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As a new form of writing, playwriting found a significant popularity in
Article Type: contemporary Iran to express modern political and social concepts. In fact, play
Research Article had the potential to address more audiences than what had the pre-modern classic

literature. Focusing on play’s of Constitutional and Pahlavi periods, this essay

aims to discuss nationalism as a strong discourse in modern Iran. Playwrights tried
Article History: to redefine Iranian nationalism with emphasizing on symbols such as the flag, the
16, February, 2024 map  the national anthem and nostalgic look at the ancient past. Their suggestions
for strengthening nationalism in Iran have focused on modern education, raising
children and defining a modern concept of homeland. What’s more, plays of these
two era are not categorize in the same way. During Pahlavi period the central
government supported nationalism, thus this concept takes on an authoritarian
aspect. In this period, nationalism discourse have been dominant and playwritings
influenced by this discourse. A comparative look at the plays of Pahlavi period
and the constitutional era shows this discourse turn. This turn has clearly reflected
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1. Introduction

Compared to pre-modern Iran, during the Qajar period, “Homeland” took on a different
meaning and function. Tsarist Russia’s expansion to the Caucasus and her occupation of a
significant part of Iran’s historical territory led to the imposition of a war to the new-
established Qajar state which culminated in the Golestan and Turkamanchai treaties. This was
a turning point which affected Iran's historical image of their homeland and its destiny. In
fact, Iran-Russian conflict over the Caucasus resulted in the rise of a modern idea of
Homeland. This situation continued throughout the Qajar period in different forms of which
the cultural response to the growing colonial competition between Russia and Britain was
more significant. In addition to external issues, internal ones such as the inefficiency of the
government should be added which made the modernists pay attention to the backwardness
problem. The result was the formation of new borders of Iran and the emergence of an
objective mentality of the concept of Iranian land on the map of the modern world.

At the same time, the emergence of Orientalist discourse and the rise of archaeological
discoveries prepared favorable ground for the expansion of a new awareness towards the
historical past. This tendency emerged among a range of new cultural elites whose initial
manifestations can be seen in modernist literature including travelogues, newspapers, plays,
etc. At the eve of the constitutional revolution-a socio-political movement against tyranny and
colonialism- the awareness of the Homeland linked with the public desire to establish the
Justice House and the victory of the revolution made a group of constitutionalists hopeful for
the realization of a democratic Iran. But this optimism was short-lived. The resistance and
sabotage of the constitutional opponents, Russia’s obvious intervention and some events such
as the World War led to growth of pessimism in Iran. One result of this situation was turning
the prevalent intellectual discourse toward authoritarianism and appealing to a great Man
which was also manifested in the nationalism discourse of this time.

On this turbulent background, the concept of Homeland was also transformed and a new
concept of it was reflected in the different texts. In the pre-modern paradigm, the concept of
Homeland often referred to a person’s birthplace. But in contemporary discourse this concept
has been changed. Focusing on this new image of Homeland, active modernists tried to
express and promote their transformed understanding, mentality and emotion through new
types of writing such as plays. This newfangled type of writing was used to communicate
with people. Expressing modern issues in the form of simple language, plays provided
modernists with tools to raise new social and political issues.

As a forerunner of European-inspired plays, Mirza Fathali Akhonzadeh paved the way for
criticizing socio-cultural norms as well as expressing political issues. Translating the plays of
Akhunzadeh, Mohamadjafar Qarajedaghi opened a window for the Persian language to play.
Translation, in fact, was one of the paths through which cultural modernity had a chance to
enter Iran, Writing four plays titled as Chahar Tiyatr, Mirza Agha Tabrizi built a bridge
between this language and western world of playwriting. Now, this new type of writing
provided a possibility for the modernists to express political issues including nationalism.
Homeland was one of the main concepts that was in the shadow of traditional definition.
Breaking this powerful tradition was one of the functions of the play’s language.

The formation and evolution of nationalism in the contemporary period has been a
prepossessing topic for researchers. For example, Tavakoli Targhi and Kashani Sabet have
tried to examine this issue from different perspectives. However, plays texts have received



Nationalism as Reflected in Persian Playwriting in Late Qajar and Early Pahlavid Period (1906-1941) 85

less attention. Studying content of plays of the constitutional era and Reza Shah period, this
essay will concentrate on nationalism.

Analyzing these plays shows that nationalism is one of the themes of these texts; although
this concept becomes more frequent in the plays during the Pahlavi period compared to the
constitutional period. During the Pahlavi period, the government supported the idea of
nationalism. Therefore, in this period nationalism was reflected in plays more than the
constitutional period because the official discourse of the government was supporting this
idea. The focus of a significant part of the plays of Reza Shah’s period on nationalism is about
modernization, the importance of the central government, necessity of people’s sacrifice for
the sake of Homeland and honoring of the Shah.
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