice, Moses Gasparian, whom he shared his house with, went to the
British Consulate in Isfahan after claiming to have

19 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1941, Volume III (Washington: Government
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just survived a gun battle with Mayer over a political
disagreement. Gasparian offered to show the British
their house. Though Mayer had disappeared, the
British found over 225 items of correspondence and
other documents that became known as the Franz
Mayer Documents.27 According to a telegram sent by
Dreyfus to the U.S. Secretary of State on November
6, 1942, British intelligence discovered within the
documents a “widespread plot by German agents to
seize power and commit sabotage in case Germans
near Iran,” with apparently many prominent Iranians
said to be involved.28 Other correspondence goes on
to discuss how careful the British must be in their arrests of the prominent Iranians in order to not cause
unrest in the country. Winant reported to the U.S.
Secretary of State on December 12, 1942 in a telegram
that the British military arrested General Zahedi as he
was “so deeply and dangerously implicated in the plot
organized by German agent.”29
By early 1943, the Chargé in the United
Kingdom, Matthews, reported in a telegram to the
U.S. Secretary of State that there were still German
agents active in Iran and in influential circles. Some
German agents had already been arrested and some
had been allowed to escape by the Iranian police or
were untraceable. More proof was also obtained of
“plans for sabotage against Allied communications,
and risings against the Allies in the event of a German invasion of Persia.”30 In August of 1943, Dreyfus
reported to the U.S. Secretary of State in a telegram
that the British had arrested Franz Mayer. The telegram also reported that four German parachutists
were dropped in southern Iran heading in the direction of the Trans-Iranian Railway “armed with money
and dynamite.”31 By the end of August however, two
of the parachutists were arrested, along with Franz
Mayer.32
There were many other operations throughout
the war by Germany in Iran that were not mentioned,

29 Foreign Relations of the United States, 1942, Volume IV, (Washington: Government

but the final blow to their operations came with the
arrest of Franz Mayer in 1943, and Germany’s strategy had become “relatively transparent” to the Allies.
With the German defeat at Stalingrad, German operations in Iran were reduced to merely sabotage-type
operations, instead of the coup-like operations, and
were eventually cancelled in all.33
Japan in Iran During World War II
While Germany was the major Axis player in
Iran during the Second World War, the Japanese were
also key historical players. The Japanese were not as
involved in intelligence and sabotage activity in Iran
as the Germans were, but they did assist the Germans
in their ventures. One such occasion was the Japanese assistance to Franz Mayer while he was on the
move in May of 1942. Mayer contacted the Japanese
Legation in Tehran for assistance and was given “five
old W/T sets and some much needed cash,” while
also giving the Japanese “a message to transmit on his
behalf from Tokyo to Berlin giving an account of his
situation and suggesting a code which might be used
if Mayer were to succeed in getting his W/T34 sets
to work.”35 There does not seem to be much more
evidence of Japanese activity in Iran beyond this, but
only a month after this occasion, the Japanese Legation was expelled from Iran.
In a telegram from Dreyfus to the U.S. Secretary of State dated January 13, 1942, a little over
a month after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor,
Dreyfus reported that the British Minister, Sir Reader W. Bullard, acting under instructions from London, had suggested to the “Iranian Government the
desirability of effecting withdrawal of the Japanese
Legation in Tehran. He expressed the belief that the
Iranian Government might be more readily persuaded to expel the Japanese were the United States to
take parallel action.”36 The United States complied
and on March 29, 1942, Dreyfus reported to the U.S.
Secretary of State that the Iranian Prime Minister and
the cabinet agreed to expel the Japanese Legation and
that the Japanese Minister would be informed within
a few days.37 However, in a secret session by the Majlis on April 7, the Majlis refused to expel the Japanese
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Legation. Dreyfus proposed to the U.S. Secretary of
State that the United States should refuse “to furnish
advisers or economic assistance on Lend-Lease or any
other basis until Iran shows more inclination to cooperate.”38 Finally, on April 8, 1942, as reported by the
Chargé in Iran, Harold Minor, to the U.S. Secretary of
State on April 12, the Majlis, again in a secret session,
approved the expulsion of the Japanese Legation, and
the Legation was ordered by the Iranian Prime Minister to leave without delay.39
Conclusion
Germany and Japan were ultimately unsuccessful in their operations in Iran. By late 1943, German intelligence and sabotage was thwarted by the
Allies. The Germans lost all diplomatic and economic
influence after being so heavily involved in Iran since
the late 19th century. The Japanese, expelled from
Iran in 1942, reopened their Legation in Tehran in
1953. Economic ties had already resumed with Iran
in 194740 - only two years after the war. The role the
Axis powers had in Iran is important, not just for
World War II history, but for global history as well.
If the Axis had been successful in their plots, Iran
would have not only greatly enriched Germany with
its oil and scavenged Allied resources, but Iran would
also have been a new front in which to dominate the
Middle East and invade the Soviet Union.
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Abstract
This paper explores the social stigma associated with queerness in modern Iran. In my research of queer
experiences through oral histories, ethnography, and literature survey, I have examined patterns of denial
and erasure of queer identities, enforced silence, and treatment of queerness as a medical abnormality. I
argue that Iranian heteronormativity stems from European heteronormativity, therefore I found it crucial
to have the narrators of these oral histories guide this research. Ultimately, I conclude that socio-political
oppression of queerness prevents Iranian queer discourse from developing.
I would like to recognize Dr. Afsaneh Najmabadi for the bravery and tenacity it requires to work tirelessly
on such a controversial topic, Dr. Ida Meftahi for her assistance in the writing and research process, and
Dr. Jessica Vooris for reminding me to be a megaphone for voices often left unheard.

T

his paper will explore the social stigma attributed to queerness in Iran. Here, queerness
refers to non-heterosexual and non-cisgender
behaviors as well as identities. Through research using oral histories, ethnography, and literature
survey, I have examined patterns in queer experiences
in 20th century Iran. Persisting themes include the
pervasive notion of “queerness as an illness,” the denial
and erasure of queer identities, and an often violent,
enforced silence.
Iranian modernity is heavily invested in heteronoxrmativity and the gender binary, to the point
where the validity and existence of LGBT identities is
denied. Rochelle Terman in a 2014 article in the World
Policy Journal emphasizes this commitment to the
binary:
Iranian legislation is grounded in the idea
that only two genders exist and bases many
of its regulations on this strict dichotomy.
Not only does one’s sex determine family law
regulations and dress, it determines which
courses one can take in universities, where
one can sit on a bus or train, how far one can
travel, and even which door one can use to
enter buildings and airports.
Gender is foundational in determining acceptable behavior in Iran. Open expressions of queerness are thus
comprehensive (and criminal) challenges to the status
quo. Homosexuality is punishable by execution, leaving
queer people vulnerable to harassment, extortion, and
abuse from acquaintances, law enforcement, and all too

frequently, from family members.
Farrah Jafari’s historical analysis demonstrates that, “ambiguous sexualities in premodern
and early modern Iranian society were less policed,
silenced and stigmatized” (40). Iran began to implement nation-building social policies under Reza
Shah Pahlavi in the 1920s; with the goal of appearing
as a culturally unified and modern nation, Iran also
adopted heteronormative social values. Jafari notes
that while homosexual acts were not criminalized
in the 1960-1970s, as they have been since the 1979
revolution, Iran’s reconceptualization of public and
private sociability for the objective of nationalistic
modernity placed heterosexuality on public display,
valorizing the nuclear family, while situating homosexuality in a shameful light (51-52). Jafari also
notes:
While the rationale which assumes and
enforces heterosexual behavior comes from
fiqh-based literature (Islamic Jurisprudence), sodomy is not among the crimes
specified in the Quran; therefore, the penalties assigned for it are based on clerical
deductions, giving the ulama the power to
decide the fate of individuals. Generally,
the role of Iranian government in people’s
lives has expanded throughout the 20th
century, encompassing social practices,
and finally infiltrating the bedroom.
According to Afsaneh Najmabadi’s Women
with Mustaches and Men without Beards: Gender and

Sexual Anxieties of Iranian Modernity in the early
1900s, “heterosocial European cultural practices, in
other words, hetero-normalized Iranian men’s sensibilities” (54). In 2010 Najmabadi notes, “Modernity
closeted the male beloved into the premodern and
rendered Sufi love as transcendental. It redefined homosexual desire from natural to unnatural and abominable, blaming it on the undesirable social practice
of women’s seclusion and gender segregation” (55).
However, Najmabadi (57) states that Iranian heteronormativity is distinct from European heteronormativity:
The notion of same-sex desire as a derivative deviant desire, forced upon the
natural as a consequence of the unfortunate social arrangement of sex segregation, distinguishes the process of modern
heteronormalization in Iran from that of
Western Europe, as proposed by Foucault.
In Iran, the modernist project of compulsory heterosocialization was premised on
the expectation that once women became
“available” to men, and men treated women
fairly, homosexual practices would disappear. The success of this project could
have a tendency to “type” men and women
who “still” engaged in same-sex practices
as anormal, if not abnormal, stricken with
some sort of “illness.”
Therefore, as Iranian heteronormativity stemmed
from European heteronormativity, it is crucial to
ensure that the findings of this research are of Iranian
origin, rather than European. To draw conclusions on
these issues, I have used the analysis of oral histories,
much like those used by Dr. Salvador Vidal-Ortiz
in writing Queer Brown Voices, an anthology of oral
histories, focused on latinx activists from the 70s,
80s and 90s. Through examining oral histories, I can
build from the narratives of individuals and allow
their voices to guide this project.
The recurring sentiment in Iran that queerness is a disease manifests itself in Iranian responses
to queerness, both on a national level and within families. In accounts from Farrah Jafari’s Silencing Sexuality: LGBT Refugees and the Public-Private Divide in
Iran and Turkey, Arsham Parsi’s Exiled for Love: The
Journey of an Iranian Queer Activist, and various in-

terviews in Faraz Sanei’s We Are a Buried Generation:
Discrimination and Violence Against Sexual Minorities
in Iran, many families correct non-heteronormative
behaviors in their children claiming that these behaviors will make them ill. Often families pursue medical
treatment for their adult children upon discovery
of queer behaviors. Several of Sanei’s interviewees
recount enduring treatments to ‘fix’ their non-heteronormative inclinations, including psychotherapy,
hormone treatments, Viagra, antidepressants, and
antipsychotic prescriptions (38-40). One interviewee recalls being admitted to a psychiatric hospital,
where they were subjected to shock therapy (Sanei,
40), while another received counseling from “Islamic
psychiatrists,” who attempted to convince the patient
that they were not actually homosexual (39).
Other families may not pursue a psychological
or medical treatment route when learning of queerly behaved family members. Kath Weston discusses
‘coming out’ to family members in various situations,
one example being, “a family with sharply defined
boundaries that separate it from the ‘outside world,’ a
family willing to accept gay relatives as long as knowledge of their sexual identity remained within those
boundaries (57).” In Iran, this reaction is not common. Jafari argues that the shame of queer behavior
and identity encompasses not only the queer individual, but also their family. This collective stigmatization of queerness consequently positions disclosure,
declaration, or more likely, discovery of queerness by
family members in a public rather than private setting, and leads to the family reactions of banishment/
exile, silence, denial, concealment, and correcting
queer sexuality through marriage (Jafari 75-78). Some
families maintain their honor by enforcing silence,
some by reporting their queer relative to the authorities, though Jafari claims that this decision depends
more on the social standing of the family (76).
Enforced conformity with heteronormative
family structures is seen as a potential cure for homosexual tendencies that bypasses dishonoring the family (Jafari 78). Siamak, one of Jafari’s interviewees,
states, “... we all have gone through this. The dream
of our parents, whether you are gay or a lesbian, is to
marry us off. They think it’s a disease and marriage is
the cure. That it’ll fix us…” Several other oral histories describe family pressures to marry the opposite
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sex. Many concede to their family’s desires, marrying
in hopes that the marriage will result in newfound
heterosexuality (Sanei 39-40).
The Iranian government does provide significant aid to trans identifying people, contingent upon
their receipt of certification. Certified trans patients
are permitted to undergo hormonal treatment and
sex reassignment surgery (SRS), change their name,
receive new identification papers, receive state provided health insurance, receive financial assistance for
surgeries and housing, and exemption from military service (Najmabadi 20). Najmabadi describes
the ‘filtering’ process for trans applicants: at first a
diagnostic interview assessing their performance of
gender, followed by four to six months of psychotherapy for the purpose of determining if the patient
is “really trans” before proceeding (15-17). In the
past, trans applicants unable to afford private therapy
were referred to psychologists affiliated with public
hospitals, many of whom were known to be hostile
towards trans people, with goals of dissuasion rather
than diagnosis, though by 2007 all applicants received
therapy at the Tehran Psychiatric Institute, known for
its trans-friendly staff (18).
Legally and medically, SRS is seen as “the
cure for a diseased abnormality,” referring to gender
identity disorder (1), but for many it is also a highly problematic ‘solution’ for homosexuality: “Being
transsexual, rather than gay, emerged as the more
socially acceptable way of being a non-heteronormative male (164).” Najmabadi (2014) observed,
In the emerging psycho-sexological articulation, “changing sex” was not seen to
be caused by merely physiological factors;
rather the phenomenon was seen to be
linked, at least in part, to “unnatural” psychological traits, abnormal sexual tendencies, and corrupt moral behavior (50).
Although Najmabadi made these observations in the
1980s, some psychologists retain these beliefs. Ruedas
notes, “this fixation on SRS perpetuates the idea that
all trans experiences have a distinct endpoint: the
opposite binary gender (and corresponding genitals)
(29-30),” and that, “trans people are expected, by
society as a whole, to meticulously alter their appearance in an effort to 'pass' as the gender opposite their
assigned gender within the binary” (31). These are
dangerous views, forcing permanent procedures on
people who may not wish to transition in this way.
Success is measured only externally, ignoring the de-

sires of trans patients, and further imposing a gender
binary that fails to accommodate all.
The treatment of queerness as a malady is enabled by the erasure of queer identities and silencing
of queer voices. Beginning with the ‘straightening’ of
queer themes in historic Persian poetry and art in the
early 1900s, the invalidation of Iranian queer identities has continued by silencing queer voices. In 2007,
President Ahmadinejad infamously announced that
there are no gays in Iran, a statement containing only
a grain of truth, in that labeling of sexualities is less
practiced in Iran compared to western countries (Jafari 55). Government renouncement of the existence
of queer identities in Iran prevents discourse from
developing and rejects the notion that protections are
necessary, while the condemnation and prosecution
of queer people necessitates that queer behavior is,
“done in secret, perpetuating the silence, the aberrance, and taboo character of the acts” (Jafari 79-81).
Jafari states:
In the complex social system of modern
Iranian society, there is no space for queerness. Hence, being ‘out’, living with/being in
a romantic relationship with a person of the
same-sex, engaging in social and political
issues surrounding sexual orientation, or
identifying with a queer community are not
easily navigable lifestyle choices in conservatively Islamic Iran (72).
Weston states, “The closet symbolizes isolation, the
individual without society, a stranger even to self ”
(50). These feelings of isolation are shared in each
oral history I examined.
Mary Grey discusses subaltern counterpublics, defined by Fraser as, “parallel discursive arenas
where members of subordinated social groups invent
and circulate counter discourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of their identities, interests,
and needs” (94). Grey also notes that participation
in a counterpublic is one way for members to form
and transform their identities (94). Prior to the 1979
revolution, public parks, cafes and restaurants in
Tehran acted as counterpublics for several groups in
politically divided Iran, including queer people (Sanei
4); however, presently queer counterpublics cannot
exist in Iran. Although parks remain a public space
frequented by queer Iranians, harassment from civilians and officials prevent these spaces from becoming
safe counterpublics (Sanei 43-49). Thus, discourses
and gatherings move underground, to people’s homes

and over the internet (Sanei 87). Despite their private
nature, these venues are not without danger as the
Iranian government continues to violate the privacy
of its citizens (Sanei 42, 50-60).
Weston states, “to speak of sexuality without
speaking of sex is possible in part because at this
historical moment, homosexuality is organized in
terms of identity rather than acts” (65), but this does
not hold true in Iran. According to Jafari, Iranians
also lack the language to discuss non-heteronormative sexuality. There was no definitive Persian word
for homosexuality preceding the 20th century, and
terminology is less developed because the subject is
not discussed (87-88). Parsi’s initial exposure to the
word gay (in English) on the internet is evidence of
this (47), and the importance of the internet in his
networking of a small queer ‘community’ (49-51).
Weston describes gay community, “as a category implicated in the ways lesbians and gay men have developed collective identities, organized urban space, and
conceptualized their significant relationships” (124).
If there is a queer community in Iran, it is invisible,
and it fails to meet Weston’s specifications.
Thus, an end to the socio-political oppression
of queer people must precede the formation of queer
discourse in Iran. Conclusions as to how queer Iranians should proceed would be speculative. One such
speculation might be that increased visibility of queer
identities within Iran is required for this discourse,
and that this visibility would eventually lead to the
humanization of queer bodies. Yet it would be dangerously irresponsible to encourage open expression
of queer identity in Iran at this time. As Jafari states,
“It is not that queer Iranians themselves have nothing
to say, but rather that they have had no say” (207).
The dilemma is in the means of procuring a voice,
and in being heard.
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United States Government and Newspaper Discourse
during the 1978-79 Iranian Revolution
Isaiah Baden-Payne
University of Maryland, College Park
Abstract
This paper examines documents from the United States Intelligence Community and State Department written before, during, and after the 1979 Revolution in Iran. Analysis of the content, tone, and
priorities of these documents reveals that the U.S. officials responsible for keeping abreast of the
developing situation and informing the State Department as to its nature were significantly biased
by the Cold War lens that dominated politics at that time. This lens caused them to prioritize perception and analysis of communistic revolutionary agents until almost the end of the episode, failing to
take note of evidence identifying and only acknowledging the seriousness of the religious populist
movements of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini when they were already taking control of the revolution and revolutionary government. This analysis is corroborated by American Newspaper articles,
which treat the rise of Khomeini’s Islamic Republic as a total surprise despite the availability of information about all the stages leading up to its formation.

T

he 1978-79 Revolution in Iran awakened,
as Nikki R. Keddie states, “Bafflement and
incomprehension”1 in the Western public.
The overthrow of the Pahlavi dynasty and
the rise of the government of Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini are a famously complex series of events
categorically misunderstood by the U.S. government.
This paper will use government documents and news
articles from the New York Times, Washington Post,
and Christian Science Monitor to demonstrate trends
in the U.S. government’s discourse during the revolution. First, that it prioritized a search for communist
involvement and as a result overlooked the realities of
the revolution. Second, this continued until the culmination of the revolution when the understanding
shifted to a belief that the revolution was the result of a
radical religious takeover. Third, news media coverage
by papers, such as the New York Times and Washington
Post, reflect the tone of uninformed discourse in the
government through the revolutionary process, and
latch onto the notion of a radical fundamentalist takeover toward the end of the revolution.
Although the revolutionary government was
self-titled as Islamic, modern scholarly analysis gen-

erally accepts that religious motivation was only one
of many factors that caused and affected its outcome.
Even if one accepts the argument that religious "fanaticism" was a primary cause, one must acknowledge
the evident complexities. For example, the reforms
imposed by the Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s 1963 White
Revolution were pressed into action rapidly without
communication or compromise with the ulama.2 These
included grievances and events that threaded back
through both world wars, Iran’s history of resistance
to oppressive governments both foreign and domestic,
and Qajar interactions with the imperialist powers of
Russia and Great Britain. Ultimately, these threads
may connect to the roots of Shia Islam, its influence
on Iranian culture, and its history of anti-establishment thought.3 The revolution itself was initiated and
carried out in a context of complex factors and causes.
Charles Kurzman’s discussion of the upheaval outlines
many of these factors, and further argues that such was
the complexity of the Iranian revolution that it defies
the conventional explanations used to analyze other

1 Nikki R. Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution, (New Haven and London

3 Nikki R. Keddie, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of Revolution, (New Haven and London

Yale University Press), 2003, 1.

Yale University Press), 2003, 22-123.

2 D. Ray Heirsey and I David Trebing, “A comparison of rhetorical strategies in the Sha’s white
revolution and the Ayatollah’s Islamic Revolution,” Communication Monographs 30 (1983):
159.

revolutions. 4
All of these nuances were demonstrably lost on
most of the government observers and media commentators at the time. Few bodies involved were more
confused than the U.S. government. The State Department’s discourse was dominated by a Cold War mentality, focusing on the fear of communist infiltration
of the revolutionary process until it could no longer
sustain that viewpoint in the face of the realities of the
revolution; at that point, it shifted to an understanding
of the revolution as a takeover by religious radicals.
This misrepresentation occurred despite the fact that
the events in question were observed and documented
by members of the U.S. government and American
civilian personnel prior to and during the events of the
overthrow of the Pahlavi dynasty. These witnesses not
only observed, but also wrote analyses and firsthand
accounts of the events. Despite numerous perspectives
into the subtleties of the revolution, witnesses’ reports
were inconsistent and uninformed. They displayed, at
best, an honest lack of understanding of the chaos that
surrounded the observers, and at worst displayed willful ignorance of the nuances of the Revolution. These
inconsistent depictions resulted in the U.S. government’s total lack of understanding of the Revolution’s
course, and led to its general misrepresentation in
American discourse.
The earliest document that my research found
to display this trend was from February 1, 1978. On
this date, the U.S. Embassy in Tehran sent an airgram
containing an analysis of the oppositionist movements it perceived to be present within Iran to the
Department of State in Washington D.C. This missive describes some of the building tensions in the
country. It remarks on the government’s recent push
to accept more oppositionist speech, and notes the
continued presence of SAVAK enforcers arresting and
jailing Iranian oppositionist speakers. 5 The airgram
then goes on to break down the principle oppositionist bodies observed to be active in Iran, starting with
leftist and communist-sympathetic groups, shifting
through moderates, and finishing with right wing
religious groups. It goes on to briefly describe recent

government reactions and discuss the trends of local
anti-Americanism. Between these groups, the embassy analysts devoted a great deal of time to discussing
subtleties within the moderate factions (in particular
their relationship to the older National Front) and the
presence of moderate thinkers amenable to Western
democratic ideas. They also gave attention to the possible connection of some leftist groups to the Mujahadin-i-Khalq and the likely influence of these groups
as terrorist organizations. The document also mentions
the Marxist Tudeh Party, though it is described as
being effectively suppressed by its illegality, despite its
connections to cells throughout Europe. 6
After all of these analyses, the document’s writers gave one brief mention to the influence of various
Ayatollahs and Mullahs over the other oppositionist
movements. These conclude that although Khomeini
was the most influential of the oppositionist religious
leaders, these groups would not have enough influence
to effect major change in politics beyond providing a
network of Mosques that might shelter other oppositionists.7
Despite this relatively sparse coverage of the
religious sector of the opposition, the Tehran embassy does appear to have been aware of the presence of
religiously motivated anti-establishmentism. In the
same month, the embassy sent a telegram containing
updated information on the level of organization of
Khomeini’s supporters, as well as a general summary
of Shia Islam’s history of oppositionism. 8 In particular, this document states that Khomeini’s followers are
“…far better organized, more enlightened and able to
resist communism than their detractors would lead us
to believe.”9 Additionally, in March, a Defense Intelligence Agency appraisal was compiled on the nature of
religiously inspired opposition in Iran. This document
contained further description of Shia Islam, including
several definitions of Shiite religious ranks, and more
in depth analysis of the history of the dynasty’s rela-
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6 The Iranian Opposition, 2-6.
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tionship with Iran’s religious communities.10
None of these messages have a particularly
urgent tone. Collectively, the latter two demonstrate an
understanding that factors are at play that the U.S. government might find alien, or be otherwise unable to
understand without expert advice. Even these however,
do not portray the country as being on the brink of
major upheaval. Rather, these documents reinforce the
conclusion of scholars like Keddie that the U.S. representatives in Iran had only a vague idea of the currents
that would lead ultimately to the Revolution. While
some representatives appear to have been more informed, their perspective appears mostly to have been
used to alleviate the risk of communist involvement .
By October of 1978, perceptions within the Embassy
appear to have shifted drastically. By this point the
situation was labelled as a “Crisis.” An International
Communication Agency (ICA) memorandum records
the informal advice given by a pair of journalists: Fariboz Atapour, a TV commentator, and Ali Reza Farahmand, a newspaper editor. The recorded conversation,
from a dinner party at the residence of public affairs
officer for the ICA, describes the significant influence
Khomeini had over the people of Iran. In particular,
pointing out that he “…has more influence over the
masses than the Shah.”11
The memorandum continues to discuss the
unpopularity of the United States, saying “Regime
opponents consider the United States as the Shah’s only
prop. Regime adherents continue to sense that the U.S.
will make any deal with anybody to assure continued
access to oil and sales of military hardware.” Additionally, it discusses the growing xenophobia among the
populace, and states that under these circumstances,
the rise of a religious Islamic government is functionally inevitable.12
Other conversations from the end of 1978,
however, do not latch onto this trend of understanding. The CIA appears to have come to the understanding that Khomeini was a critical figure in the Revolution, preparing a 16 page intelligence memorandum
on him in November. Though this document goes into
enough detail to discuss the Ayatollah’s distaste for
communism, it still expresses the concern of earlier
months that communist forces could infiltrate his fol-

lowers, saying that they “…may be susceptible to communist and radical penetration.”13 This illustrates the
consistent concern about communism in the minds of
U.S. officials. Other documents from that month range
from attempts to analyze the efficacy of the Shah’s military government,14 to lengthy sociological and historical explanations of the causes of the current situations,
rooted in the failures of the Shah to effectively institute
liberalization policies. 15
With the expulsion of the Shah in January
1979, the tone of the discourse shifts to a more panic-stricken one. An additional CIA intelligence assessment describes an increase in radical activity and
continues to express fear of communist activity and
infiltration, stating that “The religious leaders who
have dominated the movement appear to be unable to
hold some of these radicals in line…”16 The document
further expresses fears about the Communist Tudeh
Party, saying that “…we suspect it is trying to exploit
the situation.”17 This continued terror in the face of the
increasing perception of chaos in Iran indicates that
the CIA was concerned about its inability to predict
the course of action of the revolution and easily latched
on to conventional fears of communist overthrow.
Further Embassy telegrams from January and March
reveal, among other concerns, the same trend. The fear
of communist involvement is present in numerous
examples. Entire missives are dedicated to updating
Washington on the condition of the dwindling Marxist
movements still present in Iran.18 Though at this stage
of the formation of the new government there is crossover between the fear of religious radicalism and communism. This is displayed in one State Department
report on foreign relations with Iran, which is almost

10 Iran: Religious Inspired Opposition, United States Defense Intelligence Agency Report
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13 The Politics of Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, United States Central Intelligence Agency
Intelligence Memorandum, (1978), National Archives and Records Administration, 1.
14 Iran: Military government, United States Central Intelligence Agency Internal Paper, (1978),
National Archives and Records Administration, 1.
15 Iranian Political Situation, Cable from United States Department of State to United States
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entirely devoted to further analysis of communists. 19
Other documents begin to describe the
growing Islamic movement within the Revolution.
An Embassy missive summarizing a rally in Tehran
the day after the Shah fled the country makes a point
to describe the emphasis on the Islamic nature of
the revolution.20 Another diplomatic missive fuses
these two concepts; increasing tendencies toward
radicalism and increasing Islamism and influence
from Khomeini. It attests to the growing number of
incarcerations and executions under the provisional
government established following the Shah’s departure, as well as examples of Quranic law being carried
out by extra-judiciary mobs. 21
By April 1979 and beyond, the dominance of
the Islamic groups had come to the front and center
of the discourse. An embassy summary of the Provisional Revolutionary government’s foreign affairs
is representative of the new tone of the U.S. government, writing that “…their external views at this time
are primarily influenced by hatred for whatever the
Shah did, messianic Islamic fundamentalism, and the
revolutionary process.”22 Though this report makes
brief mention of the eternal watch for communist
infiltration, the focus of its discourse is almost entirely dedicated to identifying factions within the new
Islamic government.23
Beyond this, documents also begin to make
reference to the exodus of Iranians with Western
sympathies. One message bearng the subject “Moderates against the Islamic Revolution” reports that one
such moderate, identified in the document as “Washington friend of Manoucher Ganji,” has made it safely
to the United States and is lying low.24

These, and many of the previously discussed
trends, were also represented in journalistic discourse. Throughout the course of the Revolution,
newspapers followed largely the same tones as government documents. They display reserved apprehension in the months following the Revolution, featuring articles about arrests against the Shah’s political
opponents25 and analyses of the building pressures
towards revolution.26 During the peak of the Revolution’s intensity in the first months of 1979, the articles
follow along with a tone of chaos and panic, featuring
such topics as the prospect of further conflict within the revolutionary movement27, and the reactions
of Iran’s neighbors to the chaos of the revolution.28
By the latter half of 1979 and the onset of 1980, the
drama of the religious government takes center stage.
Articles include such headlines as Stewart Auerbach’s
Washington Post article of June 14, 1980, “All Schools
in Iran Revamped to Stress Islamic Revolution,” and
William Branigan’s May 7, 1979 article of the same
paper “Khomeini Militia Vows to Spread Iran’s Revolution.” Other articles focus on the outward flood
of frightened people concerned that they might be
seen as Shah sympathizers and the sudden increase in
executions and arrests under the new Islamic government.29
These articles display a more overt trend of
escalation than the government documents, but the
timeline remains the same. In the early days, a growing pressure was perceived, but what direction it
would move in was unknown. As the dam broke and
the momentum of the Revolution took hold, discourse in both types of documentation shifts to chaos
and panic. By the latter stage, U.S. sources begin to
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see the Revolution in its entirety as religious, extremist, and dangerous.
It is true, however, that these observations
were rooted in fact. Aside from the Ayatollah Khomeini’s rhetoric, there was very little to suggest that a
major religious revolution was imminent in the early
months of 1978.30 The overthrow of the Shah and the
establishment of the new government were extremely
chaotic events, and a fairly unprecedented religious
government was established in its aftermath.31
These truths, however, do not undermine the
inaccurate and reactionary nature of the U.S. discourse. While Khomeini was emphasized as a potential cause for upheaval in the early days, the numerous other causes related to the Shah’s regime and the
United States’ involvement were overlooked. These
factors only entered the discussion once it was clear
that the impetus of the Revolution was well underway. During the chaos of the overthrow, the government appears to have been too concerned with the
infiltration of communists to give significant weight
to the influence of the religious sector of the Revolution, and the news media simply capitalized on the
drama of the scene. When it finally became clear that
the Revolution would take on Islamic characteristics,
all discourse focused intently on the danger and alien
nature of the religious Revolution.
The research necessary to understand the
ramifications of this discursive theme is beyond the
scope of this paper; however some implications can
be identified. Further research could investigate how
the discourse during the Revolution affected foreign
relations between Iran and the United States in the
following years, as well as with other countries in the
Middle East and the West. How did the presentation
of the Revolution affect cultural perceptions of the
new Iranian government; how did it affect the culture
in Iran and its view of the United States?
Relations through the 1980s aside, the facts
of the Iranian Revolution remain. The United States’
government and media did not understand the revolutionary process as it occurred in Iran in 1978-79.
American discourse observed the Revolution through
a Cold War-tinted lens, focusing on communist involvement up until the final moments, and ultimately
changing focus to an equally inaccurate understanding of the Revolution as a radical religious takeover.
Though many of the sources examined successfully
30 Suroosh Irfani, Iran’s Islamic Revolution, (London, Zed Books Ltd., 1983), 166-170
31 Kurzman, Unthinkable Revolution, 11

identified trends in the revolution, and almost all
were based on factual observations, they failed to
prioritize the accurate portions of their reports, and
to generate an informed narrative as to the course of
the event. The government’s narrative was, as a result,
entirely misdirected and misfocused, shifting from
fear of communists to fear of radical Islamic extremists over the course of the revolution.
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Arguing Aggression: On the Use of Propaganda in the
Iran-Iraq War
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Abstract
The Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) tends to be viewed by military historians as a conflagration caused by the
ideological obduracy of Saddam Hussein and Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Scholars of Iranian culture and
history, on the other hand, have given disproportionate attention to Iran’s wartime resuscitation of Shia
martyrology. This paper suspends questions of ruling ideology and religion to analyze English-language
publications released by Iran’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the War Information Headquarters. The
accepted precepts of international law undergirding the Ministry’s denouncements of Iraqi aggression
prompt a reconsideration of the Islamic Republic’s supposed turn away from diplomacy. While Iran, under
the charge of Khomeini, maintained its aim of total victory, it simultaneously urged the international world
to intervene on its behalf and condemn Iraqi war crimes. This paper claims the Islamic Republic’s rhetorical
challenges to Iraqi aggression suggest a greater malleability to Iranian foreign policy than a narrow focus
on the ‘ideological fervor’ of the Islamic Republic allows for.

T

he Iran-Iraq War (1980-1988) was not a
continuation of previous disputes, or a
boiling point in “age-old hatreds,” as military
historian Pierre Razoux calls it, but a new
kind of total warfare replete with a strong publicity
component (xiii). Saddam Hussein, responding to
provocation, both real and imagined, and hoping to
enlarge his role in Persian Gulf politics, started what
he believed would be a short, geographically limited
war against a neighbor incapacitated by the pains of
political transition. This proved to be a mistake of
historic proportions. Iranians rallied behind Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini in huge numbers and repelled
Iraqi forces in 1982. Yet the war continued for six
years, devolving into a bloody stalemate between the
heavily funded but smaller Iraqi army and Iran, which
had ostracized the world with the American Hostage
Crisis and its calls for resistance among the oppressed
against the great powers of the East (the Soviet Union)
and West (the United States). The war ended on July
18, 1988 when Iran, after a year of diplomatic equivocation, accepted United Nations Security Council
Resolution 598—an act which Khomeini called “more
deadly than taking poison” (qtd. in Sick, 230). The
decision to continue the war beyond the recapture of
Iraqi occupied territories in 1982 was Iran’s, yet the
Islamic Republic has maintained a view of itself as the

victim of Iraqi-cum-Western aggression. How did Iran
craft and broadcast a narrative of victimization while
rejecting international calls for ceasefire?
This paper looks at English-language publications released by Iran’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and
the Supreme Defence Council of the War Information
Headquarters to trace how the Islamic Republic used
the universal languages of law, violence, and numbers
to argue against Iraqi aggression before an international audience. The term “propaganda” is understood here
simply as a sociological phenomenon whereby rational
ideals are turned against themselves in service of political ends (Ellul, 1973; Stanley, 2015). That the Islamic
Republic challenged Iraqi aggression using the vernacular of international law and visual depictions of
civilian death, all while maintaining the Iranian right
to self-defense, suggests a greater complexity to Iran’s
interactions with the international community than a
narrow focus on the ‘ideological fervor’ of the Islamic
Republic allows for.
The propaganda machine assembled by the
Islamic Republic operated on multiple fronts, arguing against Iraqi aggression in legal as well as emotional idioms. A Review of the Imposed War By the
Iraqi Regime Upon the Islamic Republic of Iran, a near
two-hundred page document published by the Legal
Department of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, de-

nounced the existence of a legal basis for Iraqi belligerence. The breadth and official nature of the text suggest that it is paradigmatic of larger arguments made
by the Islamic Republic. The Ministry adopted the
United Nations’ metric for legality and weighed Saddam’s treaty violations and refusal to pursue peaceful
methods of conciliation against it. The Ministry
disclaimed the notion that the text simply described
“the myriads of the criminal acts of the Iraqi army of
occupation in Iran,” and insisted it rather “review[ed]
the background of the war and aggression against the
Islamic Republic of Iran in light of the International
Law and historical facts” (i). A rejection of its function as a gloss of war crimes at once affirmed the existence of such offenses while pronouncing the objectivity of the text. Moreover, the adopted framework of
international law—the neutrality and universality of
which went unquestioned—augmented the impartiality of the review. Yet for all its pretenses, describing
the Iraqi army as an “army of occupation” and counting the criminal acts suffered by Iran in the myriads
revealed the Ministry’s propagandistic intentions.
Despite its rhetorical inconsistencies, the Ministry of War did indeed argue against Iraqi aggression
using the accepted precepts of international law, albeit
in a distinctly Islamic vernacular (Bakhtiari, 161). The
preface to A Review of the Imposed War, “Responsibilities of states as provided in the United Nations
Charter, and their reflection in the Constitution of
the Islamic Republic of Iran,” attempted a synthesis of
international law and Islamic piety, showing the latter
as a natural antecedent greater than yet reconcilable
to the former: “The Islamic Republic of Iran, with its
commitment to the lofty principles and teachings of
Islam, deems itself as bound to implement the divine
orders and exalted values which set the criteria in the
relations between states and between the states and
their nationals and in the entire human society” (ix).
Indeed, divine injunctions commanded Muslims to
abide by their contracts: “The Quranic teaching that,
‘Be true to your obligations,’ . . . clearly defines the
liabilities of the Islamic Republic of Iran as regards
the treaties and agreements it has concluded or will
conclude” (ix). The Ministry also highlighted the
“denouncements of hegemonistic and domineering
racial and chauvinistic values and privileges” built
into the Iranian Constitution, continued the pref-

ace with references to the essential “pacifism of the
Islamic Republic,” and ended by announcing that,
even with “the racist regime in Baghdad,” the Iranian
government did all it could to resolve the conflict by
peaceful means “in keeping with the provision of the
UN Charter and mutual treaties” (x-xi).
With the moral character of the Islamic
Republic sufficiently evidenced, the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs set to arguing for Iran’s goodwill in
implementing the 1975 Algiers Accord and against
Iraq’s unilateral abrogation of the same treaty. In the
first chapter of the publication, “Iraq Resorts to Force
without Justification,” the Ministry demonstrated
the illegality of unilateral abrogation and offered
more than one explanation for the motives behind
it. A statement made by Taha Yasin Ramadan, the
Iraqi Vice Premier, was cited to prove the malicious
intentions of the Ba’athist regime: “[T]his war is not
being waged for the sake of the 1975 Treaty, or several hundred square Kilometers of land or half of the
Shatt al-Arab, but for the overthrow of the regime
of the Islamic Republic of Iran” (9). Yet in another
instance, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs emphasized
the incoherence of Iraqi foreign policy, reporting that
“Each day Saddam Hussein takes a different position”
on his military objective (9). The Ministry conjured
fictive friends to substantiate their claim of Iraqi prevarication: “[R]eporters of foreign newspapers have
also come to understand [Saddam’s inconsistencies]
and have put the Ba’athist leaders of Iraq in a difficult
situation by telling them about this fact in their interviews with” (17). Although the Ministry drew out
incongruities pages prior, it ultimately concluded that
“all statements made by Iraqi authorities since the
victory of the Revolution have been aimed at weakening and finally annulling the 1975 Treaty,” a view that
defines the war as an expression of Iraqi expansionism (9). The inability of the Islamic Republic to pick
which tendency Iraq most embodied—expansionist
or destructionist—added to the ineffectiveness of the
review.
A pamphlet, dated November 3, 1983, distributed by the War Information Headquarters of the
Supreme Defence Council took another approach
to propagandizing against Iraq, this time by using
photographs of civilian death and destruction as both
fact and affective trigger. The Headquarters titled the
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pamphlet “Saddam’s New Crime!” and reproduced t
a black and white headshot of , in the terminology of
the Islamic Republic, a martyred schoolboy.

"Saddam’s New Crime!: Massacre of 80 junior
high school students": Supreme Defence
Council
Below him, the crime is explained: “Massacre of 80
junior high school students.” This text floats over an
image of a mangled body, the only identifiable part
of it a human foot. Attached to the foot is a limb
ensnared in and indistinguishable from a torrent of
rubble. A white shroud covers the rest of the body.
In a marked departure from the legalism of A Review
of the Imposed War, the War Information Headquarters publicized the bombing of the Martyr Hamdollah
Piruz Junior High School of Behbahan, a city in east
Khuzestan, in highly emotional terms. The Ministry

mourned that class was set to end in ten minutes
when an Iraqi missile hit the school on October 26,
1983: “Time ticked slowly by and the hands of the
school clock were approaching a dark, fateful hour,
which was to mark not only the tragic and violent end
of so many precious lives of the innocent school children, but also the addition of one more indelible stain
of infamy to the long list of Saddam’s crimes” (“Saddam’s New Crime!”). The Ministry, to heighten the
pamphlet’s psychological impact, transported readers
to the very scene of devastation: “The soft scraping of
chalk on the blackboard along with the warm voice
of the young teachers were the only audible sounds
at 17:10 local time,” when a missile struck the school
and “engulfed everything in an unearthly whirlwind
of darkness and death” (Saddam’s New Crime!). In a
demonstration of the value it placed on human life,
the Ministry printed in the following pages the name,
age, and picture of every child and teacher killed.
The Ministry leveraged the voice of surviving
students, rather than the authority of government
officials or journalists, to explain the causes and
consequences of the attack. One student, Mohammad
Reza Raqabati, allegedly explained to an interviewer, “‘Saddam is an American mercenary, who, being
incapable of countering the Islamic defenders on
the battlefields, has resorted to massacring innocent
civilians, thus hoping to compensate for his defeat’”
(Saddam’s New Crime!). This statement works on two
levels. On one, Raqabati, a young schoolboy, communicated to international readers the popularity of the
war among Iranians. On another, the Ministry’s use
of quotation excised the Islamic Republic from the
report and served as a plausible counter to the accusation of propaganda. Yet the opinions transcribed by
the Ministry too clearly defend Iran’s post-1982 offensive strategy to be understood as unadulterated. With
occupied land recaptured, the Republic aimed to, in
words attributed to Raqabati, “avenge the blood of the
martyrs on Saddam and his followers, in the battle
fronts” (Saddam’s New Crime!). From the freshest
“sapling of the Islamic Revolution” to the governor of
Behbahan, the strategic shift to offensive attacks was
defined as a necessary response to Iraqi aggression.
The Behbahani governor, who unlike the dead went
unnamed, explained that Saddam attacked civilian
centers to undermine military morale but “could not
comprehend the fact that these savage assaults made
the Islamic combatants more determined to fight
against aggressors” (Saddam’s New Crime!). Indeed,

the governor warned, “Saddam was speeding up his
own death, through these deeds” (Saddam’s New
Crime!).
In another publication, Our Tyrannized Cities:
Statistical Survey of Aggressions of Baathist Regime of
Iraq Against Iranian Cities and Residential Areas, the
War Information Headquarters pursued a different
line of argumentation, this time relying on the irrefutable nature of numbers to expose the criminal
extent of Iraqi aggression. The Headquarters insisted
Iraq aimed its attacks not only against the ruling elite
of the Islamic Republic but against innocent civilians
as well. The cover of this report, like the pamphlet
reviewed above, features an image of dead civilians—
three children and one woman, who is hidden but for
her left hand and floral dress.

Our Tyrannized Cities: Supreme defense council
In this instance, the faces and bodies of the dead are
in full view. One child rests with his arms raised to
the sides of his head, affecting a pose of total surrender. His head hangs over the title. Inside, each page is
divided into four columns which respectively record

the date of attack, attack type, number of persons
wounded and killed, and the location of damages.
The Headquarters nested these columns in nine of
ten larger sections: a preface that offers the state’s
narrative of the war and nine chapters that chronicle
damages sustained by cities ranging from Abadan
to Mahabad. The Headquarters declared, “History
of the world bears testimony to innumerable wars,
but what stand out most glaringly in these annals are
the carnage of innocent civilians and devastation of
residential quarters” (Our Tyrannized Cities, 6). The
Headquarters assumed the historical responsibility of
recording for posterity the ruination of Iranian cities
at Iraqi hands, made possible in its view by the marriage of military technology replete with the “satanic
power to annihilate life” and imperialist powers intent
on “employing lackey regimes in the third world and
arming them with the most advanced weapons” (6).
This combination elevated the destruction of smaller
nations from the realm of possibility to imminent
reality. In the logic of the survey, one of the methods imperialist powers employed to suppress the
independence efforts of “peoples against their lackey
regimes in the third world, [was] to ignite flames of
border wars” (6). The Islamic Republic was a natural
target for such anti-revolutionary efforts, the Headquarters argued: “Saddam was chosen to undertake
this responsibility [the 1980 invasion of Iran] since
Iraq was one of the countries which, due to its mixed
ethnical composition and its cultural and religious
affinities with the Iranian, was most susceptible to
the Islamic Revolution” (7). However, the Headquarters continued, the war developed in the favor of the
Islamic Republic and caused Muslim Arabs to realise
this was not a war against the ‘Persian enemy’ but
against a sovereign Muslim nation. Frustrated by the
indomitable will of an independent Muslim state,
Saddam turned to shelling populated civilian areas
in pursuit of its expansionist objectives. Interestingly,
the use of propaganda as a weapon in the conflict was
named outright: “Saddam Hussein is being supported
by western and eastern propaganda machinery which
would nonetheless bear no result other than revealing
[the] vicious nature of this incurable megalomaniac”
(8). Having cleared itself of the charge of propaganda
and rallied Muslims and ‘smaller nations’ to its side,
the survey ended with a comparison of Saddam to
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Hitler, a likeness it argued would be proven in the due
course of history.
Yet time has not seemed to vindicate Iran’s
place in the war. Khomeini’s Forgotten Sons, a 1990
report on Iran’s use of child soldiers by Terre des
hommes, a children’s rights organization based out
of Switzerland, took a hard line against the Islamic
Republic. Ian Brown, the report’s author, accounted for Iran’s use of child soldiers in terms of Islamic
fanaticism and confessed the West’s uneasiness with
Islam outright: “[T]he Iranian brand of Islam does
inspire fear in us rather than comfort, and our fear
seems justified sometimes, when we see hordes of Iranian citizens marching through the streets of Tehran
screaming, ‘Death to America, death to France, death
to Israel,’ ad nauseam” (18). The political schema of
‘us’ versus ‘them’ speaks to the outsider status still ascribed to Iran in international opinion two years after
the war’s end, a status which the Islamic Republic’s
propaganda campaign failed to challenge.
The ineffectiveness of Iran’s international
propaganda campaign may be attributed to the fact,
outlined by Jacques Ellul, that “propaganda can work
only inside a group, principally inside a nation. Propaganda outside the group—toward other nations for
example, or toward an enemy—is necessarily weak”
(21-22). Moreover, in the wake of its transformation
from victim to aggressor following Operation Ramadan and in the absence of a totalizing system of
communication capable of encircling the individual
"propagandee," Iran was unable to adequately argue
against Iraqi aggression without betraying its own
role in prolonging the war. Despite its ineffectiveness,
Iran’s propaganda campaign represents a worthy
point of study. Pamphlets and reports released by
government ministries reveal the emerging government’s understanding of international law and diplomacy. The diversity of argumentative modes deployed
by the Islamic Republic also suggests a malleability to
Iranian foreign policy greater than a view of it as the
fanatical hostage-taker can accommodate. The Islamic Republic, rather, represents a dynamic state capable
of assimilating political and social contradictions at
home and disseminating them abroad.
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