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Conceptual History of “Cultural Iran [Iran-e arhangi]”:
From the Imaginary of a Natural Iran
to the Imaginary of Iranshahr

Seyyed Ahmad Reza Azmoon"
Seyyed Alireza Hosseini Beheshti

Engaging with the question of what Iran is entails confronting a
historical and complex totality. This complexity manifests itself, at the
level of representation and language, through a wide range of
metaphors, concepts, and propositions that span a polarity from
absolute rupture to continuous continuity. With regard to Iran, we are
not confronted with a single nationalism, but rather with nationalisms.
Diverse forms of nationalism have been identified over recent
decades, both within Iran and beyond it, and have at times been
subjected to mutual critique. Among these, the various nationalisms
articulated in Iran in the forms of romantic, antiquarian, modernist,
racial, centralist, Shi‘a-centered,  Persian-language—centered,
deterritorialized, and Iranshahri nationalism may, in a qualified sense,
be situated within a broader category.

A distinct subset of these nationalisms is constituted by those who
believe in the historical continuity of Iran grounded in culture. These
nationalisms, while acknowledging political ruptures in Iranian
history, rely on the continuity of Iran as a vast cultural unit. This does
not imply homogeneity or unanimity among the diverse groups within
this category. Rather, the range of concepts, metaphors, and
propositions produced in the works of these continuity-oriented
thinkers, despite their convergence and mutual reinforcement, also
reveals significant distinctions.
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Accordingly, the central research question of this study is how
what continuity-oriented thinkers refer to as “cultural Iran” became
possible and took shape, and how, through a notable synthesis, it came
to constitute the core elements of Iranshahri nationalism in the thought
of Seyyed Javad Tabataba’i. In the course of this research, it is first
demonstrated, in a critical manner, that culture above Iranian history,
or “cultural Iran,” as a key concept, has been formed on the basis of
multiple discourses. These discourses draw upon diverse sources,
ranging from literary and philosophical traditions to modern
perspectives on history and society. Consequently, cultural Iran is not
merely a cultural-historical concept, but the product of complex
intellectual and linguistic interactions. A careful analysis of these
interactions contributes to a clearer understanding of the historical
trajectory through which this concept emerged.

In the thought of continuity-oriented scholars, the concept of
“cultural Iran” has, in particular, been transformed into a cultural
construct that emphasizes Iran’s cultural continuity. In this sense,
cultural Iran is not a clear, explicit, or unambiguous concept; rather, it
is one characterized by multiple significations, varied designations,
and diverse intuitions, made possible through the interconnection of
elements, representations, and individual-—and at times collective—
perceptions. For this reason, despite the extensive literature produced
on the basis of this concept, which continues to expand, ambiguities,
latent layers, and unresolved theoretical dimensions—both obscure
and illuminating—persist in explaining the implications of this widely
used and largely presupposed concept.

This construct reaches its fullest articulation in the works of Seyyed
Javad Tabataba’i, where it is presented as one of the principal pillars
of the Iranshahri theory. Drawing upon Iran’s philosophical,
historical, and political heritage, Tabataba’i seeks to introduce the idea
of “cultural Iran” as a framework for the reconstruction of national
identity. Methodologically, this article employs the analytical tools of
conceptual history and historical contextualism in order to highlight
and analyze the metaphors, concepts, and propositions produced
within the diverse intellectual currents of this group, to demonstrate
their points of convergence and divergence, and ultimately to arrive at
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a clear depiction of the historical formation of the concept of “cultural
Iran.”

Keywords: Iranshahri; cultural Iran; contextualism; conceptual
history; Seyyed Javad Tabataba’i.

Introduction and Statement of the Argument

The present study addresses the question of the possibility of
“cultural Iran” not through a normative judgment on the truth or
falsity of claims of continuity, but by reconstructing the field in
historical-conceptual terms. It demonstrates how “cultural Iran”
emerged through the co-presence of heterogeneous layers of language,
metaphor, historiographical propositions, and shifts in key
vocabularies. In this sense, the point of departure of the article is not
“Iran” as a self-evident reality, but rather “conceptions of Iran” as
linguistic formations: moments in which Iran is assumed as natural or
self-evident, and moments in which Iran is redefined within a
conceptual-historical apparatus. The title of the article (“From the
Concept of Natural Iran to the Concept of Iranshahr”) directly marks
this transition: a transition from the naturalization of continuity (as if
cultural Iran were something above history, requiring no
conceptualization and accessible only through intuition) toward a
philosophical-historical formulation of continuity in the theory of
“Iranshahr,” where continuity becomes a conceptual problem
requiring a system of concepts and a philosophy-of-history narrative.

Methodology

The methodology of the article is based on the combination of two
analytical tools: conceptual history, understood as the tracing of
temporal sediments, shifts in meaning, and changes in the fields of
application of concepts over long durations; and historical
contextualism, understood as situating propositions within networks of
polemics, intentions, and discursive positions of authors. Accordingly,
the article traces concepts such as “Iran,” “Iranian-ness,” “the
national,” “patriotism,” “the Iranian spirit,” “Iranian Islam,”
“renaissance/revival,” “empire,” and ultimately “Iranshahr” along the
trajectories of their semantic transformations. At the same time, it
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shows in what historical contexts, with what polemical intentions, and
in response to which controversies each of these concepts and
metaphors was deployed. Within this framework, metaphor is not
merely a literary device, but one of the key instruments for the
transition from experience to concept: a site where continuity-oriented
discourse, in order to stabilize a form of transhistorical persistence,
resorts to metaphors such as “granite,” “the cypress,” “the phoenix,”
or “spirit,” thereby representing continuity simultaneously as natural,
enigmatic, and enduring.

29 ¢

Background, Trajectory, and Findings of the Argument

The argumentative trajectory of the article is organized, in
condensed form, in several steps. First, the field of the
rupture/continuity debate in studies of Iranian identity is mapped,
showing how the rupture-oriented pole understands “national identity”
as a product of modernity, while the continuity-oriented pole, while
acknowledging political ruptures, regards culture as the carrier of
continuity. The article then demonstrates that “cultural Iran,” as a
macro-concept, did not emerge from a single source or a unified
tradition, but rather from the synergistic convergence of several
currents: (1) orientalist traditions and the formulation of the “cultural
nation” in contrast to the “political nation”; (2) the centrality of the
Persian language and literature, with Shahnameh studies and the
construction of the Shahnameh as a foundational text of national
consciousness; (3) theorization of the “Iranian spirit/mind/art” and the
attribution of overarching cultural qualities (such as tolerance,
chivalry, forbearance, or the rigidity of the Iranian spirit) to a
historical continuity; and (4) models of continuity articulated through
notions such as the “triumph of the vanquished over the victor,”
Iranian revivals, the institution of kingship, and theories of “Iranian
Islam” that explain Iran through the amalgamation or indigenization
of religious and political elements.

In the next step, the article shows that despite converging on the
same outcome (cultural continuity), each of these currents differs in
terms of conceptual logic and implicit implications, and in some
respects even becomes mutually incompatible. For example, in
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readings that describe Iranian patriotism as “natural,” continuity is
understood as a kind of fixed essence or innate disposition; whereas in
readings that link continuity to the “political nature of language” and
“cultural resistance,” continuity is not an essence but a historical
strategy under conditions of state absence or political defeat.
Likewise, in theories of “Iranian Islam,” emphasis sometimes falls on
the contribution of Iranians to Islam, and at other times on the
influence of non-Iranian elements (for example, Christianity) on
intellectual transformations within the Islamic world. This divergence
itself indicates that “cultural Iran” is less a clear concept than a
contested field of narratives.

The focal point of the article is to show how this heterogeneous
accumulation reaches a relatively coherent formulation in the thought
of Seyyed Javad Tabataba’i. The central argument of this section is
that Tabataba’i, as a theorist of “decline” and the “problem of Iran,”
reorganizes the scattered elements of cultural Iran at a philosophical—
historical level and stitches them together within the metaphor—
concept of “Iranshahr.” In this framework, Iranshahr simultaneously
represents unity in plurality, bears the historical continuity of Greater
cultural Iran, and serves as a conceptual vessel linking nation, state,
language, tradition, and textual heritage. In this way, the article shows
that “cultural Iran” in Tabataba’i’s work is transformed from a
descriptive claim into a theoretical project: a project that seeks,
through intervention in the concepts of historiography and philosophy
of history, to conceptualize Iran’s past as the necessary “material” for
explaining decline and the possibility of reconstituting the national
order.

The findings of the article can be summarized in several concise
conclusions. First, “cultural Iran” is not a natural given, but a
conceptual-historical construct made possible through a network of
metaphors, narratives, and semantic shifts; therefore, its analysis
without attention to language and conceptual history inevitably leads
to naturalization or hasty judgments. Second, cultural continuity-
oriented thought, despite its seemingly homogeneous appearance, is
theoretically fragmented: some versions rely on essence or spirit,
others on language and literature, others on imperial political models,
and still others on the synthesis of Iran and Islam. “Cultural Iran”
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takes shape precisely at the level of the co-presence of these versions.
Third, Tabataba’i’s theory should be understood as the moment of
“cohesion” and “philosophization” of this dispersion: by transforming
cultural continuity into a philosophy-of-history problem and centering
it on Iranshahr, he enables disparate elements to be presented within a
single explanatory grand narrative, even though this process
necessarily involves selection, omission, and redefinition of certain
layers. Fourth, the transition from “natural Iran” to “Iranshahr”
ultimately signifies a shift from dispersed intuitions to a conceptual
apparatus, one in which cultural Iran is no longer merely a “glorious
memory” or a ‘“sense of continuity,” but is articulated through
concepts such as tradition, text, unity in plurality, and a history of
decline.

Conclusion

The overall conclusion of the article is that a historical
understanding of “cultural Iran” requires viewing this concept not as a
self-evident referent, but as a conceptual field of contestation: a field
in which orientalist, nationalist, literary, religious, and philosophical
narratives converge, compete, and ultimately achieve a degree of
coherence in contemporary theoretical projects, most notably in
Iranshahri theory. From this perspective, the present study, by
foregrounding the conceptual genealogy of “cultural Iran” and
demonstrating the linguistic mechanisms of its production, provides
the conditions for a more precise and less ambiguous dialogue on
cultural continuity-oriented thought, its limits, and its relationship to
the modern problem of nation and state.
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5. Je ne cite guére ....que pour montrer un exemple du désordre qui existe dans
I’islamisme persan, et je passe maintenant aux opinions des anciens
dissidents. (p. 322) (Gobineau, Arthur, comte de (1859) Trois ans en Asie ,p.
322).
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