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atriotism Under Scrutiny

Raisi protected Iranians’

identity against global tyrants

'Iranian colonial studies’' seeks to understand the
historical reactions of the Iranian nation to the colonialists
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By Aeslbiosacin As internationaltensions continue to rise andwe witnessvarious internalandexternal crises, it hecomes increasing ly

Somall evident that the more [ranians achieve self-awareness, the less vulnerable they become to colonial exploitation in its

( many forms. This self-awareness can protect their human, material, and spiritual resources from being plundered.
INTERVIEW Dr. Mousa Najafi, a full professor of political science at the Institute for Humanities and Cultural Studies (IHCS), cur-
rently heads this significant center for humanities. One of his most important projects is “lranian Colonial Studies,”

EXCLUSIVE which aims to offeranew perspectiveon colonialism and its operations within Iran’sgeographical and political land-

scape. Dr. Najafi has made significant contributions to the intellectual foundation of the Islamic Revelution through

his noteworthy publications, such as "The Philosophy of the Islamic Revolution and Our Future,” "Constitutional Studies,” "The History of Political
Developmentsinfran,”and “The Postmodern Revolution and Islamic Civilization.” In this interview, he elucidates the importance of franian identi
tyandthe roleofShiism in shaping this dynamicidentity, which has manifesteditselfin the establishment ofthe Islamic Republic’s political system.

IRAN DAILY: The peaple of Iran
participated in the funeral cer-
emonies for President Raisi
and his other martyred asso-
ciates in their millions. How
do you interpret this turnout?
Why do you think Ayatollah
Raisi was able to immortalize
his name inlranianhistory?
NAJAFI: | will answer your ques-
tion by citing an example from
Iranian history. There are sever-
al similarities between Seyyed
Ebrahim Raisi and Mirza Taghi
Khan-e Farahani known as Amir
Kahir, one of the significant fig-
uresinlran’s history. One similar-
ity in their social standing is that
both individuals came from the
lower strata of society and rose
through their inherent merit to
accomplish substantial founda-
tional work within approximate-
ly three years of leadership. This
includes the implementation of
a national and indigenous econ-
omy, a principle both firmly be-
lieved in. Another similarity is
that both were people-oriented
and deeply cared for the public;
they stood steadfast by their be-
liefs until their last breath. Ulti-
mately, both were buried beside
their revered leaders, one beside
Imam Hussein (PEUH) and the oth-
erbeside Imam Reza (PBUH).

1 provided this historical exam-
ple because 1 believe that under-
standing history reveals the hid-
den secrets of current politics. In
my opinion, what most closely
connects these two national he-
roes and martyrs is their inde-
pendence from nefarious foreign
policies and, more importantly,
their efforts to cleanse Iran's gov-
ernance from the waves of foreign
deceitand subversion.

Martyr Amir Kabir took the helm
of lranian politics during Naser
al-Din Shah's era when the toxic
remnants of the Treaty of Turk-
menchay had left Iran and its
people weak and suffering. He
addressed and resolved this sin-
ister legacy of foreign infiltration
throughhis astute policies.

On the other hand, our beloved
Ebrahim was able to confront
those who sought to demean the
body, soul, and identity of [rani-
ans in the face of tyranny. Thus,
this time, another son of Iran, in
the guise of a religlous scholar,
wisely treated the wounds in-
flicted by the poor governance of
his predecessors who sought o
establish relations with the op-
Pressors,

The last two hundred years of
Iranian history have consistently
shown that Iran's true indepen-

dence shines brightly in the East,
thanks to men like Amir Kabirand
Raisi. As long as this land is rich
enough to nurture such men, for-
eign deceit and subservience will
find no foothold here. The emer-
gence of such stars in a nation's
political firmament requires pure
s0il enriched by the blood of its
martyrs like Amir Kabirand Raisi.

Whatisyourdefinition oflran?
When we speak of Iran, we con-
sider several dimensions: a geo-
graphical Iran, which resemblesa
catinshape;apolitical Iran, which
is larger and takes the shape of a
lion; and a cultural lran, which is
as expansive as an elephant, ex-
tending to India and Tajikistan.
Furthermore, the [slamic Revolu-
tion has added a new dimension
to lran, one that extends to virtu-
allyall countries with a Shia pres-
ence. The next circle encompass-
es the Islamic world, including
non-Shia regions thathave drawn
closertousduetotheirshareden-
mity with our greatest adversary,
Israel.

In my view, the foundations oflra-
nian identity are threefold: Shia
Islam, which has been particu-
larly significant since the Safavid
era; the Persian language; and the
country's geography and histo-
ry. There is an often-overlooked
aspect of Iran: the unique char-
acteristic of Shia Islam being the
majorityreligion here.

Two groups have resisted dis-
cussions on this topic. The first
group is the Pahlavis, who aimed
to revive pre-Islamic Iran. Their
ideological approach led them
astray, though pre-lslamic Iran
is a reality worth acknowledging
in its own right, not in opposition
to Shia Islam. They feared an ac-
curate portrayal of Shia Islam.
The second group emerged as
post-revolution during the rise of
"Ummah-ism.” Some hesitated to
addressthistopic, fearingitmight
create divisions or upset Arab or
Sunni brothers. This reluctance
has allowed secular nationalism
to grow alongside the [slamic Re-
public, whichis dangerous.
Shialslam is the majority in coun-
tries like Irag, Lebanon, Bahrain,
Yemen, Azerbaijan, and Kuwait,
but these nations have not estab-
lished a “Shia nation” as lran has.
Unlike Iran, they do not have a
Shiamajorityidentity.

After the revolution, when the
idea of the “Ummah” (global Mus-
lim community) gained promi-
nence, some avoided discussing
the significance of Shia Islam to
prevent potential conflicts. How-

ever, this is crucial. The notion
thatall Muslims are equal has led
some to adopt an anti-nationalist
Ummah-ism, which is the oppo-
site extreme of the Pahlavi view.
Both perspectives are marked by
excess. Any ideology, even Um-
mah-ism, must have a starting
point, and forus, thatis lran.

The reluctance to discuss Shia
Islam properly stems from a fear
of causing division or offending
Sunni Arabs. However, failing to
address this has enabled secular
nationalism to grow in our coun-
try, posing a significant risk. The
reality is that while Shia Islam is
the majority in some countries,
they have not forged a Shia na-
tionalidentityasIran has.

What does “Iranian Colonial
Studies” mean, and why is it a
focus atthe IHCS?

The phenomenon of colonialism
has been a significant issue not
only for Iran but also for a wide
range of countries over the past
few centuries, impacting the
world at large. While colonial-
ism is considered a global and
international phenomenon, its
presence and manifestation have
not been uniform everywhere.
Maturally, the specific impacts on
different countries necessitate
independent and interconnected
studies.

When we refer to the concept of
“Iranian Colonial Studies,” it is
notabout creating a new termbut
rather about gaining a new scien-
tific understanding of one of the
muost critical reactions of the Ira-
nian nation to preserve its iden-
tity and character against foreign
agpression and infiltration. This
complex and prolonged pro-
cess can sometimes be observed

openly and sometimes covertly.
The theoretical and intellectual
understandingofhistory helpsus
identify and examine this crucial
resilience in various dimensions.
Indeed, national Iranian colonial
studies intersect historically and
intellectually with the broader,
transnational movement of [s-
lamic awakening, which has sig-
nificantly evolved through the
1979 Islamic Revolution. Thus,
Iranian colonial studies encom-
pass both national and transna-
tional identity as well asreligious
identity. Therefore, in the course
of historical evolution, one can
clearly speak of "lranian [slamic
Colonial Studies.s
Understanding the perspectives
of the Iranian people in differ-
ent historical periods regarding
crises, situations, actions, or re-
actions to colonialism reveals a
common logicand a unique mind-
setthat narrates the complex and
profound culture and spirit of the
Iranians. It is not only important
to comprehend, describe, and
analyze this viewpoint, but also
to scientifically and academically
articulate the logic and theoreti-
caland practical actionsand reac-
tionsassociated withit Inthis re-
gard, Iranian colonial studies are
akin to the relationship between
“history”and "historiography.»
Sometimes, we discuss a topic
and find several pieces of ew-
idence and reasons that have
no impact on the current state
of society, mentality, or insight.
However, sometimes the issue is
seen as a kind of trend analysis,
a trend that is both indicative of
past understanding and influen-
tial in today's social and political
life. Even more importantly, and
deeply, iswhenthis trend analysis

intersects with a kind of “school
of thought" analysis. The study
of Iranian colonialism, which has
been a continuous trend in the
recent centuries’ historical trans-
formations of [ran, has reached a
maturity in the context of 1slamic
awakening and its civilizational
stage—the Islamic Revolution—
that can rightly be referred to as
the Iranian [slamic Colonial Stud-
iesSchool.

Do we owe nation-building to
the Safavids orthe Pahlavis?

We owe it to the Safavids, The
Pahlavi dynasty cannot be com-
pared to any other royal dynasty
in Iran because unlike the oth-
ers that naturally emerged, the
Pahlavis were dependent from
the start. How can a dependent
dynasty build a nation? This ele-
ment of dependency is evident in
the grandfather, father, and even
the grandson ofthis family today.

Whatdo you mean by a Shiana-
tion? You mentioned that Azer-
baijan also has a Shia majority
but has not become a nation.
Whatmade Irananation?

This process began during the
Safavid era when, through state
action, Shia Islam transformed
into a national identity in Iran.
Some may argue that the re-
ligious scholars were not in
charge at that time; however,
thisdoes notnegate the fact. Ulti-
mately, they engaged in cooper-
ation. Anything that hinders the
evolution and growth of this na-
tion-building process is doomed
to fail. Several forces initiated
disruptions against this evolu-
tion, One was Nader Shah Afshar,
who attempted to eliminate Shia
Islam.

Whenwe refer
tothe concept
of “Iranian
Colonial
Studies,”"it
isnotabout
creatinganew
term but rather
aboutgaining
anewscientific
understanding
ofoneofthe
most critical
reactionsofthe
Iranian nation
to preserve

its identity
and character
against foreign
aggressionand
infiltration.
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Nader Shah retreated from na-
tion-building?

Yes! Nader Shah had no cultural
policy. He dreamed of an Eastern
Islamic Empire, and his close as-
sociates were mostly Afghans
and Sunnis who did not believe
in Shia Islam. The second figure
was Reza Shah, who also tried
to halt Shia nation-building. He
not only turned his back on this
nation-building but also on Shia
Islam. He disrupted the Shia na-
tion-building process, but be-
cause Shia Islam had become in-
trinsic to Iranian society, neither
Mader Shah nor Reza Shah could
succeed, which is why both their
dynasties were short-lived.

The result of Shia nation-building
was that a figure like Imam Kho-
meini could effectively utilize and
guide the existing capacity. The
movements of Nader Shah, Reza
Shah, and later Mohammad Reza
Shah, along with the radical mod-
ernism thatcameto lran,opposed
this Shia nation-building, The su-
periority of the Islamic Republic
aver these movements lies in its
ability to revolutionize and es-
tablish a system and civilization
because it reinstated the natural
process. Imam Khomeini's skill
was at seeing Shia [slam and na-
tionalityasacontinuum, avoiding
anyinherentconflict between the
two,

How can we balance national-
ism and Ummah-ism?
It'saverydifficult task These two
concepts do not easily align and
there are inherent conflicts. For
instance, even now, some with-
in the country question why we
invest so much in other Islamic
countries that are neither [ranian
nor Shia. In my view, one figure
who has successfully maintained
this balance is Qassem Soleimani.
He was both a patriot and an in-
ternational figure of resistance, a
Shia and an lranian, and everyone
considered him one of their own.
He was an extraordinary individ-
ual.

So, reality surpasses theory
and we canobserveittangibly?
Yes, ltistangible. Soleimani didn't
invent anything; he discoverad
that there is an inherent balance
within the Islamic Revolution.
Maore precisely, Soleimani wasn't
an exceptional figure who just
presented a balanced interpreta-
tion of the Revolution; he embod-
ied the Revolution itself. Anyone
deviating from this balance faces
difficulties.
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If we trace the process of na-
tion-building you mentioned
through subsequent historical
periods, we see this concept
manifesting in critical mo-
ments such as colonial encoun-
ters and invasions from the
north and south. Based on this,
when conflict arose between
colonial powers and Iran,
which element of Iranian iden-
tity did colonialism most strive
toeliminate?

The first thing colonialism at-
tempts todois to disrupt this bal-
ance. It does not want this issue
to persist, as it is dangerous for
colonial powers. The balance he-
tween identity and civilization is
athreat. Inthe face of colonialism,
we see [slamic awakening, which
is the root of the Islamic Revolu-
tiomn.

At every stage of colonial in-
trusion, there has been a corre-
sponding identity-based Islamic
awakening, showing that the Is-
lamic community is vibrant and
resistant to exploitation. Unlike
African or East Asian societies,
Iran’s Islamic society is alive and
responsive. When enemies have
invaded militarily, there has
been a military response; when
they have invaded culturally, the
response has been cultural; and
when they have invaded political-
Iy, the response hasbeen political,
Today, their incursion is civiliza-
tional, encompassing military,
political, cultural, and economic
elements, with stronger soft-
ware. Consequently, the Islamic
awakening's response must also
be civilizational.

You view history as a series of
“evolutionary ruptures” and
believe that Nader Shah and
Reza Shah created significant
breaks. Following them, colo-
nialism introduced a second
rupture, sustaining its impact
for 50 years until the histori-
cal self-awareness achieved
through the Islamic Revolution
ended it. However, we must ac-
knowledge that colonialism
afflicted Iranian society and
continues to evolve in new and
complex forms. In this context,
howshould weunderstand this
phenomenon to prevent fur-
ther ruptures? How should a
historically self-aware Iranian
confrontit?

Ruptures are never absolute.
Even during the Pahlavi era's dis-
ruption, there was continuity, and
the Shia community did not disin-
tegrate. [Fwe were toidentify who
more astutely sought to destroy

the [ranian nation, it would be
Reza Shah. He aimed to eradicate
religion, correctly understanding
that completing this task was es-
sentialto creatinga rupture.
During Mohammad Reza Shah's
reign, the rupture was mainly
political, with attempts to under-
mine religion through cultural
efforts. However, hoth underesti-
mated the power ofreligion. They
believed they could reverse-en-
gineer the Safavid initiative and
change Iran's religion. However,
changing a religion is not an easy
task; itis not something to be tak-
en lightly. Meanwhile, the clergy
seized the opportunity, preserv-
ing thereligious aspectofsociety.
They thought they could impose
a secular interpretation of reli-
gion, unaware that Shia Islam is
constantly evolving and regener-
ating. Shia Islam is essentially a
mmprehenslve movement, con-
tinuing its work independently.
They did not anticipate that Shia
Islam would emerge so strongly
and manifest itself as a national
revolution. Our intellectuals also
failed to understand the people’s
truenature.

The current Islamic movement
inIran is entirely inspired by Shia
teachings, which enabled it to
balance diverse opinions effec-
tively. Many Salafi movementsare
rooted in Wahhablsm, whereas
Shia 1slam in Iran sought to re-
turn to its principles. Addition-
ally, alongside the jurisprudence
and teachings of the Ahl al-Bayt,
we have philosophy, mysticism,
and Islamic civilization. These
elements combined to shape a
unique movement.

Why has Iran, despite being
one of the world's major pow-
ers atcertain times, never been
acolonialist?

Examining bothancientand mod-
ern history reveals that Iranians,
even when they were among the
world's most powerful nations,
largely refrained from colonial-
ism and barbarism. Unlike many
empires, Iranian conguests
seldom left a legacy of poverty,
exploitation, and savagery. In
ancient times, Iran stood against
the colonial expansions of the
Greeks and Romans. During the
10th and 11th centuries, they
opposed Portuguese and Span-
ish aggressors. [n later centuries,
they endured much suffering at
the hands of Western imperial-
ists, especially the British. More
recently, Iran has been a staunch
opponent of American bullying
and excessive demands, striving
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to remain a proud and dignified
nation. This has been particularly
evident through the global revo-
lution known as the [slamic Revo-
lution, which defends the identity
and character of Iran and other
Muslims,

The study of Iranian colonialism
encompasses the millennia-long
story of a nation that has neither
beena dominator nor submissive,
remaining vibrant and active to
this day. Consequently, the body
of work on Iranian colonial stud-
ies, and more specifically [ranian
Islamic colonial studies, seeks to
develop and evaluate a native per-
spective on this global phenome-
non. Colonial powers, alongside
their territorial conquests, fo-
cused on eradicating the identi-
ties oftheir colonies and imposing
new ones, marln'ng a new era in
their global strategy. This includ-
ed efforts to globalize European
languages, such as replacing Per-
sianwith Englishin Indiaand pro-
maoting Frenchin partsofthe Med-
iterranean and Asia. This focus
should not be confused with the
natural spread of some languag-
es as the scientific lingua franca;
rather, it underscores the critical
role of academic studies in the
processofcolonialdomination.

In this context, the significant
and complex field of “Oriental-
ism” should not be overlooked.
This 19th-century Western ini-
tiative aimed to understand the
East from a Western perspective,
portraying Eastern peoples as
primitive and irrational. Such
depictions justified Western pa-
ternalistic superiority and domi-
nation. This perspective justified
the supposed need for entities
like the East India Company, sym-
bolizing Western superiority and
the early efforts of Orientalism,
Consequently, the implemen-
tation of colonialist ideologies
pushed the West forward while
keeping the Eastinastate ofback-
wardness. From this perspective,
colonial studies, both consciously
and subconsciously, can address
one of the most critical questions
for Eastern societies regarding
their relative underdevelopment
compared to Western societ-
ies—a question that encompass-
es much of the Eastern identity
and character.

Thus, understanding Iranian
colonialism can clarify why Ira-
nians, even at their most power-
ful, generally avoided colenial
exploitation and barbarity. The
primary reason for backward-
ness, stagnation, and sometimes
decline in various civil sectors is
the pervasiveand perniciousphe-
nomenon ofcolonialism.

What are the driving forces be-
hind the civilization-building
oflranianidentity?

The identity that leads to our
civilization has two main pillars.
The first pillarisbringing religion
from the margins to the center,
opposing secularism. Currently,
the clergy holds power, and the

religious fabricofsocietyremains
strong. The Islamic Revolution
has significantly contributed
to this. The scholars of Qom, the
Assembly of Experts, religious
teachings, and the deep-rooted
presence of Shia [slam in Iranian
society collectively moved reli-
gion from the periphery to the
center. Although religion was
on the margins back then, it had
the power to critique the status
guo  effectively. Consequently,
the Shah felt compelled to wisit
religious sites like Mashhad and
Mecea and support religious in-
stitutions. His father, who ignored
these aspects, was quickly reject-
ed by the people.

The social base of the revolution
started with small Quranic and
religious gatherings. Initially, it
began in high schools and then
spread to universities. In [sfah-
an, teachers were the leaders of
the Revolution, followed by mer-
chants. Contrary to communist
narratives, the working class and
peasants were the last to join
The cultural sector dominated
the Revolution because it was not
class-based. Workers showed
their support in the final years,
mainly to asserttheirlaborrights.
The second pillaris “resistance to
domination,"whichhasnotdevel-
oped as much as the first. Resist-
ing domination requires a deep
understanding of colonialism.
Today, there are fair-minded re-
searchers in the West document-
ing the crimes ofcolonialism.

How do you evaluate the status
of the decolonization move-
mentinthe world?

A powerful decolonization mowve-
ment has emerged in the West.
Numerousassociationshave been
formed, and they are unwilling
to comply with colonial norms.
Although the decolonization
movement was initially dominat-
ed by Marxists, today other aca-
demic streams are also seriously
addressing this issue. Half of our
recently published collection on
colonial studies is composed of
original works, while the other
half includes works by research-
ers in this field. Some books and
writings related todecolonization
are dominated by leftist perspec-
tives, However, thanks to exten-
sive scholarly efforts, the Islamic
Revolution has reached a level of
understanding that allows us to
view colonialism independently
without being aligned with either
the leftorthe right.

Since this movement is based in
Iran, we have named it "lranian
Colonial Studies.” [t seems we are
at the beginning of this journey
and need to mature further. Our
focus is on filling a 45-year gap in
this field. There has been signifi-
cant neglect in this area, and one
ofourtasksistomonitorthe exist-
ing efforts. We must make every
effort to thoroughly and compre-
hensively introduce and promote
the foundational aspects of Shia
identity withouthesitation.




