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Abstract 

 

Living on the Edge: The Iran-Iraq Frontier, 1881-1981 

 

Shaherzad Rashin Ahmadi, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Kamran S. Aghaie, Yoav Di-Capua 

 

In the late nineteenth-century, burgeoning nation-states began to surveil their 

inhabitants and incorporated them into the national community as citizens, teachers, 

soldiers, and civil servants. Enforcing laws in frontiers, however, often proved difficult in 

the Middle East, as armed tribes exploited their proximity to borders in order to avoid taxes, 

military conscription, and the pressure to settle. By examining Iranian and Iraqi sources 

from the nineteenth- to twentieth-century, “Living on the Edge” argues that the inability of 

officials in the Arabistan-Basra frontier to eliminate smuggling networks, curb migration, 

and promote national loyalty eventually led to the outbreak of the Iran-Iraq War (1980-88). 

Tehran’s attempt to restrict movement at its southwestern frontier caused locals in 

Arabistan to regularly interact with civil servants, who often voiced their doubts about their 

ability to monitor movement and trade. Many local officials, in fact, participated in 

smuggling networks, argued against surveilling the border, and questioned the national 

loyalties of border dwellers and immigrants. I reveal that, although state agents were sent 

to Arabistan to represent Tehran’s interests, border dwellers often evaded laws or 

assimilated civil servants into local ways of life. Thus, “Living on the Edge” offers the 
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dialectic between border dwellers, local officials, and the central government, whose 

conflicting interests complicated the nation-building project in the Iran-Iraq frontier.  

I argue that because Tehran and Baghdad failed to eliminate pre-national modes of 

life in their southern frontier over the course of the twentieth-century, Iraqi nationalists 

began to doubt the loyalties of border dwellers, who often traded in the black market and 

migrated when it suited them. Significantly, the Iran-Iraq War offered historically 

peripheral communities, which had operated in the spheres of influence of two nations, the 

opportunity to express their state loyalties. This dissertation thus emphasizes the ability of 

marginalized groups inhabiting the Iran-Iraq frontier to develop a transnational 

socioeconomic environment that influenced the local application of national policies. 
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Introduction: 

Living on the Edge 

 In December of 1922, Seyyed Ahmad, an illiterate Arab Iranian from the border town of 

Dizful, asked a bilingual cleric to write a letter in Persian, on his behalf, to the central 

government. Recently imprisoned for petty crimes, Ahmad crafted a narrative that appealed to 

the Qajar monarchy (1785-1925) for help by blaming the corruption of local Arab leaders for his 

unfair imprisonment. He insisted that he did not oppose state authority, and even complimented 

previous officers who, “although […not] from Arabistan,” had treated him “with respect.” 

Nevertheless, he argued that local authorities now wrongfully intervened in the lives of their 

subjects. Sheikh Khaz‘al Khan, an Arab tribal chief backed by the British between 1909-1924, 

had “manipulated” Qajar officials, Ahmad claimed. According to him, corruption ran rampant as 

Khaz‘al stole personal property and unfairly imprisoned critics of his rule, like himself.1  

 What can we glean from a letter requesting the intervention of the Iranian state to protect 

an Arab local from an Arab tribal chief? Many from Arabistan, Iran’s southwestern province 

bordering Iraq (later called Khuzistan by the Pahlavi monarchy),2 wrote letters to the central 

                                                 
1 Letter from Seyyed Ahmad to Ahwaz. 20 December 1922, Iranian Library of Congress 

d4/k62/j31/p26/00003.  
2 Although the name of the province changes in 1935, I use Arabistan throughout the dissertation until the 

final chapter. As Svat Soucek writes, until the Safavid period, the region was referred to as “Khuzistan” 

but, in the early modern period, “began to be called Arabistan, and the older name became obsolete.” Svat 

Soucek, “Arabistan or Khuzistan,” Iranian Studies 17, no. 2/3 (Spring – Summer, 1984): 195. The 

province of Khuzistan is vast and most of the inhabitants are not Arabs; it is now constituted of twenty-

seven counties. The borderland, however, is populated by mostly Arab Shi‘is and had the most extensive 

transnational connections to Iraq. To denote my emphasis on the borderland itself, I use “Arabistan,” by 

which I mean the contemporary districts of Khorramshahr, Abadan, Hawiza, Karun, Shadegan, and 

Ahwaz. In 1890, the province had eight districts and, of those districts, I focus predominantly on Hawiza, 

Ahwaz, and Muhammarah: George Nathaniel Curzon, Persia and the Persian Question, volume ii 

(London: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1892), 331. Between the 1960s-70s, Iraqis also made a 

geographical distinction between the whole of Khuzistan and the borderland, where most of the Arabs 

resided. 
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government complaining about corrupt provincial authorities or overzealous border patrolmen. 

As an Arab Iranian, Ahmad was undoubtedly aware of the conflict between Khaz‘al Khan and 

the Qajar Dynasty; the former had aligned with the British in order to gain political 

independence while the latter attempted to maintain national unity by undermining tribal rulers. 

Some scholars of the modern Middle East may be inclined to read Ahmad’s letter as indicative of 

resistance to a corrupt local leader. The historiographies of both Iran and Iraq have emphasized 

and exposed political agency — i.e., resistance to colonialism, modernity, state corruption, 

monarchy.3 Ahmad’s letter, dictated by an illiterate Arab and written by a bilingual cleric, indeed 

protests corruption, echoing the activism of common people a decade earlier during the Iranian 

Constitutional Revolution (1905-11), particularly in northern Iran.4  

 This search for political agency among ordinary people and communities became 

especially pronounced after the publication of Iran Between Two Revolutions (1982) by Ervand 

Abrahamian and The Old Social Classes (1978) by Hanna Batatu, two of the most significant 

social histories of the region. The search for political agency in Iraq has been complicated by the 

difficulty of conducting research in the country, however. The renowned historian of Iraq Peter 

Sluglett attests in Writing the Modern History of Iraq: Historiographical and Political 

Challenges: 

 

I wonder whether subaltern studies, the holy grail of much early modern and 

modern historiography over the last few decades, is really feasible in Iraq […] In 

                                                 
3 This is characteristic of both social historians and postmodern theorists. As Lila Abu-Lughod writes, 

“Terms like voices, subversion, dissidence, counter-discourse, and counter-hegemony as well as 

resistance key this interest and circulate through such widely diverse enterprises as French feminist theory 

[…] and social scientific studies of specific subordinate groups.” Lila Abu-Lughod, “The Romance of 

Resistance: Tracing Transformations of Power through Bedouin Women,” American Ethnologist 17, no. 1 

(Feb., 1990): 41. 
4 Janet Afary, The Iranian Constitutional Revolution, 1906-1911: Grassroots Democracy, Social 

Democracy, and the Origins of Feminism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 3. 
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the Indian sub-continent, where such writing originated, the voice of the subaltern 

is filtered through a mountain of administrative, ethnographic, and judicial and 

census data, collected by officialdom over many generations. […For Iraq, 

however,] access to the country, and perhaps more crucially, access to source 

materials within the country, was generally denied to foreign scholars after the 

Revolution of July 1958.5  

 

Thus, producing social histories of Iraq, like Batatu’s, represents a profoundly challenging task, 

particularly due to the inaccessibility of Iraqi archives. 

 Historians of Iran confront similar challenges in accessing archives in the Islamic 

Republic (especially material related to the current government); nevertheless, as a result of the 

Islamic Revolution of 1979, historians of Iran have produced tremendous scholarship regarding 

the ability of individuals and communities to produce political change.6 The revolution also 

caused historians and ethnographers to locate resistance in even the most natural activities7 as 

well as overlook apolitical explanations for ostensibly political activities.8 Historians of Iran and 

Iraq find the political everywhere, I believe, due to the perception that the state exerts its power 

                                                 
5 Peter Sluglett, introduction to Writing the Modern History of Iraq: Historiographical and Political 

Challenges, ed. Jordi Tejel, Peter Sluglett, and Riccardo Bocco (London: World Scientific Publishing 

Co., 2012), 4. 
6 To name a few in this debate, Theda Skocpol, “Rentier State and Shi‘a Islam in the Iranian Revolution,” 

Theory and Society 11, no. 3 (May, 1982): 265-283; Nikki Keddie, Religion and Politics in Iran: Shi‘ism 

from Quietism to Revolution (CT: Yale University Press, 1983); Charles Kurzman, The Unthinkable 

Revolution in Iran (MA: Harvard University Press, 2004); Mansoor Moaddel, Class, Politics and 
Ideology in the Iranian Revolution (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993). 
7 Observable in texts like Roxanne Varzi, Warring Souls: Youth, Media, and Martyrdom in Post-
Revolutionary Iran (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 2006), 167 or, most assertively, in Pardis 

Mahdavi’s Passionate Uprisings: Iran’s Sexual Revolution (California: Stanford University Press, 2008). 

She writes of her initial surprise when observing “open display[s] of heterosexual sociability and potential 

mating,” 12. She ultimately concludes that “Iranians […] no longer wish to risk bloodshed to achieve the 

changes they desire. Young Tehranis with whom I spoke indicated that for their generation social 

behaviors seem to have become expressive of experiments with and aspirations toward political and 

sociocultural reform — a more quiet, less overt form of rebellion,” 18. She thereby fashions, “social 

behavior (including style of dress, sociability, and interactions) as political statements,” 19.  
8 This phenomenon is explored by Zuzanna Olszewska in her discussion of a poor woman joining the 

Green Movement protest in order to spend time with wealthy men in northern Tehran. “Classy Kids and 

Down-at-Heel Intellectuals: Status Aspirations and Blind Spots in the Contemporary Ethnography of 

Iran,” Iranian Studies 46, no. 6 (2013): 842.  
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in every realm of life.9 This is especially evident in ethnographies; consider Varzi’s assessment 

that an Iranian “youth spends his or her life watching something happening in one world — a 

parent smoking opium, drinking, not praying, or cursing the regime — and then has to hide this 

way of being from the outside world. At home, children are told that what they hear in school is 

all lies. At school, teachers ask students to report parents who are not abiding by Islamic law.”10 

For Varzi, the Iranian state (in her study, the Islamic Republic) is everywhere present and, 

predictably following Foucault’s “where there is power, there is resistance” paradigm,11 the 

reader finds Iranians everywhere engaged in protest against the state. The emphasis placed on 

resistance by historians and ethnographers of the Middle East, I believe, reveals more about our 

own “world-historical moment” than the motivations of historical actors.12 

 This dissertation, on the other hand, exposes the impotence of the state (the Pahlavi 

monarchy, the Baath Party, and the Islamic Republic), the ineffectual implementation of national 

laws, and the ability of geographically and culturally peripheral communities to distance 

themselves from centers of power. I do not read Ahmad’s letter, for instance, as a rejection of 

authority but rather a sophisticated means of negotiation, wherein he appeals to central 

authorities (or at least Tehran’s representatives in Ahwaz) to protect him from a local leader. 

Unlike James C. Scott, whose notion of “everyday forms of resistance” has deeply influenced 

historians of the working class, I do not see the political in activities he characterizes as “(a) 

unorganized, unsystematic, and individual, (b) opportunistic and self-indulgent, (c) have no 

                                                 
9 In the case of Iraq, of course, the state exerted itself more strongly in the lives of its citizens. 

Nevertheless, historians have recently located the 1990s as a period in which “the regime no longer had 

the means to be omnipresent.” Thus, “[i]f the state apparatus was in some sense in retreat, and total 

repression was no longer an option, some freedom of association or organization may have even been 

possible,” Sluglett, Writing the Modern History of Iraq, 11.  
10 Varzi, Warring Souls, 157. 
11 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1 (New York: Vintage, 1990), 95-6. 
12 Lila Abu-Lughod, “The Romance of Resistance,” American Ethnologist, 41.  
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revolutionary consequences, and/ or (d) imply, in their intention or meaning, an accommodation 

with the system of domination.”13 I examine precisely those activities — unorganized, 

individual, opportunistic, non-revolutionary, and fundamentally accommodating — which, like 

Eugene Genovese, I do not politicize. I also do not dismiss them as “prepolitical and at worst 

[…] apolitical”, as Genovese does.14 Border dwellers manipulated the emergent political order, 

allowing some to remain outside the state’s purview, even as two states competed for influence 

in the region.  

 The archives indicate that Arab Shi‘is, as well as other ethnoreligious communities, in the 

Iran-Iraq frontier alternatively expressed loyalty toward, and disappointment in, the nation 

depending on their circumstances. Like Eric Tagliacozzo’s study of smuggling in South Asia, I 

emphasize the “many individual people and places” in the borderland, rather than “[rely] solely 

on a large-scale economic and political narrative” of the region, in order to examine the ways 

peripheral communities interacted with the border, patrolmen, customs, and legal systems.15 

Citizens leveraged loyalty for state assistance or assimilated board guards into local networks in 

order to evade state officers to expedite their travel or trade. For instance, as an Arab, Seyyed 

Ahmad emphasized his loyalty to the country over his ethnic group or tribe in order to elicit state 

assistance. In other words, loyalty represented a currency that he, an Arab border dweller 

observing the Khaz‘al-Qajar conflict, could exploit in order to entice the Qajars to free him from 

prison.  

                                                 
13 James C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak: Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance (CT: Yale University 

Press, 1985), 292. 
14 Eugene Genovese, Roll, Jordan, Roll: The World the Slaves Made (New York: Vintage Books, 1972), 

598. 
15 Eric Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, Porous Borders: Smuggling and States along a Southeast Asian 

Frontier, 1865-1915 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 4. 
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 The locals who authored these types of letters adopted different rhetorical positions 

depending on their circumstances. As Sheila Fitzpatrick writes of Russian peasants in the 1930s, 

“[a] peasant may routinely curse the kolkhoz [collectivization of land] in the presence of his 

fellows […] just as he routinely accedes in the presence of the powerful to the convention that 

the kolkhoz has brought all sorts of benefits.”16 In conducting a social history of the borderland, I 

engage texts produced by local inhabitants as well as low-level Iranian officers stationed in the 

region. These documents demonstrate the exploitation of transnational social networks, which 

either incorporated or evaded border officials. While this is commonly known for tribesmen of 

the pre-national and early nation-building period, historians have belied the ingenuity of border 

dwellers to navigate laws intended to limit their activities and loyalties following the 

establishment of nation-states.17 

 In order to avoid what historian Cyrus Schayegh has described as “methodological 

statism,”18 I emphasize the everyday life experiences of border dwellers. Rather than examine 

the state’s attempt to conscript peripheral communities into the nation building project as modern 

citizens, I search for evidence of state and local negotiation as well as what Keith Brown has 

called the “competing loyalties” that existed in the age of nations. Not only did states attempt to 

incorporate peripheral communities into the national project, these communities also attempted 

to “corrupt” civil servants in order to continue their ways of life19 (and, from the documentary 

                                                 
16 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Stalin’s Peasants: Resistance and Survival in the Russian Village after 
Collectivization (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 10. 
17 For instance, following Pekka Hamalainen and Samuel Truett, Sabri Ates asserts that, with the rise of 

nation-states, “borderland people lost their ability to manipulate or negotiate with state power, play rival 

states against each other, and ‘live autonomously […]’ as a result of the territorialization of the state-space.” 

Sabri Ates, Ottoman-Iranian Borderlands: Making a Boundary, 1843-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2013), 33. 
18 Cyrus Schayegh, ‘“Seeing Like a State”: An Essay on the Historiography of Modern Iran,” 

International Journal of Middle East Studies 42, no. 1 (February 2010), 38. 
19 Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, 6. 
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evidence, it is evident that these attempts were enormously successful). “Living on the Edge” 

thus exposes a dialectic between border dwellers and the state. As Tehran sent agents to enforce 

modern laws in the borderland, locals corrupted officers to allow for the continued movement of 

people and goods across the Iran-Iraq border while also engaging the concept of nationality (and 

national loyalty) to achieve personal objectives. I then examine the political consequences of 

these ambiguities and the admissions, by state bodies, that citizenship – which “entails the 

juridical process by which legal subjects of a state are constituted”20 – did not adequately capture 

national loyalty in the borderland. 

  

Studying the Frontier 

 John Gordon Lorimer, an English civil servant in Punjab commissioned to create a 

handbook of the Persian Gulf region for British diplomats in 1903, described ‘Abbadan (Abadan, 

in Persian) as “a large and valuable island enclosed by the Karūn river on the north, by the Shatt-

al-‘Arab on the west, by the Persian Gulf on the south, and by the Bahmanshir on the east.” 

Though small and “mostly desert,” the locals cultivated dates thanks to the surrounding waters.21 

Indeed, the Abadan/ Khorramshahr landscape is jarring, with desert expanses interrupted by vast 

bodies of water and palm tree groves. The Shatt al-Arab in particular represented the natural 

boundary between the Qajar and Ottoman empires for over a century. The two bodies of water 

separate at the mouth of the Gulf, with the Karun traveling northeast, toward Ahwaz, and the 

Shatt al-Arab continuing northwest, toward Basra. Like other bodies of water that separated 

polities, “[m]erchants, migrants, mercenaries, missionaries, conquerors, refugees, and slaves 

                                                 
20 Suad Joseph, “Gendering Citizenship in the Middle East,” in Gender and Citizenship in the Middle 

East, ed. Suad Joseph (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2000), 3.  
21 J. G. Lorimer, Gazetteer of the Persian Gulf, ‘Oman, and Central Arabia, vol. ii (Calcutta, India: 

Superintendent Government Printing, 1908), 1.  



 

 8 

moved permanently or crossed repeatedly to the other side, while goods and ideas were briskly 

exchanged.”22 Indeed, according to Iranian authorities in the 1940s, the Abadan/ Muhammarah 

region was the most active smuggling site in the southern frontier23 and many locals maintained 

social ties with people across the border.  

 During the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, the Arabistan-Basra frontier was 

inhabited by “Persians, Lors, and Arabs.” Once rich in cash crops, since the eighteenth century, 

their production had seen a precipitous decline.24 In addition to the semi-nomadic tribes, which 

maintained political ties with ruling dynasties, the marshlands were also home to a large 

population of Arabs. As S. M. Salim writes in his 1962 anthropology of the Iraqi marshland, the 

area “is bounded by the towns of il-Kut on the Tigris and il-Hilla on the Euphrates; to the south 

by Basra; to the east by the Iranian border, which runs for some distance through the marshes; 

and to the west by the river Euphrates”. 25 Despite the relative poverty of the marsh Arabs and 

the semi-nomadic tribes of the southern frontier, the strategic and economic importance of the 

Karun River cannot be overstated; it was, after all, the only “navigable stream in Persia.”26 and 

“the most feasible entry into Persia for commercial purposes, as both sides of the river belong to 

that country”.27 

                                                 
22 Linda Darling, “The Mediterranean as a Borderland,” Review of Middle East Studies 46, no. 1 (Summer 

2012), 54-63.  
23 Report from Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 19 April 1944, INA 293/5573/4.  
24 Svat Soucek, “Arabistan or Khuzistan,” 204-5; Shahbaz Shahnavaz, Britain and the Opening up of 
South-west Persia 1880-1914: A Study in Imperialism and Economic Dependence (London: Routledge, 

2005), 3.  
25 Ibid.  
26 Colonel J. U. Bateman Champain, “On Various Communication between Central Persia and the Sea,” 

Proceedings of the Royal Geographical Society and Monthly Record of Geography, v. (London: William 

Clowes and Sons, Lmtd., 1883), 125. 
27 Ibid, 136. 
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Figure 1. Map of the Arabistan-Basra region. In Iran’s 

southwestern corner, one finds Muhammarah and Abadan island, 

as well as Basra north of the two cities in Iraq.28 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Historically, the Qajar state had not asserted itself in the frontier and, in the absence of a 

central authority, local leaders established their own rules, which sometimes contradicted 

national laws.29 Border dwellers continued to nurture a frontier society in the twentieth-century 

with an unregulated economy, a transnational social milieu, and a multi-national educational 

system. This continued well into the Pahlavi period and vexed many Islamic Republic officials 

when first dispatched to the region after the 1979 revolution. Many historians have explored 

frontier, or borderland, societies in the Americas and Europe. Although I benefit from the 

discussion of national ambivalence in the Eastern European historiography of borderlands, I am 

also indebted to the analysis of political and cultural elasticity of frontier societies by historians 

of the Americas.  

                                                 
28 Shahnavaz, Britain and the Opening up of South-west Persia, 4.  
29 Willem Floor, “The Rise and Fall of the Banū Ka‘b: A Borderer State in Southern Khuzestan,” Iran 44 

(2006), 289.  
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 Early historians of the frontier, particularly Herbert Eugene Bolton (considered the 

“father of […] ‘Spanish borderlands’”),30 conceived of these spaces as the contested edges of 

colonial empires, specifically in the New World. As the editors of Borderland in World History 

write, over the course of the last century of study, “the meaning of borderlands has shifted from 

the notion of Europe ‘taming’ a wild and dangerous frontier to a zone of cultural commingling, 

and — more recently — to contested spaces marked by violent encounters”.31 While studies of 

cultural commingling in the Americas, as well as the conception of taming a seemingly wild 

population of peripheral nomads, offered valuable methodological insights,32 the historiography 

of frontiers in the New World is not directly applicable to a study of Middle Eastern frontiers.  

 Colonial settlers traveled to the New World to conquer lands that belonged to peoples 

they had never encountered. The interactions between colonial settlers and Native peoples, as 

well as competing colonial settlers, are unique to the New World. After all, the inhabitants of the 

borderland under study here lived on the edges of two empires for centuries and took advantage 

of preexisting social networks in the age of nation-states. Similarly, in the European context, 

during the age of empires, “the Borderlands was a region of great ethnic and religious diversity 

[… but,] in the modern period, [… European] empires had to grapple with national and racial 

movements that, in place of diversity, sought to establish sovereign states that represented one 

                                                 
30 David Weber, “The Spanish Borderlands, Historiography Redux,” The History Teacher 39, no. 1 (Nov., 

2005): 43. Bolton’s book, The Spanish Borderlands, inspired a generation of students to research the 

borderland.  
31 Paul Readman, Cynthia Radding, and Chad Bryant, introduction to Borderlands in World History, 

1700-1915, ed. Paul Readman, Cynthia Radding, and Chad Bryant (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2014), 7.  
32 Alan Taylor, American Colonies: The Settling of North America (New York: Penguin Books, 2001); 

James Brooks, Captives and Cousins: Slavery, Kinship, and Community in the Southwest Borderlands 

(North Carolina: University of North Carolina Press, 2002); Alicia Schmidt Camacho, Migrant 

Imaginaries: Latino Cultural Politics in the US-Mexico Borderlands (New York: New York University 

Press, 2008); David Weber, The Mexican Frontier, 1821-1946: The American Southwest Under Mexico 

(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1982). 
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particular nationality.” As they competed for power in these frontiers, conflict ensued.33 As a 

result of the political parallels in Europe, the study of European borderlands and nation-building 

proves more applicable to this study than colonial borderlands in the New World, where 

European empires and nations expanded by confronting Native populations.   

 In early modern Europe, peoples living on the edges of empires slowly assimilated into 

definable national communities. Peter Sahlins’ influential study of the Cerdanya valley in the 

Pyrenees persuasively argues that “[t]he shape and significance of the boundary line was 

constructed” not from the elite but “out of local social relations in the borderland.”34 I similarly 

argue that the peoples of the Arabistan-Basra frontier constructed their own local understanding 

of the border and developed social relations independent of nation-states. Nevertheless, as Omer 

Bartov and Eric D. Weitz note in their examination of European and Ottoman borderlands, 

because “borderlands are geographically and culturally distant from the seat of power [… they] 

are therefore also constructs of the political imaginary and products of ideological fantasies.”35 

Thus, in addition to charting the ways in which locals shaped their social milieu, this dissertation 

also attends to the “political imaginary” and “ideological fantasies” of Iranian and Iraqi 

nationalists, who imagined the political consequences of heterogeneous populations in the 

southern frontier differently.  

 Furthermore, historians of the European nation building period have fruitfully explored 

the competing loyalties that complicated early nationalism, especially in communities on the 

edges of burgeoning nation-states. Christianity, for instance, represented an important communal 

                                                 
33 Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz, introduction to Shatterzone of Empires: Coexistence and Violence in 

the German, Habsburg, Russian, and Ottoman Borderlands, ed. Omer Bartov and Eric D. Weitz 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 2. 
34 Peter Sahlins, Boundaries: The Making of France and Spain in the Pyrenees (Berkeley: University of 

California Press,1989), 8. 
35 Bartov and Weitz, Shatterzone of Empires, 1. 
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identity and the leadership of the Catholic Church proved skeptical of nationalism, as James 

Bjork has demonstrated for Poland.36 Tara Zahra’s Kidnapped Souls similarly explores the 

education of children in Bohemia as a means to examine the limited success of early 

nationalists.37 Diverse peoples living side-by-side did not immediately heed the calls of political 

ideologues to divide along national or ethnic lines. Pieter Judson, for instance, rejects even the 

concept of frontiers, writing “that most inhabitants of such regions rarely viewed themselves 

specifically as ‘frontier people’ or their regions as frontiers between nations.” In fact, in the 

Bohemian lands, “bilingualism, apparent indifference to national identity, and nationally 

opportunist behaviors expressed the fundamental logic of local cultures in multilingual regions, a 

logic that neither nationalist activism nor so-called modernizations processes were capable of 

destroying.”38 My first chapter, “The Arabistan-Basra Frontier,” similarly contests that ethnic 

diversity in the Iran-Iraq frontier did not produce local tension in the early nation-building 

period.  

 Indeed, by conducting social histories, scholars may explore the ways in which 

nationalist efforts failed to unify the peoples of one ethnos or community. Not only were many 

locals unmoved by divisive nationalist rhetoric, but the nation-state struggled for decades to 

implement its laws. I reveal the failures of state policy, the logistical shortcomings of border 

patrol units, and the capacity of border dwellers to maneuver around restrictions well into the 

twentieth-century. I argue that border dwellers created their own social milieu separate from the 

                                                 
36 James Bjork, Neither German Nor Pole: Catholicism and National Indifference in a Central European 

Borderland (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2008). 
37 Tara Zahra, Kidnapped Souls: National Indifference and the Battle for Children in the Bohemian 

Lands, 1900-1948 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008); Pieter M. Judson comments on the same 

phenomenon in Guardians of the Nation: Activists on the Language Frontiers of Imperial Austria 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), 3.  
38 Ibid.  
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nation-state and that the Iranian and Iraqi states sometimes ceded ground to peripheral 

communities. 

As a result of the oil discovered in Arabistan, many Europeans connected to the 

petroleum industry settled in the region. The British, eager to maintain control of the valuable 

natural resource, supported the chieftain of the Arab Banu Ka‘b tribe, Sheikh Khaz‘al ibn Jabir 

(alternatively referred to as the Ka‘b, the Sheikh of Muhammarah, and Khaz‘al or Khaz‘al 

Khan). In 1921, as Reza Khan Sardar Sepah (later Reza Shah Pahlavi) rose in political 

prominence, he came into conflict with the Ka‘b. Seyyed Ahmad, like other complainants, took 

advantage of the political upheaval to request assistance using a familiar narrative pattern. The 

author, prosecuted for a crime, insists that he is guiltless and, while critiquing local leadership, 

claims that the central state represents the will of the people. This bit of political maneuvering by 

an illiterate Arab in the hinterland demonstrates the capacity of border dwellers to engage with 

the state for their own needs. Based on personal accounts of life in the frontier (archival and 

published) as well as Iranian and Iraqi state records, “Living on the Edge” paints a dynamic 

image of the frontier and the issues that animated the lives of people straddling national borders.  

 Of course, at the turn of the twentieth-century, tribal leaders throughout Iran did resist the 

monopolization of power in the hands of central authorities in Tehran.39 Historians of Arabistan 

emphasize political movements and figures,40 easily definable if usually unsuccessful in their 

                                                 
39 For comprehensive studies of tribal politics, see Stephanie Cronin, Tribal Politics in Iran: Rural 
Conflict and the New State, 1921-1941 (New York: Routledge, 2006); Arash Khazeni, Tribes and 

Empire: On the Margins of Nineteenth-Century Iran (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2009). 
40 See Michael P. Zirinsky, “Imperial Power and Dictatorship: Britain and the Rise of Reza Shah, 1921-

1926,” International Journal of Middle East Studies 24, no. 4 (Nov., 1992): 639-663; Brian Mann, “The 

Khuzistani Arab Movement, 1941-1946: A Case of Nationalism?” in Rethinking Iranian Nationalism and 

Modernity, ed. Kamran Scott Aghaie and Afshin Marashi (Austin: The University of Texas at Austin 

Press, 2014); Gene R. Garthwaite, “The Bakhtiyari Ilkhani: An Illusion of Unity,” The International 
Journal of Middle East Studies 8, no. 2 (April 1977): 145-160; Floor, “The Rise and Fall of the Banu 

Ka‘b” Iran. 
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endeavors. Rather than examine the political history of the province, I explore daily life in the 

frontier in order to think beyond the Iranian or Iraqi nation-states (or, sometimes, to think of 

them as operating in tandem to produce a unique borderland milieu). During my period of study, 

between 1881-1981, both nations underwent several regime changes and experienced varying 

levels of European influence.  

 While Iraq was carved out of three provinces following the collapse of the Ottoman 

empire in 1920, Iran had existed in some form for centuries. Although many early Iraqi 

nationalists were antagonistic toward the country’s majority Arab Shi‘i population, King Faisal I 

(r. 1921-1933), the founder of the Hashemite monarchy in Iraq, attempted to bring Shi‘is into the 

fold. Pan-Arabists, who exercised enormous influence over Iraqi politics, insisted that Arabs 

should unite as one national community; of course, due to the Sunni character of most Arabs in 

the region and the uniquely large population of Shi‘is in Iraq, the country’s demographics 

complicated its relationship with pan-Arabism. After a coup in 1958, Abd al-Karim Qasim 

founded the Iraqi Republic and installed himself as Prime Minister. Another coup in 1963 

brought the rule of the ‘Arif brothers, which ended in 1968, when the Baath Party took control of 

the government. Iraq’s political history was deeply shaped by pan-Arabism, an ideology 

subsequent Iraqi regimes spread to Arabistan by building schools and publishing literature in the 

region to influence Arab Iranians.  

 Iranian historiography has been ghettoized from the Arab world due to the different 

ideologies that animated Iran’s political landscape. One of the most dominant political ideologies 

of the twentieth-century Arab world, pan-Arabism, did not appeal to the majority Persian-Turkic 

Shi‘i nation. Nevertheless, Arabs in Iran were aware of pan-Arabism and, as this dissertation 

explores, expressed varying degrees of loyalty to their national and supranational (or ethnic) 
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communities. Furthermore, Iran’s ethnocentric nationalism alienated many minorities, especially 

Arabs, whose ethnic community Persian nationalists held responsible for Iran’s supposed 

backwardness.41  

 Where Reza Shah, who overthrew the Qajar monarchy, adopted and promulgated 

ethnocentric Persian nationalism after 1925, the Islamic Republic (founded in 1979) reoriented 

Iranian nationalism to emphasize Shi‘ism rather than the Persian ethnicity. The new regime 

intended to assimilate Arab Shi‘is through this reimagining of Iranian nationalism. The Arab 

Shi‘is of Arabistan, however, revolted against the Islamic Republic in 1979. Saddam Hussein 

observed this revolt with great interest and sent pan-Arabists to the region to foment tension, as I 

describe in Chapter Four. For some time, Iraqi nationalists had believed that Arab border 

dwellers in Iran belonged in the Iraqi national community; the events of 1979 only served to 

vindicate this view. Arab Iranians ultimately did not join forces with the invading Iraqi army in 

1980, however, and instead repelled them from their land.  

 Transnational migration through the twentieth-century, whether of local smugglers or 

political operatives, had nevertheless complicated the national loyalties of Iran-Iraq border 

dwellers for decades.42 Scholars of both countries have produced transnational histories of 

Shi‘ism (by examining the Najaf-Qom clerical establishment)43 and politics (especially figures 

                                                 
41 For more on race and Iranian nationalism, see Reza Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian 

Nationalism: Race and the Politics of Dislocation (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016). 
42 Adeed Dawisha also notes “the periphery’s indifferent attitudes to nationalism […as] a function of 

particularistic, subnational loyalties” and “the fragility of the center’s Arab nationalist credentials” due to 

the “manifestation of the primacy of economic interests over all other concerns and loyalties” in the two 

decades after World War I. I also tie the periphery’s indifferent attitudes to nationalism (well into the 

twentieth-century) to the regional economic interests that did not correspond to the center’s economic 

interests. Arab Nationalism in the Twentieth Century: From Triumph to Despair (New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 2003), 66.  
43 Meir Litvak, “Continuity and Change in the Ulama Population of Najaf and Karbala, 1791-1904: A 

Socio-Demographic Study,” Iranian Studies 23, no. 1/4 (1990): 31-60; Zackery Heern, The Emergence of 

Modern Shi‘ism: Islamic Reform in Iran and Iraq (London: A Oneworld Book, 2015); Juan R. I. Cole, 



 

 16 

who influenced both nations in the development of constitutionalism, secular monarchies, and 

revolutionary activism).44 These histories of religion and politics have not captured the 

experiences of border dwellers, however, who straddled two national communities and benefited 

from the vast transnational networks that had developed over the course of the centuries. “Living 

on the Edge” exposes the political ambiguities of life in the frontier and the long-term political 

consequences of local indifference toward the nation.45  

 This dissertation engages the framework of ambivalence and competing loyalties, 

building on the strides in Eastern European historiography, in order to think “past the nation.”46 

Keith Brown, for instance, argues that he does not examine “the presence or absence of national 

identity, but rather a process of the creation, interaction, and conscious reordering of diverse 

loyalties” (his emphasis).47 Loyalties are slightly less ephemeral than identities (though 

obviously connected); loyalty to a union may be evaluated by participation in a strike, loyalty to 

a nation may be evaluated by a desire to resettle within the boundaries of the homeland, loyalty 

to a party may be evaluated by service and membership. Transnational movement, in particular, 

complicated the citizen-regime relationship and encouraged the development of various 

communal loyalties that spanned nations.  

                                                 
The Roots of North Indian Shi‘ism in Iran and Iraq: Religion and State in Awadh, 1722-1859 (California: 

University of California Press, 1988). 
44 Michaelle Browers, “Najaf and the (Re)Birth of Arab Shi‘i Political Thought,” in Jordi Tejel, Peter 

Sluglett, and Riccardo Bocco, ed., Writing the Modern History of Iraq: Historiographical and Political 
Challenges (London: World Scientific Publishing Co., 2012); Yitzhak Nakash, Reaching for Power: The 

Shi'is in the Modern Arab World (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2007). 
45 Here, I engage with James Bjork and Jeremey King’s notion of national indifference, which I elaborate 

further in Chapter Two, “Settling, Smuggling, and Schooling.”  
46 Keith Brown, Loyal Until Death: Trust and Terror in Revolutionary Macedonia (Bloomington: 

University of Indiana Press, 2013), 14. 
47 Ibid., 19 
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 While Iranian and Iraqi authorities complained that they could not control the frontier, 

locals, who regularly traveled across the border, argued that officials exerted too much control. 

As a result of the tense citizen-regime relationship (between an ethnic minority in the periphery, 

Arab Shi‘is, and an imposing Persian monarchy in distant Tehran), Iraqi nationalists projected 

their fantasies onto the province. Nation-states, of course, seek to categorize people within 

definable groups48 and, due to the constant movement at the border and the region’s 

demographic character, Iraqi intellectuals began to consider Arabistan as an extraterritorial 

extension of Iraq’s Basra province. Thus, (the perception of) local indifference toward the nation 

inspired a debate about the national loyalties of Arab Iranians. In other words, a person with 

Iranian citizenship may be a Baath Party member, causing both regimes to question his national 

loyalties. 

 Although historians of the Middle East have explored the reconceptualization of modern 

borders in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries,49 this study reveals the difficulties of 

monitoring the border well beyond the early-twentieth-century, when studies of Iranian and 

formerly Ottoman borders typically conclude. In-between conceptual categories and territorial 

boundaries, my subjects do not conform to a definable community but are united by their 

transnational experience. How did peoples on the cultural, political, and geographic fringes of 

two societies, I ask, limit state interference in their lives? What were the socioeconomic 

consequences of transborder movement, as well as the presence of two competing states, in the 

                                                 
48 Rogers Brubaker, Citizenship and Nationhood in France and Germany (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1998), x. 
49 Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, Frontier Fictions: Shaping the Iranian Nation, 1804-1946 (New Jersey: 

Princeton University Press, 1999); Ates, Ottoman-Iranian Borderlands; Shaul Bakhash, “Center-

Periphery Relations in Nineteenth-Century Iran,” Iranian Studies vol. 14, no. 1/2 (Winter-Spring 1981): 

29-51; Hassan Hakimian, “Wage Labor and Migration: Persian Workers in Southern Russia, 1880-1914,” 

International Journal of Middle East Studies 17, no. 4 (November 1985): 443-462.  
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frontier? In order to answer these questions, I conduct a historical ethnography of the region and 

present border dwellers as active agents shaping their social milieu through transborder 

migration, trade, and marriage.  

 For example, when multiple southern border tribes cooperated to protest the ban on 

veiling in 1936, the Iranian government responded by not enforcing the law in that region.50 H.E. 

Chehabi comments that “[i]n Khorramshahr [Muhammarah], some women crossed the border 

into Iraq” due to the veil ban.51 Their evasion of the law allowed inhabitants of the frontier to 

interact with the state on their own terms; therefore, many were spared from the increasingly 

invasive and disciplinary actions of the state. Chehabi, however, like most historians, focuses on 

the creative machinations of women and their husbands to resist the veil ban, thus privileging the 

experiences of those who had to respond. Other Iranians, however, forced Tehran’s hand to 

exempt their communities from the law while still others traveled across the border to avoid 

officers implementing state orders. 

 Communities in the frontier thereby undermine the supposed omnipotence of the Iranian 

and Iraqi states, often emphasized by historians of the region.52 Some border dwellers, in fact, 

operated outside the parameters of government influence. Far from passive subjects of the state, 

the men and women of the southern Iran-Iraq frontier took advantage of their position on the 

periphery to shape their own environments. It would be inaccurate to characterize them as 

naturally inclined to resist the state because, however; as Stephanie Cronin has shown, peripheral 

tribes supported the Pahlavi monarchy’s efforts to apply law and order53 (though this was 

                                                 
50 British National Archives. 22 February 1936, AIR 23/657/49A.  
51 H.E. Chehabi, “The Banning of the Veil and Its Consequences,” in The Making of Modern Iran: State 

and Society under Riza Shah, 1921-1941, ed. Stephanie Cronin (London: Routledge, 2003), 202. 
52 Schayegh, “‘Seeing Like a State’,” 38.  
53 Stephanie Cronin, “Re-Interpreting Modern Iran: Tribe and State in the Twentieth Century,” Iranian 

Studies 42, no. 3, (June, 2009): 357-388.  
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certainly not always the case). Border dwellers invited the state into their personal affairs when 

in trouble with local officials or in neighboring Iraq.54 Thus, depending on their immediate 

needs, individuals expressed a variety of attitudes toward the state and navigated (or, at times, 

avoided) modern institutions for their personal benefit. By examining peripheral communities, 

historians may maneuver around the nation-state, as border dwellers did, in order to escape the 

methodological statism that has defined scholarship of the post-national age.  

 

Transborder Movement 

 Historians of Middle Eastern tribes emphasize their loss of political power and the 

breakup of social networks, which redirected kinship bonds to new national communities. This 

dissertation, however, examines the ways in which tribes exploited the emergence of nation-

states, including the regulated markets and the competition for national loyalty. Economically, a 

nation-state requires a regulated market to tax the trade of goods and services; contrabandists, 

however, encouraged ceaseless movement across the border, little of which customhouses 

recorded. Some unlucky contrabandists were arrested for their illegal activities. These encounters 

between state actors and contrabandists illuminate the lives of common men involved in the 

illegal trade of goods. 

 Other border dwellers traveled to visit family, seek employment, or find a spouse. Many 

did not wish to go through the trouble of securing identification documents or did not show them 

                                                 
54 In fact, Sir Arnold Wilson, thoroughly familiar with the Ottoman-Qajar frontier, wrote that the support 

for Turks among the Arabs of Arabistan “surprised [even] the most experienced native observers”. The 

“feelings” of antipathy for Turks “were, however, overcome by the attractive prospect of obtaining the 

powerful aid of an invading Turkish army to settle old scores […] No love was lost between them and 

their overlord, Shaikh Khaz ‘al of Mohammerah. His increasing success in the collection of revenue dues 

on behalf of the Persian Government and in the maintenance of order was a standing grievance”, Arnold 

T. Wilson, Loyalties Mesopotamia, 1914-1917: From the Outbreak of War to the Death of General 

Maude (London: Oxford University Press, 1930), 23. 
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when stopped by border patrolmen. In the era of nation-states, borders were better surveilled 

with custom houses and patrol guards. Cronin writes that “[t]he consolidation of a state 

bureaucracy and the establishment of a modern army […] and the introduction of defined and 

fixed legal codes, meant an end to the easy permeability of the border between the forces of law 

and the outlaw.”55 This study proves, however, that “illegal” transborder movement remained 

common through the 1970s. 

 Already I have mentioned several different types of transborder movement: smuggling, 

temporary visits, travel for permanent settlement. Historians of India/ Pakistan, Mahbubar 

Rahman and Willem van Schendel, developed a useful typology for transborder movement. Like 

the migrants traveling between Iran and Iraq, “much cross-border travel” between India and 

Pakistan included “settler migration, [… and] was never systematically recorded.”56 Though 

records are scarce, in Rahman and van Schendel’s estimation, there were four types of 

movement: 1) “cross-border settlers,” comprised of “new brides joining their husbands […], 

shifting cultivators who cross the border in the course of their usual cultivation practices. Finally, 

parents often continued to send their children to schools and colleges in nearby towns even 

though these were now just across the border”; 2) “cross-border labor migrants” who “moved 

across the border to be nearer their jobs”; 3) “border refugees” or “people who left their side of 

the borderland out of fear” but still “maintained contacts across the border, with relatives and 

friends who stayed back”; 4) “refugees from the interior” who had fled some distance from their 

homes.57 I add students of Shi‘i jurisprudence to those who qualify as cross-border settlers. I 

categorize my migrants within this typology of transborder (or “cross-border”) movement. 

                                                 
55 Cronin, Tribal Politics in Iran, 106. 
56 Mahbubar Rahman and Willem van Schendel, “‘I Am Not a Refugee’: Rethinking Partition Migration,” 

Modern Asian Studies 37, no. 3 (July 2003): 557. 
57 Ibid., 558-9.  
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 An individual or family moved from a border town in Iraq to a border town in Iran (or 

vice versa), then settled and often assimilated. Historians of the Middle East describe migrants 

when they are in a state of movement (especially expulsion), but, as Akram Khater notes, rarely 

mention the process of assimilation.58 Another manifestation of the inclination to examine 

movement rather than assimilation is the robust discussion of legal citizenship. Historians like 

Yitzhak Nakash and Khalil Osman have delved deeply into the nuance and effects of Iraq’s 1924 

Nationality Law. As Nakash writes, “The Iraqi Nationality Law of 1924 had an impact on 

virtually every person of Persian origin residing in Iraq. Under this law, Persians were 

automatically considered Iraqi nationals unless they themselves renounced it by a fixed date, 

which was extended twice”.59 According to census data, this resulted in a sharp decline in the 

population of Persians in Iraq. For example, in Karbala, “[where] early in the twentieth century 

Persians constituted some 75 percent of the city’s population, by 1957 their percentage had 

decreased […] to 12 percent. Persians had either accepted Iraqi nationality or left the country, 

while Arab Shi‘is occupied positions that had been formerly held by Persians.”60 How much of 

this decrease was a result of assimilation or emigration is unclear. Although rich in quantitative 

detail, the British records and census reports on which Nakash bases his findings do not explore 

the experiences of dual, or Iranian, citizens in Iraq, many of whom were ultimately deported in 

the Baath period.61  

 In addition to overlooking the process of assimilation, historians have not adequately 

considered the cultural and social fluidity of the Iran-Iraq borderland. This study benefits from 

                                                 
58 Akram Khater, Inventing Home: Emigration, Gender, and the Middle Class in Lebanon, 1870-1920 

(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2001), 9. 
59 Yitzhak Nakash, The Shi‘is of Iraq (NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), 101. 
60 Ibid., 104-5.  
61 Ibid., 105. 
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discussions about liminality in American borderlands. As Vicki L. Ruiz succinctly writes, “As a 

physical place and liminal space, the border embodies both homeland and diaspora.”62 “Living 

on the Edge” similarly considers the Arabistan-Basra frontier as a liminal space that represents 

both homeland and diaspora for the peoples occupying the region for generations. The fact that 

Arab Iranians sided with the Islamic Republic during the Iran-Iraq War, I believe, has caused 

many to overlook the historic connection between Basra and Arabistan.63 I argue that, after a 

century of operating in a society both within and outside the purview of two nation-states, the 

Iran-Iraq War assimilated Arab border dwellers and Iranian-Iraqis into their national 

communities. Thus, the war offered a violent resolution to a century-long question asked by 

intellectuals and political ideologues of two countries: on which side of the border did border 

dwellers belong?  

 

Methodology & Organization 

 “Living on the Edge” examines archival documents, state records, bureaucratic 

correspondences, travelogues, and published accounts of life in the frontier to reveal the citizen-

regime interactions that nurtured a transnational socioeconomic milieu. Unlike other historians of 

                                                 
62 Vicki L. Ruiz, From Out of the Shadows: Mexican Women in Twentieth Century America (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1998), 154.  
63 Where historians of Iran have overlooked the legitimacy (or full historical context) of Saddam 

Hussein’s assumption of Arab Iranian support, historians of Iraq have produced valuable scholarship 

disproving the statist assumption of Arab Shi‘is as a fifth column. Although, as Reidar Visser comments 
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identity,” Basra, the Failed Gulf State: Separatism and Nationalism in Southern Iraq (New Jersey: 
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Iraq (California: Stanford University Press, 2009), Dina Khoury’s Iraq in Wartime: Soldiering, 
Martyrdom, and Remembrance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013), as well as Reidar 
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Middle Eastern frontiers, who have described the construction of modern borders and the 

institutions of border enforcement, I am interested in the experiences of border dwellers and the 

ways in which some maneuvered around state restrictions. In other words, rather than offer a 

history of the national policies, which resulted in the creation of a modern border (what Cyrus 

Schayegh has called “seeing like a state”),64 I reveal the failures of implementing border 

enforcement in order to expose the freedoms border dwellers enjoyed – even in the age of 

nations. This framework allows me, as a historian, to maneuver around the state, like my 

subjects, and examine the day-to-day reality of the border without putting the state’s efforts to 

surveil these populations at the center of my study.   

My geographic focus on the Arabistan-Basra frontier allows me to gauge the 

transformation of border towns with ethnically diverse communities interacting with Europeans 

(as a result of the oil discovered in the region). I argue that the growth of the Pahlavi regime as a 

formidable state, with which tribes and communities had to contest, did not necessarily mean that 

the cultural and economic features unique to the region were vacated of significance. As Cyrus 

Schayegh has written in his newly published monograph, The Middle East and the Making of the 

Modern World, “A more intense presence of state power in a city did not mean less city.”65 In 

fact, many border dwellers and tribes did not correlate the rising state with their decline or 

inability to exert influence over their own environments. 

 When the British and Russians sailed through the area to delineate national borders in 

1913-14, they commented on the ambivalence with which the Arab Shi‘is greeted their efforts. 

Far from protest the establishment of physical pillars, erected to communicate both the power of 
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the state and a new conceptualization of space, southern border dwellers welcomed the 

Europeans and celebrated the success of their journey. Unlike the northern Kurds, who promptly 

destroyed the pillars and delivered the pieces to the commission, the Arabs both accepted and 

ignored the existence of the modern border.  

 Interestingly, the British highlighted the similarities between the Persians and Arabs on 

the southern border as well as the cultural effects of their constant movement between Qajar and 

Ottoman territories. Conversely, Iranians emphasized the differences between Persians and 

Arabs when traveling through the frontier. Although the intellectual elite were influenced by the 

racial discourse emanating from Europe, border dwellers did not divide along ethnic or national 

lines. Instead, they continued to migrate, trade, and intermarry, thereby maneuvering around the 

national border and racialized nationalist discourse. My first chapter, “The Arabistan-Basra 

Frontier, 1882-1924,” reviews the early emergence of borders, the representations of the region 

by Iranian and Arab elites of the time, and the ways in which Arab Shi‘is evaded state efforts to 

curb transborder movement. The chapter concludes with Reza Shah’s defeat of the prominent 

Arab tribal leader in the region, Sheikh Khaz‘al, and the emergence of the modern Iranian and 

Iraqi nation-states.  

 The next chapter, “Settling, Smuggling, and Schooling, 1925-1968,” represents a 

historical ethnography, engaging materials mostly collected from Iranian archives. Drawing from 

Natalie Zeemon Davis’s work, I explore complaints like Ahmad’s, which follow distinct 

narrative patterns. In “crafting a narrative” to ensure their pardon from the king, Davis asserts 

that her medieval French subjects blurred the lines between “real,” “historical,” and “fictional.”66 

Ahmad also blurs these lines as he insists, like virtually every complainant, that the local 
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authorities are corrupt while the Qajar (and, later, Pahlavi) dynasty is ethical. Like Davis’s 

pardon tales of French peasants, these complaints represent some of the few documents relating 

the lives of border dwellers from their own perspectives. The documents reveal how border 

dwellers understood their position in the national order, evaded and critiqued state authority, and 

engaged the language of national loyalty for their benefit.  

 By conducting research in Iranian archives, I collected the testimonies of border 

patrolmen, who wrote reports about the status of the region. Although it is unusual to include the 

experiences of state officers as part of a social history, one of the few lenses through which to 

analyze the lives of border dwellers are the writings of the local officers who encountered them. 

Furthermore, many of these patrolmen were low-level guards — hardly the national elite. 

Unfamiliar with the frontier, they offer valuable detail, which adds texture to life in the 

periphery.  

 “The State Loyalties of Iranian Arab Shi‘is” analyzes the perceptions of Iraqi intellectuals 

following the establishment of the Iraqi Republic in 1958. These scholars and writers either 

traveled to the border in order to conduct research or interviewed Arab Iranian resistance leaders. 

I argue that, although pan-Arabism had been popular in Iraq for many decades, few wished to 

invite more Shi‘is into the country during the Hashemite period. By the 1960s, however, many 

Iraqis argued that Arab Iranian border dwellers were almost indistinguishable from Arabs in 

neighboring Basra, Iraq. As the Pahlavi monarchy attempted to assimilate Arab Shi‘is into the 

country, Iraqi nationalists of the 1960s echoed Iranian intellectuals of the late-nineteenth and 

early-twentieth centuries by insisting that these efforts were futile. This chapter thus represents 
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an intellectual history that explores the “ideological fantasy”67 of Iraqi nationalists. Ethnic 

loyalty, Iraqi nationalists of the 1960s-1980 Baath era believed, would trump loyalty to Iran.  

 While some Iraqis wished to invite Iran’s Arab Shi‘is into their national community, the 

Baath Party adopted policies to rid Iraq of its Iranian Shi‘is (once in 1969 and again in 1980). In 

fact, during the invasion of Iran, as Arab intellectuals insisted that Arab Iranians belonged in 

Iraq, the Baath Party was in the midst of deporting its remaining Iranian Shi‘is. I thus examine 

this paradoxical view of Arab Shi‘is as both potential traitors (when in Iraq) and loyalists (when 

in Iran). The process of deporting and settling Arab Shi‘is led the Pahlavi monarchy and the 

Baath Party to make certain conclusions regarding nationality. Most importantly, both conceded 

that national citizenship did not capture the complex loyalties fostered in the borderland.68  

 The explicit articulation of competing loyalties (to tribe, class, family, town, ethnicity, 

etc.) allows scholars of modern Iran and Iraq to think beyond the confines of official citizenship 

and toward the study of activities that nurtured non-national loyalties, as suggested by Keith 

Brown. Although historians of Iranian tribal politics have conducted this kind of research, the 

explorations of non-national loyalties typically conclude with Reza Shah’s rise in power. 

Historiography of Arab nationalism, on the other hand, invites scholars to consider non-national 

loyalties, especially in the pre-Nasser period. In Arab Nationalism in the Twentieth Century, for 

example, Adeed Dawisha, with an eye on “competing loyalties,” charts the eventual (but not 

inevitable) success of Arab nationalism, with the rise of Gamal Abdel Nasser. He writes, “Husri 

[Iraq’s Director General of Education between 1921-27] was to see Egypt, under a charismatic 

leader, fully adorn the Arab nationalist identity, and endeavor purposefully to lead the Arabs 
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toward unity. But in the 1920s and most of the 1930s, the Arab nationalist bug had not fully 

bitten Egypt, or for that matter Syria, Iraq, or the other parts of the Arab world.”69 This 

dissertation expands on this line of reasoning by focusing on the long-term consequences of 

national ambiguity in a borderland, specifically, which ultimately resulted in the Iran-Iraq War 

(1980-88). 

 The final chapter, “The Fight for the Iranian Borderland,” offers the cumulative effects of 

these transnational connections as the Islamic Republic, desperate to surveil the frontier, 

expressed anxiety about the movement of people, goods, and the establishment of Iraqi 

institutions in Iran. Internal memos from 1979, collected and published by the Islamic 

Republic,70 reveal that officials on the eve of the Islamic Revolution expressed the same 

anxieties about the border as Qajar patrolmen writing to Tehran in the 1910s. “We need to 

address the situation of the borders, and Arab contrabandists especially from the borders of 

Shalamcheh, Hawiza, Soosangard, Khoor Awragh, Mahshahr and Malashi entering,” one official 

demanded, repeating almost verbatim letters sent decades earlier during the Qajar period.71 Thus, 

although most studies of the borderland conclude in the Reza Shah or Hashemite period, this 

study continues into the 1970s in order to explore the political conclusion of a debate about 

territory, citizenship, and loyalty. 

 By examining the experiences of border dwellers and migrants in the Iran-Iraq frontier, 

this dissertation reveals the state’s inability to assimilate populations into the national 

                                                 
69 Dawisha, Arab Nationalism in the Twentieth Century, 71.  
70 Although these sources are collected by the Islamic Republic, the primary documents are included in 

the volumes and represent a public archive of curated documents. Like archival materials, which are also 

carefully curated (especially in countries like Iran), I qualify these sources with other contemporaneous 

documents in order to corroborate, complicate, and contradict their version of events. 
71 Hossein Yekta, Crisis in Khuzistan: Day by Day Account of the Iran-Iraq War (Tehran: Center for 

Research on the Iran-Iraq War, 2008), 103.  



 

 28 

community. I portray the Iran-Iraq border as a space that transcends nationalism’s legal 

taxonomies – Iraqi/ Iranian, citizen/ immigrant, merchant/ smuggler. Instead, the region thrived 

on ambiguity and personal connections. I heed Schayegh’s call to study everyday lives rather 

than state efforts to modernize, surveil, or otherwise shape citizens.72 I am careful not to 

chronicle episodes of political resistance in the region but, rather, expose the ways in which 

Tehran and Baghdad failed to control and politicize populations in the borderland. By shifting 

the focus from the state to the local, I analyze texts that do not fit any particular political or 

ideological framework (to quote Scott again, the “unorganized,” “individual,” “opportunistic,” 

and “accommodative” activities of border dwellers).  

 I argue that many communities, families, and tribes actively avoided engagement with 

politics and figures of authority. As a result, they commandeered the symbolic import of borders 

as surveilled space that demarcated the limits of state sovereignty and, instead, nurtured social 

networks across the border, allowing for political and cultural independence from the two states. 

Texts produced by border dwellers alternate between evasive and demanding, as they 

maneuvered around the state to conduct their private affairs and appealed to the state as national 

loyalists when in need. I also contrast national policies adopted by the central state and their 

implementation by local authorities in order to highlight the profound difficulties central states 

confronted when governing distant populations. As Schayegh writes, “historians have been 

gripped by the image of an omnipotent, completely autonomous state,” which has resulted in 

“methodological statism.” I seek to assign “the state a more realistic place” 73 in the lives of Iran-

Iraq border dwellers and reveal the social, economic, and cultural consequences of transborder 

movement in the twentieth-century. 
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Chapter One: 

The Arabistan-Basra Frontier, 1881-1925 

  

 Muhammarah, the “trade emporium” of the Shatt al-Arab region by 1837,74 was just a 

border town of “600 brick houses covered with reeds and huts made of palm-leaf matting”.75 The 

ruling Banu Ka’b tribe, which stretched across the Ottoman-Persian border for over a century, 

had been largely neglected by the Qajar court. In fact, the “Qajar government had never made an 

effort to appoint a governor of the tribe, to levy troops for the defense of the state or to exercise 

the legitimate functions of sovereignty before 1841.”76 In 1840, however, the Qajar army 

attacked Falahiyya, a major stronghold of the Banu Ka’b tribe. Ultimately, in 1849, the Ottoman 

government recognized “Muhammarah […] as Qajar territory and the Banu Kab as Qajar 

subjects.”77 Nevertheless, the tribal leaders evaded the control of Tehran as best they could and 

engaged in local squabbles for power. By 1881, when geographer ‘Abd al-Ghaffar Najm al-Mulk 

(1839-1908) traveled to Arabistan to chart the province and record the activities of its people for 

Nasser al-Din Shah’s government, he observed local Arab tribes regularly traveling across the 

border, paying little attention to the laws emanating from Tehran. 

 Trained in geography at the Dar al-Funun, Iran’s premier institution for higher education, 

and eventually hired as an instructor of geography there, Najm al-Mulk produced a modern and 

systematic study of Arabistan for the Qajar dynasty. Other sources in the period also shed light 

on life in the region. European travelers, local newspapers, as well as Arab and Iranian officials 

observed the sociopolitical complexities of life in the borderland. Tribesmen in the frontier, as 
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 30 

historians of this period have explored, operated somewhat independently of Tehran and were 

able to take advantage of the limited authority the Qajars exerted in the periphery. 

 For instance, in 1889, the local newspaper in Muhammarah, Nevis, reported that Sheikh 

Salman bin Ghazvan and his brother-in-law, Sheikh Musa, had traveled to Basra. The news 

reached state officials in Tehran, who demanded answers from local leaders in Muhammarah; 

what were Sheikhs Salman and Musa scheming?78 Their suspicions were not ill-founded. Three 

months later, the sheikhs invaded the Iranian island of Abadan from Basra, just across the Shatt 

al-Arab in Ottoman territory. Tehran fended off the incursion then, as it had for over a century, 

with the help of the Banu Ka’b, the Arab tribal confederacy that historically aligned with the 

Qajars. After all, Sheikh Salman bin Ghazvan and his brother-in-law were as much a threat to 

local leaders as to the Qajar court. The exploitation of social networks across the Ottoman border 

was not uncommon in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries and the efforts of the 

Qajar court to control this frontier movement is well-documented.79 

 The existing historiography of Middle Eastern peripheries and tribal communities 

emphasizes the methods adopted by burgeoning nation-states to consolidate power. Specifically, 

they conscripted itinerant populations into the nation-state by forcing them to settle, apply for 

legal identification, pay taxes, join the military, and attend school. Historians generally agree that 

the birth of nation-states “meant an end to the easy permeability of the border between the forces 

of law and the outlaw.”80 As Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet writes, “[f]rontier anarchy […] prompted 

improved surveillance of the periphery” in the Pahlavi period.81 Indeed, border surveillance was 

                                                 
78 Manuchihr Ihtishami, Khuzistan va Luristan dar ‘asr-i Nasiri (Tehran: Muassasah-i Mutala’at-i Tarikh-
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79 Particularly by Stephanie Cronin, Shahbaz Shahnavaz, and Sabri Ates. Much of my conclusions and 

research draws from their studies of the Ottoman-Qajar borderland, and particularly the southern frontier. 
80 Cronin, Tribal Politics in Iran, 106. 
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imperative considering the fact that the Qajars, according to Iranian historian Ali Akbar Velayati, 

lost “at least twenty percent of [their] profits from” tariffs on imported goods.82 This was crucial 

since the import of goods in the province’s southern region had increased by over fifteen percent 

between 1890-1914.83 For a “trade emporium” like Muhammarah, connected to the Persian Gulf 

and Indian markets, there was great incentive to send border patrolmen to monitor trade in the 

area. Border dwellers were, of course, also motivated to rebuff state incursion into the local 

market to protect their profits from taxation.  

 Still, at the turn of the century, the sleepy border towns of the southern Iran-Iraq frontier 

depended on the Sheikh of Muhammarah’s relationship with the British to maintain 

independence from Tehran. Although the British certainly wished to control and surveil 

movement between Iran and Iraq, locals also understood the limitations of Tehran’s cooperation 

with the British and the Qajar’s (proven) impotence when confronted by armed tribesmen or 

organized merchants. I echo Kashani-Sabet’s careful assessment that “no country, empire, or 

nation has impenetrable borders”.84 Southern Iranians and Iraqis, and particularly members of the 

Banu Ka‘b tribe, which had carved considerable independence from Tehran, maneuvered around 

state officials and confronted them only when caught in criminal activity or in need of assistance.  

 The period under review in this chapter has attracted great scholarly attention due to the 

“immense pressure [from Britain…] to open up the Karun trade route, which links the Persian 

Gulf to the rich provinces in southwest Iran,”85 the discovery of oil in the region in 1908, as well 

as the efforts of Arabistan’s tribal leader, Sheikh Khaz‘al, to cooperate with the British in the 
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hopes of establishing his own country out of the province.86 This chapter argues that the 

historiographic emphasis on tribal conflict and state interference belies the ability of locals to 

evade and manipulate the state, even as national politics underwent rapid transformation. This 

evasion may be observed in: a) the ambivalence expressed by locals toward the construction and 

enforcement of modern borders and b) the early absence of ethnonationalism among southern 

Arabs. Building on recent strides in Eastern European historiography on nationalism,87 I 

emphasize the early failures of nationalism, and particularly ethnonationalism, to attract 

adherents.  

 

Perso-Arab Coexistence 

 In the 1850s, a Russian topographer described Muhammarah as populated by “2,000 […] 

rascals of many different races, Arabs, Turks, Persians, Guebers (Parsees), Indians, Sabaens, 

Negro slaves from Abyssinia, Barbary, Nubia, and coasts of the Persian Gulf. These slaves form 

more than half of the whole population.”88 He echoed William Ainsworth’s 1888 description of 

the border town: “Muhammrah was at this time busy and lively; a kind of fair or market… [held] 

on the north side of the channel, and which was attended not only by Persians, and Arabs, but by 

a few Hindhus.”89 In fact, by one estimate in 1892, half of the population of Muhammarah 

originated from the island of Bahrain, under Qajar rule, off the coast of Qatar.90 Sir Arnold 

                                                 
86 As noted in my introduction, Shahnavaz also begins his study in 1880 due to the increase British 
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 33 

Wilson commented in 1910 that “[m]uch labour is being imported from India, and much from 

other parts of Persia; some from the Gulf ports and some from Turkey” due to the infrastructure 

being built in the area.91 

 By the eighteenth-century, however, the Ka‘b had Arabized the marsh inhabitants and 

“[w]ith a navy of some eighty boats, they [the Banu Ka’b tribe] controlled all traffic between 

Basra and the mouth of the Shatt [al-Arab].”92Thus, despite the diversity, the Banu Ka’b 

controlled the region, which stretched across the Ottoman and Qajar realms. According to 

Shahbaz Shahnavaz’s reading of British accounts of the region, however, Arabs were “a hybrid 

race with a considerable infusion of Persian blood”93 as a result of intermarriage. While British 

travelers and statesmen described the ethnic and cultural hybridity of the borderland, Iranian 

statesmen described the two races as discreet populations (and, unsurprisingly, considered local 

Arabs as an obstacle to unity).  

 Observing similarities between different racial or religious groups was not necessarily 

typical for Europeans. In fact, they often projected Orientalist fantasies onto the people they 

observed in their travels, which influenced their perceptions of ethnoreligious conflict or 

harmony. Historian Ussama Makdisi, for instance, asserts “that sectarianism was an emanation 

of nineteenth century European colonialism imposed on local societies towards specific political 

ends.”94 In the case of Lebanon, Makdisi writes that “although Druzes and Maronites often lived 

in the same village, shared the same customs, and owed allegiance to the same notables, they 

were nevertheless described separated in Western literature and therefore were imagined and 
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experienced separated in Mount Lebanon.” In other words, ethnic and religious groups “were 

conceptualized in certain terms (tribal, free, stagnant, separate) that did not correspond to the 

way the inhabitants of Mount Lebanon perceived themselves.”95 

 Nineteenth-century Orientalists developed ideas about the racial differences between 

Arabs and Persians, as well, which British statesmen and entrepreneurs in the oil-rich region 

could have engaged in their descriptions of Arabistan. Ernest Renan (1823-1892), an influential 

French thinker, for example, singled out Persian genius. Following the logic of many of his 

nineteenth-century contemporaries, he stated that the Islamic faith  

is so strong that all differences of race and nationality disappear by the act of 

converting to Islam. The Berber, the Sudanese, the Circassian, the Afghani, the 

Malaysian, the Egyptian, the Nubian… These are Muslims. Persia alone is an 

exception. It has kept its genius, because Persia was able to assume a separate 

place in Islam; it is basically more Shitte than Muslim.96  

 

Of course, some British statesmen stationed in Iran echoed Ernest Renan and other Orientalists 

who made racial distinctions between Persians and Arabs. Major Henry Rawlinson (1810-1885), 

for example, “with his long experience of the so-called ‘Orientals’, rated the capabilities of the 

Persians far above their neighbors.” Shahnavaz reports that “Colonel R.M. Smith, the man who 

was in charge of the Persian Telegraph Department… described them [Persians] as ‘one of the 

finest races in the world physically and intellectually.’”97 Others disagreed. Wilson, conversely, 

found that “[t]here is no trait peculiar to the Persian mind that may not be found all over the 

world”.98 

                                                 
95 Ussama Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, History, and Violence in Nineteenth 

Century Ottoman Lebanon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 23. 
96 Ernest Renan, “Islam and Science: A Lecture,” trans. Sally P. Ragep, McGill University (2011): 3.  
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 The creation and exportation of racial hierarchies, nevertheless, is hardly unfamiliar. 

Makdisi writes of the “self-contained European fantasy which no local could penetrate.”99 

Indeed, these European fantasies clearly influenced Iranian nationalists, many of whom drew a 

connection between Iran and “Aryans.” One of the many Qajar intellectuals who espoused these 

beliefs, Mirza Aqa Khan Kermani, insisted that “the Germanic people trace their origin to his 

native Kerman and Zabol […]!”100  Surprisingly, however, most British travelers wrote candidly 

about the striking similarities between the two groups where they conmingled in the southern 

frontier, rather than their differences. 

 Even the Bakhtiyari tribe, noted for its noble Aryan roots by Orientalists,101 did not 

compare favorably to their Arab neighbors. In fact, Austen Henry Layard, English archeologist 

and diplomat who served as ambassador to the Ottoman Empire between 1877-80, described one 

branch as “known… [for] plundering their enemies, to cut off the breasts of the women, and even 

to proceed to acts of more gross and revolting barbarity.” Layard pointedly compared these 

apparent barbarians to nearby Arabs, stating, “Wars between Bakhtiyaris, unlike those between 

Arabs, are always wars of extermination.”102 Europeans were also quick to observe the cultural 

similarities between Persians and Arabs in the borderland. As Layard wrote: 

The Cha’bs [Ka’b] have lost much of the genuine Arab character. Their Sheikh 

exercises a despotic power over his dependents [sic], and the usual relation 

between an Arab chief and his tribe no longer exists. The blood of the Cha’bs has 

also become mixed, though not perhaps directly, with that of the Persians. They 

have frequently intermarried with the natives of Shushter, Dizful, and 

Behbehan[…] The inhabitants of Khuzistan [Arabistan], it is true, claim an Arab 
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100 Zia-Ebrahimi, The Emergence of Iranian Nationalism, 156. 
101 This manifested in popular culture, as well. The film Grass: A Nation’s Battle for Life (1925), for 
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descent; but there is scarcely a family which has not a very marked mixture of 

Persian blood.103  

 

According to Layard, the race mixing caused the tribesmen to “[lose] much of the genuine Arab 

character.” He conceded the existence of an essentially “Arab” character by arguing that such 

definitions lost meaning in regions with mixed populations, of course. Nevertheless, to Layard, 

the Perso-Arab divide proved virtually meaningless in Arabistan. Far from emphasize racial 

categories, British observers highlighted the similarities between local Persians and Arabs in the 

Qajar-Ottoman frontier. Based on his reading of these travelogues, Shahnavaz asserts that “[t]hey 

[the Arabs] had adopted various Persian ways and customs. Their manners on ceremonious 

occasions were ‘altogether rather Persian than Arab’, and their dress, with the exception of the 

headdress was ‘often Persian’.”104  

 Members of the 1913-14 commission to demarcate the Ottoman-Qajar border also noted 

the similarities between Persians and Arabs. “The daily life of Persian and Arab alike has in it 

something of joy and light-heartedness,”105 wrote Wilson, the Deputy British Commissioner, 

who served on the international commission with M.V. Minorsky, his Russian counterpart. 

Wilson had resided in Arabistan for several years, first as a political officer and then as Consul-

General of Muhammarah, when he began his 700 mile journey to demarcate the frontier. Colonel 

C. H. D. Ryder, also serving on the international commission, attested that “[i]n the south Persian 

or Arabic were spoken on either side of the border.”106 In addition to being bilingual, the Arabs 

and Persians shared a common culture. Although British statesmen and Orientalists framed their 
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observations in racial terms, they emphasized the similarities of the two communities, living 

side-by-side in the Arabistan-Basra frontier.107  

 This peaceful coexistence, however, did not impress Iranian observers. According to the 

geographer Najm al-Mulk, stationed there in 1881 to conduct a comprehensive and modern 

survey of the Karun River for Nasser al-Din Shah, the Persians and Arabs “deeply loathe[d] each 

other.”108 Even before the Constitutional Revolution and the Pahlavi monarchy’s decision to 

make Perso-Arab antagonism a matter of national doctrine,109 Qajar bureaucrats expressed 

concern regarding areas dominated by non-Persian populations. Najm al-Mulk, for example, held 

Arabs responsible for sabotaging state projects either maliciously or through gross incompetence. 

In fact, the geographer encouraged Persians to immigrate to Arabistan in order to offset local 

Arab influence.110  

 Nevertheless, “loathe” was the wrong word; after all, what threatened the Iranian 

nationalist (like Najm al-Mulk and, later, Iranian historian and statesman, Ahmad Kasravi) was 

just how well Arabs and Persians co-existed in the borderland. Like European travelers, who 

commented on the similarities between local Persians and Arabs, Iranian officials in 1901 

worried that residents of “Hawiza, Muhammarah, Shushter, and Dizful, and others” (towns on 

the Iran-Iraq) shared the “same attitudes and features” of Shi‘i Arabs in Ottoman cities like 

                                                 
107 Europeans did not always believe that ethnic mixing resulted in the erasure of differences between the 
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“Etebat and Baghdad and Malhaghat and Basra and Nawahi”.111 It was no wonder, then, that 

when the Ottomans argued that non-propertied Iranians residing in Basra who “dressed in Arab 

garb and speaking the Arabic language” were subjects of the Ottoman Empire, Iranian officials 

expressed great concern.  

 Unlike Shahnavaz, who asserts that “[n]o doubt, as a result of generations of contacts, the 

Arabs of Khuzestan [Arabistan] had more in common with their fellow Persian countrymen than 

with their brethren across the border in Ottoman territory,”112 the local Iranian officials worried 

that the exact opposite was true. Qajar officials were aware of the competing loyalties among 

border dwellers, who often shared more in common with those residing on the opposite side of 

the border. For early nationalists, the demographic exchange that characterized the Arabistan-

Basra frontier, and allowed for the development of these competing loyalties, threatened the 

cultural, and therefore political, unity of emerging nation-states. Although a large diasporic 

community of Iranians in the Ottoman Empire had gained special political privileges in the mid-

nineteenth-century,113 Ottoman officials in Basra and other border towns often categorized non-

propertied Iranians as Ottoman subjects, beginning at the turn of the twentieth-century. This 

caused concern among Iranian officials, who worried the Ottomans would use the same criteria 

(“dressed in Arab garb and speaking the Arabic language”) to claim jurisdiction of residents on 

the Qajar side of the border.114 

 In effect, Iranian and British officials, familiar with both the Ottoman and Qajar border 

towns, described the region in terms similar to Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s description of Central 
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Europe. Where Fichte saw ethnic Germans as “Polish German”115 due to their proximity to 

Poland, Qajar and Ottoman officials, as well as British travelers, similarly described Arab-

Persians in the frontier. Najm al-Mulk, whose mission in Arabistan caused him great concern 

about the region’s ethnic diversity, distinguished between Persians and Arabs and described the 

races as naturally adversarial. Still, it was unclear, even to him, who belonged on which side of 

the border. Tribal conflicts, Najm al-Mulk despaired, often ended with one tribe escaping to 

Ottoman territory,116 like Sheikh Salman bin Ghazvan and Sheikh Musa described at the 

beginning of this chapter. Qajar officials, hardly capable of exerting their authority over 

inhabitants of the geographic periphery, could not follow these fugitives into Ottoman territory.  

 Some natives of Arabistan, both Persian and Arab, settled as far north as Amareh, in 

Ottoman territory,117 which had recently been transformed by the Ottomans “through the free 

grant of land and other economic inducements.”118 In fact, “most Iranian peasants who had fled 

their hometowns found easy conditions and ready land and water for farming in Amareh.”119 

There were similar migrations into Iran by the Beni Isad, for instance, a tribe living in the 

marshlands that was “driven out of its territory by the Ottoman army [and] migrated to li-Hwaiza 

[Hawiza] in Persia for several years. As a result of this war, some of the Beni Isad remained in 

Persia and others took up residence […] a few miles north of Basra.”120 Najm al-Mulk did not 

welcome this movement, which trivialized the connection between people and land. Border 

dwellers, he observed, treated the Ottoman and Qajar sides of the Shatt al-Arab as 
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interchangeable. Later, the Pahlavi monarchy attempted to solidify the connection between the 

Iranian people and its land by inviting those in diaspora back to Iran, described in the following 

chapter. 

 Thus, although turn-of-the-century British travelers agreed that Arabs and Persians in the 

southern frontier were nearly indistinguishable, Najm al-Mulk insisted on the racial enmity 

between the two groups. Iranian officials stationed in Basra, on the other hand, had more 

practical concerns; namely, they struggled to determine the political consequences of cultural 

similarities found in the Arab Shi‘is on either side of the Turco-Persian border. After decades of 

conflict over the “frontier zone”,121 Iranian officials in Basra worried that the Ottomans would 

use the undeniable similarities between Arab Shi‘is in Arabistan and Basra to make territorial 

claims to Iranian border towns. Long before Reza Shah’s coup in 1921, many questioned the 

political loyalties of Arab Shi‘is in the region, particularly because of Sheikh Khaz‘al’s efforts to 

win the support of Britain for an independent Arabistan, beginning in 1897.  

 Sheikh Khaz‘al, however, did not articulate himself as an ethnonationalist leader. Quite 

the contrary, in fact; when interviewed by the Arab nationalist Amin al-Rihani in 1922, he 

argued that all men were “brothers.”122 Although Khaz‘al insisted that he did not want to be 

ruled over by Persians,123 this rhetorical flourish did not necessarily mean that his campaign was 

an ethnonationalist one (despite efforts by Iranian and Arab writers in the 1920s, described later, 

to simplify his movement in purely ethnonationalist terms). In fact, he was far from the only 

tribal leader who wished to distance himself from the Qajars in Tehran. Many others, including 
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Persian tribal chiefs, observed the deal he made with the British and wanted to make similar 

agreements with the English crown.124 Furthermore, after his arrest by Reza Shah, there is no 

indication of a grassroots nationalist campaign in the southern frontier. Although the arrest of 

Sheikh Khaz‘al did result in “an alliance […] that joined tribesmen on both sides of the river in a 

rebellion against the new authorities in Muhammarah” in 1925, the leaders of the revolt did not 

engage in ethnonationalist rhetoric. Instead, they simply wished to remain “aloof” from Qajar 

officials (just as the Arabs on the Iraqi side demanded to become “Persian citizens with the right 

to sidestep Iraqi electoral registration and [… gain] immunity against any future attempt at 

conscription”).125 Rather than demand national self-determination, border dwellers wished to 

retain their pre-national freedom to travel across the border unmolested and govern their own 

affairs as they saw fit; without mass rebellion, however, they eventually succeeded in 

maintaining some independence from Tehran, as I explore in the following chapter. 

 

Instituting a Modern Border 

 Although Arab Shi‘is in the Qajar frontier did not articulate their differences with the 

crown in ethnonationalist terms, that did not mean they were willing to concede to the new laws 

enacted by modernizing Tehran. Since the Erzurum Treaty in 1848, local Arabs had effectively 

maneuvered around Qajar and Ottoman efforts to police movement at the border. In June of 

1902, Mozaffar al-Din Shah’s government wrote to Sheikh Khaza‘al that, due to the absence of 

any “worthy official in the port of Mohammerah who may” serve as Director-General of 

Customs to extract the newly instituted five percent tariff on goods, a Belgian official and his 
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Iranian assistant would be sent to the area.126 (In 1910, eight years later, “a Persian, under the 

influence of the heady wine of Constitutionalism,” according to Wilson, “[attempted] to murder 

the Belgian Director of Customs.” Although “[h]e escaped, […] his wife was shot dead.”)127 The 

crown insisted that Tehran would not assert itself into local affairs without due respect to the 

“Arabs and natives” of the region. Nevertheless, the government depended on “the entire 

reformation of the Customs Department” in order to collect taxes and monitor the trade of goods 

in the borderland.128 Several years later, however, the Administer General of Arabistan and the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs in Tehran corresponded on the continued absence of proper 

surveillance at the border. The Customs Department had not been transformed and the Iranian 

government, still embroiled in political crises following the Constitutional Revolution (1905-11), 

continued to confront smugglers and immigrants without identification.129 

 In late August of 1909, Iran’s Minister of Foreign Affairs was compelled to send a letter 

to the Ottoman sultan, stating that “my agent in Muhammarah sent me a telegraph” regarding 

“the service of the control of passports from the Porte.” A task, he apologetically admitted, 

would obviously be “hugely difficult to execute.”130 Letters to the Sublime Porte did not satisfy 

the Minister General of Arabistan for long. The Iranian government itself was in too weak a 

position to effectively monitor the border. After the establishment of the Second Congress in 

1909, Tehran “found itself without an integral military wing” due to the Cossack Brigade’s 

rejection of “constitutionalism,” evident in “its overthrow of the Congress in 1908”. As concern 
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for “internal security” mounted, the Second Congress resolved to protect “trade, particularly in 

the south of the country.”131 In December of 1910, the Congress “voted a project according to 

which the government would apply to Italy for gendarmerie instructors, as well as to the United 

States for financial experts and to France for assistants to the Ministries of the Interior and of 

Justice.” Sweden eventually stepped forward “to instruct and officer a gendarmerie […] under 

the Iranian Interior Ministry” in order to secure “Iran’s roads.”132  

 In 1913, the year the international commission began to demarcate the Turco-Persian 

border, the Minister of Foreign Affairs in Tehran exchanged a flurry of letters with the Swedes 

stationed in Arabistan. The “control of passports” and “movement of people,” the Iranian 

Minister conceded, would prove “difficult” to control.133 Difficult was an understatement. 

Europeans balked at the suggestion that passports could be checked at the border (the Swedes, in 

fact, argued they should not be checked at all). Although historians report that the Ottomans and 

Qajars hired border officers and built customhouses in the early twentieth-century, it must be 

emphasized that the few desert outposts built by the Europeans, Ottomans, and Persians could 

hardly address the constant movement over such a vast space. Cronin, in fact, writes that “the 

difficult conditions existing in the south were aggravated by the ignorance and inexperience of 

the Swedish officers themselves.”134 Although Wilson agreed that the Swedes often proved 

incompetent,135 he also contested that some of the fault lay with the “local scoundrels” whom the 

Swedes had enlisted to help them.136 While Cronin describes “tribal opposition to the 
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Gendarmerie”,137 I consider the opposition unorganized and piecemeal in the south. The notable 

absence of organized resistance to customs officials138 and the 1913-14 commission is, I believe, 

indicative of the general dismissal with which natives treated Iranian and European efforts to 

establish border controls during this period. 

 Many Europeans and locals stationed in the frontier denied that serious border control 

was possible while also acknowledging the problems posed by unmonitored movement. The 

General Director of Customs, for instance, admitted in 1913 that “[s]ome hawkers come to 

practice their trade in Arabistan and many workers from different parts go to Abadan, in the 

hopes of being hired. The merchants are mostly Turkish [Ottoman] subjects who sell beverages 

and tobacco, tea, foodstuffs they buy in Basra and cause fraud when circumstances permit.” 

Unwilling to take action, he downplayed the situation: “the significance of these imports should 

not be exaggerated as Abadan is the only outlet of these merchants.”139  

 Swedish officials described the Ottoman arrivals to Arabistan as single young men. One 

official in Muhammarah insisted that the level of migration was not as alarming as Tehran 

believed. “Typically, the workers of this country,” he wrote, “do not stay long.” Arriving to Iran 

with little property, “they are usually in bands of 30 to 40” and, conveniently for the customs 

official, “their arrest would be impossible.”140 Single men did not disrupt the existing social 
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fabric to the same extent as families, who may settle long-term. Of course, single men married 

local women, which led to settlement, the invitation of extended family, and assimilation 

(discussed in more depth in the next chapter).  

 The letter, however, continued to offer conflicting messages to Iranian authorities. On the 

one hand, the author argued that Tehran need not worry about individuals traveling to Iran for 

temporary jobs. On the other hand, he wrote,  

[I]n Turkey… authorities close their eyes [to illegal border crossing] and this is 

true to such an extent that the English Consul of Muhammarah claimed four years 

ago that passports were not required to go from Turkey to Persia… [I]n fact, 

tolerance is so great that one wonders if there is any defense.141  

 

National security now in question, the customs official pivoted to deflect responsibility for 

inaction, reporting, “In his letter on 18 September 1909 […] Mr. Zwinne informed us that 

without the consent of Sheikh Khaz‘al, it was impossible to organize the passport service.” In 

fact, the author declared, the Sheikh “absolve[d] his subjects from any obligation to carry a 

passport”.142 The native Persian Foreign Office Agent in Muhammarah agreed that Tehran could 

not apply the “Regulation on Passports” without “defeat[ing] the opposition,” specifically Sheikh 

Khaz’al143 (though that would have to wait over a decade). The trading relations between 

“Abadan, Muhammarrah, and Bassorah” proved significant enough to make controlling the 

movement of merchants “impossible”.144  

 Khaz‘al was not always so resistant to enforcing laws in the marshes, however. In the 

early 1910s, when the British solidified their alliance with the sheikh following the discovery of 
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oil, a “British India mail-boat ran aground and a gang of pirates boarded and gutted her. They 

escaped, as usual, on Persian territory, but this time, thanks to the energetic help of the Sheikh of 

Mohammareh, they were caught and brought to book”.145 The Swedes were not incorrect to 

believe that the cooperation of Khaz‘al would dramatically improve their chances of enforcing 

border security; the sheikh, however, saw no incentive to do so and, in fact, realized the benefit 

of attracting more of his tribesmen to the Iranian side of the border, where his power was more 

secure.  

 Reiterating the impossibility of border surveillance became the most commonly used 

excuse for customs officials to dismiss the matter. The Iranian parliament, however, insisted on 

the use of passports — an unfeasible, if not unreasonable, demand, in the opinion of many local 

customs officials. The Swedish appeal, however, went beyond the simple argument of 

practicality (can we patrol the border?) and included a political argument (should we patrol the 

border?). Just four years before Wilson joined the British and Russian commission to delineate 

the Qajar-Ottoman border in 1913, European advisors had recommended that the Qajar court 

concede ground to locals and Sheikh Khaz‘al, lest it inspire popular revolt. Many of the migrants 

came by ship through the Shatt al-Arab and “[c]urrently,” one official reported, “there are two 

shipping lines which have a daily service between Muhammarah and Basra. Requiring passports 

of these passengers,” he argued, “would give unnecessary trouble, because the Arabs would 

benefit to come out strongly in antipathy to Persia and the English do not neglect the opportunity 

to excite and support if necessary.”146 “Arabs from Basra” were thus essentially exempt from 

showing their passports by locals when traveling to small ports in Iran.147 
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 Demanding passports, many feared, could turn the peaceful frontier into one rife with 

ethnic tension. In order to avoid the development of ethnic solidarity among the Arabs, Tehran 

did not aggressively execute its policies and allowed for some level of autonomy, despite the 

political consequences of an increasingly powerful Sheikh Khaz‘al. Locals appreciated the 

relative impotence of Tehran in the frontier and continued to conduct their affairs without 

threatening Tehran with violence. The Qajars, unwilling to jeopardize their tenuous relationship 

with the southern frontier’s tribal leaders and inhabitants, accommodated locals well into the 

twentieth-century.  

 As Janet Klein writes of Ottoman relations with Kurdish tribes in their frontier, a great 

deal of effort was spent not only to “[find] the means to control the Kurds” but also “attract their 

loyalty.”148 Similarly, in the Arabistan-Basra frontier, Qajar officials compromised by 

overlooking the movement of merchants, who traveled illegally, in the hopes of currying favor 

with the Arab community. The state thus attempted to inspire national loyalty by allowing locals 

the space to influence the application of national laws. The enforcement of modern borders in 

this period, I argue, should be characterized as pragmatic and sensitive to local ways of life; the 

Qajars (and, indeed, the later Pahlavi monarch, as well) understood the practical limitations of 

Tehran’s power in the periphery. 

 Controlling transborder movement between 1881-1924 was thus exceedingly difficult, if 

not politically counter-productive. In the late nineteenth-century, few could produce 

identification at the border, despite the best efforts of the Qajars. As Shahnavaz describes, 

“Merchants and boatmen tried to beat this scheme [of showing passports] by avoiding the 

crossing points, which were supposedly under control. As a result of this the normal rhythm of 
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the local trade was disrupted and the people of Muhammareh who depended on Basra suffered 

greatly. Consequently, the plan was abandoned.”149 Although he gestures toward a shared 

Arabistan-Basra economy, Shahnavaz does not explore the extent of the connection between the 

neighboring provinces (though he describes Khuzistan’s economic relationship with Bahrain, 

Kuwait, and other Persian Gulf states in great detail). Whether or not passports could — or 

should — be checked at the border animated Iranian, Iraqi, and European correspondences for 

decades. 

 By the time the 1913-14 commission sailed through the Shatt al-Arab, however, the 

British had benefitted enormously from the tension between the Banu Ka’b tribe and the Qajars. 

The British identified the tribal confederacy as a natural ally in their effort to monopolize Iranian 

resources; by offering the Ka‘b political support, Khaz‘al agreed to certain concessions. In 1915, 

“Percy Cox was appointed Resident in the Persian Gulf […] and converted Arabistan into a 

virtual British protectorate.” In 1913, Kuwait had also become an independent nation-state under 

British protection; Sheikh Khaz‘al believed that he could negotiate a similar outcome for 

Arabistan.150 Of course, “Iranian nationalists feared that Arabistan would secede altogether and 

become another independent oil-rich Gulf shaykhdom”.151 It was crucial for the aspiring leader 

of Iran, Reza Khan, to both exert Tehran’s presence in the southern periphery and eliminate the 

threat of Sheikh Khaz‘al, who wished to break Arabistan from Iran in order to secure his own 

political power.  
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 As a result of the historically peaceful relations in the region and the existence of a 

(somewhat) natural borderline at the Shatt al-Arab and Karun River, the specter of a more 

aggressive state did not inspire immediate resistance.152 After all, as Wilson writes, “the idea of a 

territorial boundary was secondary to the allegiance of the tribes who, in their wanderings in 

search of grass, could not, in practice, be expected to conform to an artificial frontier line.”153 

Although the current historiography emphasizes border disputes between European/ regional 

powers and locals – Ates, for example, writes that the new borders instituted in the late 

nineteenth-century “shifted structural power-holding mechanisms,” and “were fiercely 

challenged by […] tribes that employed transborder pastures”154 – this dialectic belies the 

absence of resistance to modern borders. Inhabitants of the southern frontier, in fact, did not 

respond negatively to the 1913-14 commission demarcating the Ottoman-Qajar border. Khaz‘al 

even sent guards to protect the commission during their journey.155 It is likely that Khaz‘al, who 

depended on the transnational trade in the Arabistan-Basra frontier, believed that his relationship 

with the British would protect him from the more disciplinary measures adopted by Tehran to 
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limit the movement of his tribesmen (he was not entirely mistaken, as I have shown). The British 

still expressed concern about allowing Khaz‘al into Basra and wished to limit his influence in the 

borderland; 156 thus, not even Khaz‘al and his tribesmen were exempt from the rule of law, 

although they found ways of maneuvering around these impositions and influencing the 

application of national policies.  

Colonel Ryder presented the reactions he encountered to the creation of modern borders 

during his career serving on commissions delineating boundaries throughout the Middle East. 

The Kurds best embody the historiographic contention that modern borders produced political 

resistance to national border enforcement.157 The Kurds in Iran, for instance, “generally resented 

the closer control that the local authorities were attempting to establish”. Cronin, in fact, writes 

that even the better equipped and organized Pahlavi military failed to defeat Kurdish tribes in the 

late-1920s; the tribes, however, “lacked the cohesiveness to take advantage of their military 

superiority.”158 Nevertheless, the Kurds offered a serious resistance to Tehran and those living in 

the borderland vocally rejected the institution of modern borders. 

 Unlike Arabs and Persians in the south, who helped the British and Russian commissions 

build border pillars, the Kurds in the north rejected European incursion. “The fixing of a frontier 

was,” Ryder wrote, “repugnant to the finer feelings of the Kurds, and from ‘evidence received’ 
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we were left in no doubt that most of our pillars survived their erection a bare twenty-four 

hours.” Ryder sympathized with the Kurds; after all, he admitted, “[i]t is so easy to lay down a 

frontier in the chancelleries of Europe and to agree that if Turkey makes a concession in the 

south, Persia shall respond in the north; but this is no consolation to the inhabitants 

concerned.”159 The Kurds came into conflict with commissions sent to demarcate borders in the 

early twentieth-century. In fact, this community elicits great interest in the historiographies of 

both Iran and Iraq in large part due to their early efforts toward political autonomy.160 

 The second reaction is local renegotiation, best exemplified by an Afghan tribe, which 

Ryder recalled from a previous survey. After Europeans built border pillars in the late 

nineteenth-century, locals dismissed the new arrangement and built their own pillars. It is 

worthwhile to examine the incident as Ryder described it. 

 

I remember an instance of this on the Afghan frontier, which had been settled and 

pillars built thirty years before. We were carrying out our new larger-scale survey, 

and a pillar was found 3 miles out of position, not on the watershed as it should 

have been. This led to great excitement in the Foreign Department. A re-survey 

was ordered, but still there was the pillar 3 miles out of position. On inquiry 

however the local inhabitants acknowledged that years ago some sahibs had come 

and put up the pillar on the watershed, “but,” said they, laughing, “we soon 

altered that; our grazing grounds had been given to the Afghan village and their 

irrigation-water had been given to us, so we made an exchange, had our own little 

boundary commission, and re-erected the pillar where it now stands in its proper 

place.161 
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The choice to move, rather than destroy, the pillar suggests that Europeans affected indigenous 

approaches to demarcating space. Upon careful reflection, however, it is apparent that locals 

mocked Europeans. “[W]e… had our own little boundary commission,” they joked, making light 

of the commission’s efforts; “and re-erected the pillar where it now stands in its proper place,” 

insisting that only locals understood the place of a borderline (my emphasis). The tribes thus 

appropriated European epistemology in order to satirize western precision, which had created 

boundaries in precisely incorrect locations. The pillar did not represent a threat but an object of 

comic relief.  

 Finally, ambivalence characterizes the reaction of Arabistanis. Although they helped 

build the border pillars and treated the British and Russians as honorable foreign guests 

(according to Ryder, local “masons were at work building the pillar, which they did with much 

zeal” as the leader of the tribe offered the European commission “a sumptuous Arab feast”),162 

most inhabitants ignored the message communicated by the pillars and the commission. G. E. 

Hubbard, whose From the Gulf to Ararat was so detailed that Wilson opts to review his 

impressions of the trip less closely in South-West Persia,163 offers an extensive description of the 

feast that greeted the commission after building the first pillar: “We entered — and were dumb. 

Imagine a huge tent with tablecloths laid on the floor around three sides, and on them set such a 

sea of dishes that any attempt to count them was hopeless.”164 This was not the reaction of a 

population oppressed by the institution of modern borders, limiting their movement and 

transforming their way of life. In fact, custom houses and the Swedish gendarmerie had not 

effectively impeded local movement by 1913, when the Arabs offered the British and Russian 
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commission this sumptuous feast — it was unlikely that many thought a few pillars built with the 

help of local masons would do the trick, either.  

 

 

Figure 2. The feast that greeted the international 

commission after building their first pillar in Diaiji, near 

Muhammarah.165 

 

 

 

 Thus, in addition to maintaining peaceful relations with the local Persian population 

(evading the emergent ethnonationalist discourse, emanating from Tehran), the Arabs living on 

the Qajar side of the border also attempted to avoid the increasing demands of the modernizing 

state to monitor its citizens. Rather than revolt against the international commission or Tehran 

for attempting to surveil trade and movement at the border, the local Arabs acquiesced to the 

building of pillars and customs houses. When border dwellers and tribesmen met officers, who 

intended to curb their activities, however, the latter often did not succeed to execute their 

mission, as I explore in the following chapter. Although the situation in the borderland 

necessarily changed as a result of nation building (and, with it, certain ways of life to which 

locals had become accustomed), Tehran did not dictate the terms of trade, travel, and labor in the 

borderland. In fact, the Qajars and, later, the Pahlavi monarchy had to adjust their demands to 

elicit loyalty from border dwellers.  

 

Transborder Migration 
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 As a result of the institution of a border, along with the patrolmen and officers that 

imposed restrictions on movement, more people gravitated to the border. As Hubbard writes of 

the corpse traffic from Iran to Karbala,  

Every true Shia cherishes in his heart the ultimate ideal of being buried within the 

shade of the holy shrine of Kerbala, where Hussein, Ali’s son of tragic memory, 

lies buried. Many go to that spot to die; others are carried thither by pious 

relations after death. Those who perform the posthumous journey, however, have 

a burdensome condition laid upon them by the Turkish sanitary authorities — 

they must have been dead three years! So it comes about that a temporary resting-

place has to be found for them; and here, by Karun’s bank, beneath the secondary 

shadow of the poor oil saint, the little colony of pilgrims in purgatory wait 

patiently beneath their humble huts of reeds.166  

 

Historian Yitzhak Nakash writes that “the lucrative income from the corpse traffic resulted in the 

development of a brisk illegal transfer of corpses, which was intended to avoid the fees imposed 

by the Ottoman authorities and the inspection of health officials.”167 Stricter enforcement of 

borders ultimately resulted in a greater concentration of merchants, who reaped profits from the 

black market, families, who relocated to be closer to relatives across the border, and pilgrims, 

who wished to bury loved ones in Turkic lands.168  

 The Qajars and Ottomans did not welcome this transborder movement. After all, Iranian 

nationalism was outwardly anti-Arab and did not consider the possibility of more Arabs traveling 

into Iran as particularly appealing. Arabs had also adopted ethnonationalist rhetoric in their effort 

to establish independent nations outside the control of either Ottoman or European empires. Arab 

Sunnis, the majority in the Middle East, were especially receptive to the idea of a pan-Arab state, 
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with Arabs united under one national banner (as were many Christian Arabs, like the founder of 

the Baath Party, Michel ‘Aflaq).  

 Shi‘i Arabs, especially those in Iraq, were weary of such a state, correctly observing that 

pan-Arabism marginalized non-Sunnis. Shi‘is in Iraq preferred the narrower nation-state project, 

causing Sunni nationalists to accuse them of loyalty to Iran.169 Sunnis had greater incentive to 

support the pan-Arab project than did Shi‘is and, due to this religious fault line, early pan-

Arabists in the Hashemite monarchy insisted on the corrosive Shi‘i influence in Iraq. They feared 

that an increase in Shi‘is, especially those from Iran, may jeopardize pan-Arabism and Iraq’s 

leadership in the regional political project. 

 Iranian immigration indeed had a tremendous impact on local Iraqi Shi‘i culture. Iranians 

traveled to Iraq for pilgrimage or clerical training. Najaf and Karbala were popular destinations 

for young theology students and seasoned clerics, long before the establishment of Iraq. As 

historian Zackery Heern notes, “The fact that many clerical families, including the Bihbihanis, 

were willing to migrate in order to preserve their status as guardians of Shi‘ism, indicates that the 

Shi‘i establishment would survive without state patronage. It also illustrates the transnational 

nature of Shi’ism.”170 These clerical networks were numerous, beginning with Muhammad Baqr 

ibn Muhammad Akmal al-Wahid Behbahani (1706-91), his student Mirza Muhammad Mahdi 

Shahristani (d. 1800-1), and later Muhammad Husayn Tabataba‘i (1903-1981). These important 

figures in Shi‘i jurisprudence emigrated from Iran and settled in Iraq. Tabataba‘i, along with 

other Iranian clerics in Iraq like Ayatollah Mirza Shirazi, participated in Iranian politics during 

the Constitutional Revolution while residing in Iraq. Michealle Browers has described the 

influence of Iranian politics on Iraqi Shi‘i discourse, largely a result of the Iranian presence in 
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Iraq.171 In fact, today, the highest-ranking Ayatollah of Shi‘ism, Ali Sistani, originates from 

Mashhad, Iran but has lived in Iraq for most of his life.  

 The founder of Iraq’s Hashemite Monarchy, Faisal ibn Ali, a British-appointed king, 

attracted pan-Arabists to his government. Though he invited Shi‘is into the fold, the king also 

alienated controversial Shi‘i mujtahids from politics. For instance, when Mahdi al-Khalisi, a 

Shi‘i mujtahid and staunch critic of the monarchy, issued a fatwa demanding funds be collected 

from shrines for distribution to the Iranian military, Faisal leapt to the offensive. Though 

ethnically Arab, the king branded al-Khalisi a foreigner and deported him to Iran.172 Thus, from 

the early days of the Iraqi nation, loyalty to the state gave Iranian emigres – Arab or not – some 

assurance of safety from political persecution (though obviously not social alienation). 

Deportation of disloyal Iranian Shi‘is recurred throughout Iraqi history. Although pan-Arabists 

questioned the national loyalty of Shi‘is, the Hashemite monarchy sought to assimilate the out-

group into the Iraqi nation. That Khalisi originated from Iran was not a problem until he argued 

that Iraqi Shi‘is should support the Iranian government. Furthermore, his Arab roots did not 

exempt him from accusations of treachery. National loyalty represented the most sacred virtue of 

any inhabitant of Iraq — Arab or not, Iranian or not.  

 Iranian Shi‘is represented a small minority in Iraq, however. Most indigenous Shi‘is were 

Sunni until a century earlier. They converted between the mid-eighteenth and mid-nineteenth 

centuries as a result of Ottoman land reforms, which transformed the nomadic tribal lifestyle into 

a sedentary one. These Arabs experienced a crisis of faith during this forced transition; the Shi‘i 
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ulama, meanwhile, tried to win converts to defend themselves from the Wahhabi incursion into 

Iraq. The newly sedentary Sunni communities had proven receptive to Shi‘i proselytization.173 

 Some native Iraqi Shi‘is pursued Iranian citizenship, however, in order to escape 

Ottoman conscription.174 This practice did not stop after the Ottoman period. Many in Iraq, as 

well as in other nations like Syria, requested Iranian passports in order to avoid the draft.175 

These passports would later haunt Iraqis during the Baath Party’s deportations; a tragedy, 

considering Shi‘is “were the quickest to demonstrate their readiness to work with the King and 

the government as they considered it the best way to improve their socioeconomic position in the 

state.”176 The Iranians who pursued Iraqi citizenship were therefore committed to military 

conscription. Hoping to make a home in Iraq, these Iranians did not complicate their purchase on 

Iraqi residency with Iranian citizenship.  

 Iranians had over two decades to obtain Iranian citizenship, however. In 1901, even 

before the Constitutional Revolution of 1905, the Qajar state attempted to monitor emigration 

and citizenship by issuing identification documents. As Kashani-Sabet writes,  

 

Travel documents could not be distributed without the official determination of 

Iranian citizenship. According to the first article, “any person born of the soil of 

the exalted government of Iran is counted as a subject of Iran unless it can be 

proven that at the time of birth the subject’s parents or parent were foreign 

citizens.”  
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Significantly, “The connection between land and identity, and therefore nationality, is 

unmistakable, and land in a sense begot its offspring.”177 Individuals who originated from Iran 

and inhabited another empire (or, later, nation) did not, however, immediately file for Iranian 

citizenship. Some did not pursue legal citizenship for decades. By the time Iraq instituted the 

1924 Nationality Law, the Arab scholar Jabir Ibrahim Rawi wrote in 1970, Iran had extended the 

deadline to apply for citizenship twice. King Faisal rejected his neighbor’s request to extend the 

deadline a third time and demanded Iranians choose their citizenship. Although some opted for 

Iranian nationality, many “Persians [in 1928] choose Iraqi nationality and,” explained Rawi, 

“thus are subject to Iraqi law.”178 When Rawi wrote his diplomatic history of the Iran-Iraq 

frontier in 1969, the Baath Party had begun deporting Iranian-Iraqis, targeting those who had 

filed for Iranian nationality in the 1920s, including many who falsely claimed an Iranian 

background in order to escape military conscription. 

 Few were more suspicious of Shi‘is than Sati’ al-Husri, Director General of the Ministry 

of Education of Iraq between 1921-27. The man responsible for creating the modern Iraqi 

identity cast aspersions on Iraqi Shi‘is as Iranian saboteurs. Appointed in 1921, al-Husri traveled 

to Iraq from Syria and implemented a pedagogy that favored German ethnonationalism.179 Al-

Husri believed an Arabic speaker was Arab (distinct from the Iranian nationalist articulation of 

“Arabic-speakers” in contrast to “ethnically Arab”), and therefore part of the larger Arab nation. 

What, then, of the Persians who migrated to Iraq, learned Arabic, and passed for Arab? 
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Identifying Persians became imperative. Al-Husri, for example, associated certain phenotypes, 

like red hair and blue eyes, with Persians.180 Al-Husri’s suspicion of Persians was no aberration. 

Arab nationalists long held that Persian “contamination” caused the decadence, and subsequent 

disintegration, of superior Arab culture.181 The presence of Persian elements, Arab nationalists 

claimed, threatened the integrity of the Iraqi body politic. 

 Unsurprisingly, pan-Arabists in the Hashemite period, concerned about the influence of 

Iraq’s Arab Shi‘is, displayed no interest in Arab Shi‘i located in Arabistan. Iraqi historians of 

Basra understood the significance of the Shatt al-Arab’s social ecosystem, of course, which 

stretched across both sides of the border. They did not, however, connect the histories of Basra 

and Arabistan in order to present the latter as an extraterritorial extension of the former. Ali Zarif 

Al-A‘zimi represents the ambivalence with which Iraqi historians treated Arabistan. Al-A‘zimi's 

A Brief History of Basra (1927) was as much a history of Basra as of Iran, with extensive space 

allotted to the influence of Iranian monarchies on the province.182 Early Iraqi scholars like al-

A‘zimi denounced Persians for oppressing locals but did not claim Muhammarah, Abadan, and 

other border towns that would interest later Iraqi scholars.  

 During the Hashemite period, Iraqis did not fashion Arabistan as an extension of Basra. 

For instance, in the 1930s, the Boy Scouts of Basra were taken on tours of Arabistan but, rather 

than visit historic sites that linked the two provinces, “their itinerary focused on sites associated 

with modernity like railway stations and a new public park.”183 The discourse surrounding 

Arabistan changed, however, during the Baath period, as I demonstrate later on, when the 

socialist party with pan-Arab leanings finally took over government in 1968. 
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 Thus, while pan-Arabists feared Iranian immigration and conflated native Shi‘is with 

Iranian Shi‘is, the Hashemite monarchy accommodated Iranian migrants and cooperated with 

Iraqi Shi‘is. In fact, King Faisal, who was sympathetic to pan-Arab ethnic nationalism, 

emphasized the importance of integrating non-Arabs and non-Sunnis. Although a strong racial 

consciousness developed in Iraq, which stigmatized Persians and cast aspersions on native Shi‘is 

as possible Persians, the Hashemite monarchy did not expel Iranians from Iraqi territory. 

Furthermore, scholars of the Hashemite period, concerned with the nation-building project and 

disinterested in Arab Shi‘is abroad, did not link Basra to Arabistan. Instead, they offered a 

history of Basra that incorporated the province into the Iraqi national narrative. 

 Just as Iraqi nationalists adopted the racial language of European nationalism, Iranian 

nationalists disseminated the racial prejudices embedded in Orientalist scholarship to the Iranian 

public. Mirza Husayn Khan (1828-1881), for instance, “[c]laim[ed] that Iranians were originally 

of the Indo-Germanic tribe… [but] that their ‘blood’ was mixed… He further concluded that 

Iranians ‘had always exerted a complete influence on the tribes of Asia,’ and that they possessed 

the power of invention and trade,” derived from their Aryan heritage.184 Mirza Aqa Khan 

Kirmani (1854-1897), another important early intellectual propagating nationalism, referred to 

Iran as an “Aryan nation.”185 According to Iranian intellectuals, Persian culture represented 

ancient Iran’s spirit. Just as pan-Arabists accused Persians of corruptive influence, Iranians 

believed Arabs had obstructed Iranian development. Incidentally, Arabs still populated Iran, 

especially in the south. Although European travelers did not comment on the conflict between 

“Arab and ‘Ajam” in Arabistan, and even stressed similarities between the two populations, 

Iranians visiting the province emphasized Perso-Arab discord.  
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 The threat posed by the borderland, where Arabs and Persians mixed and became largely 

indistinguishable, represented one of the many “frictions” within the emergent nationalist 

discourse of the turn of the century.186 Kashani-Sabet writes that, even while nationalists in the 

Qajar period attempted to homogenize Iranian territory and distinguish the body politic from its 

neighbors, there were many obstacles to overcome in order to achieve territorial (and cultural) 

unity. “Friction,” however, suggests resistance — one surface resists the movement of another to 

cause friction; I expand on this framework to include indifference. Though there are exceptions 

(which I note), locals did not, by and large, resist the establishment of an Iranian nation-state. 

More often than not, they found ways to evade officers sent to the periphery by the central state. 

Nevertheless, Iranian and Arab elites traveling through the frontier projected their own anxieties 

about national unity and loyalty on the local Arab population.  

 

The Legacy of Sheikh Khaz‘al 

 Following Britain’s strategic alignment with Arabistan’s Ka‘b, the leader of the Arab 

tribal confederacy, the Iranian regime became concerned about Arab political influence over the 

oil rich province. As the Constitutional Republic collapsed, intellectuals and bureaucrats 

predictably searched for a strongman to save the nation-state from tribal leaders like Khaz‘al. 

Khaz‘al himself represented one of the most serious threats to Iranian sovereignty as he 

persevered to carve a national community out of his province with the help of the British, like his 

friend Sheikh Abdullah al-Salim al-Sabah had in Kuwait. In fact, he maintained regular 
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correspondence with the crown prince of Kuwait, Sheikh Mubarak bin Sabah al-Thani.187 If the 

British separated Arabistan from Iran, the latter would be immeasurably weaker and poorer. 

 After the death of his brother in 1897, Sheikh Khaz‘al immediately offered his support to 

the British. Sheikh Ma‘zal had expressed reservations about working with the British, 

particularly with respect to opening the Karun River for trade, while Khaz‘al had assured the 

British (in advance of Ma‘zal’s death) that he would help them if he was “in a position to do 

so”.188 The sheikh imagined himself to be at the center of the deal, cutting out the Qajar state. In 

May 1909, Wilson observed Sir Percy Cox negotiate with the sheikh of Muhammarah “for three 

or four days” in order to protect Arabs from an expansionist Persian state that sought “to extend 

their administration (hitherto delegated to him) to every part of Arabistan”. Wilson wrote that 

Arabistan was “a country as different from Persia as is Spain from Germany. As an Arab he 

hated and feared such a prospect as did his people.”189 Later Arab nationalists in Iraq would 

quote Wilson in order to prove the arbitrariness of the borderline separating Arabistan from Iraq; 

the quote is especially interesting, considering Wilson’s own insistence that Arabs and Persians 

comfortably coexisted in the borderland and were almost indistinguishable. He may have been 

simply echoing his earlier remarks that little unified the diverse peoples of Iran (“Persia is 

inhabited […] by four races — Turks, Arabs, Kurds and Persians proper, not to mention some 

Baluchis and Afghans and Christian Assyrians. They have no common mind or common 
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environment”).190 Matters of politics, though, often complicated his social and cultural 

observations.191  

 Khaz‘al insisted that the British government would have sole control of the dam “on this 

condition that the Concession for constructing the Ahwaz dam should be in my own name 

[Khaz‘al’s] and under my own control and that the British Government do not allow any 

Concession for erecting the Ahwaz dam to be given by the Persian Government”.192 To win the 

favor of the British crown, Khaz‘al also leased land to the Anglo-Persian Oil Company “for the 

laying of a pipe line from the head of the oil well”.193 In 1914, Cox assured him that the British 

valued his support and would protect his privileged status “for your successors from among your 

male descendants.”194 British negotiations with Khaz‘al were crucial to win the support of other 

tribes. As Wilson writes, “whatever terms ‘Khazal’ (as they always call him) agreed to they 

would also agree to (a rhetorical flourish not to be taken literally). […] Wherever I go in S. 

Persia I find Shaikh Khazal is quoted as a standing example of a tribal chief who has assisted 

British enterprise and has reaped his reward.”195 There is no indication that locals perceived 

Sheikh Khaz‘al as an Arab nationalist leader per se, but rather as tribal chief who succeeded in 

allying with the British to secure political rights for himself and his descendants.   
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 When Reza Khan, supported by the British, became Iran’s Commander-in-Chief in 1921, 

Khaz‘al’s leadership of Arabistan was still intact. Anxious about Reza Khan’s efforts to 

consolidate his power in Iran, however, Khaz‘al prepared for the imminent confrontation 

between Arabistan and Tehran. He established the Komita-ye Qiam-e Sa‘adat, an alliance among 

various tribal leaders, including Persians, which called for the full restoration of the Qajar crown 

and the return of Ahmad Shah from Paris.196 In 1924, Reza Khan sent his men to Arabistan to 

quell the revolt led by the Sheikh of Muhammarah. Fearing the sheikh “would leave Iran and 

settle on his estate in Basra,”197 Reza Khan arrested Khaz‘al and took him to Tehran.198 

 Historian Ahmad Kasravi and Arab nationalist Amin al-Rihani, both in the region in the 

early 1920s, agreed that Khaz‘al’s inclination to separate from Iran did not appear out of a 

vacuum. While Kasravi served as an Iranian statesman on a diplomatic mission, al-Rihani was a 

celebrated American-Lebanese intellectual traveling the Middle East in search of Arab leaders. 

As Nijmeh Hajjar writes, “he thought that his travels in Arabia, and the book which he intended 

to write about it, would help the Arab rulers know more about each other, and about the affairs of 

other Arab countries.”199 For Kasravi, the Arab population in the southwest of Iran represented a 

problem for a strong state to manage; for al-Rihani, the Arabs on the borderland represented an 

extension of his national community, which he wished to protect. Reza Khan’s travelogue of the 

same period struck a markedly different chord than Kasravi and al-Rihani, who openly 

questioned the loyalty of Arabs in Iran. As nationalists, the latter two believed that Arabs were 
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naturally inclined to express loyalty toward their own ethnic group; as the leader of Iran, Reza 

Khan depended on the support of his subjects, regardless of their ethnicity. The notion of 

competing loyalties, which complicated a singular identification with the nation-state, continued 

to vex successive Iranian and Iraqi states well into the twentieth-century.  

 Before the dream of an independent Arabistan had been lost, al-Rihani had traveled to the 

region and met with the sheikh, who impressed him as a legitimate leader of Arab people. Al-

Rihani focused his attention on the towns closest to the Iraqi border, and most heavily populated 

by Arabs, Abadan and Muhammarah.200 Providing a photograph of Khaz‘al Khan, al-Rihani 

described the sheikh’s role in the Iranian province. Al-Rihani did not dwell on the fact that the 

chief of the tribal confederacy was not the sovereign king of an independent Arab territory; 

instead, he highlighted the sheikh’s role as a historic Arab leader. As Hajjar attests, al-Rihani 

believed it was his responsibility to stitch together a cohesive Arab movement, informing Arabs 

of each other’s plights and leaders. He suggested this inclination by stating that many Iraqis 

knew of the famous Khaz‘al Khan: “who of the readers of Arabic newspapers do not know at 

least his first name?” Al-Rihani, however, sought to fill the gap in the knowledge among Arabs 

“outside of Basra,” however, gesturing toward the shared Arabistan-Basra experience. Against 

the backdrop of his biographical sketch, al-Rihani also offered the silhouette of an “ideological 

fantasy,”201 one of a united Arabistan-Basra frontier, that echoed in the writings of other 

historians and scholars in Iraq, particularly after the Baath Party’s takeover in 1968. 

 Unlike Iraqi authors in the Baathist period, al-Rihani did not lionize Khaz‘al, who had 

fought for Arabistan’s independence by aligning with the British. He even offered some 

criticism, betraying a prejudice toward Shi‘ism. Al-Rihani ridiculed the chief’s appetite for 
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women, for instance, with his “more than sixty women and he hardly knows their children.”202 

The author blamed this on that “particular… law of pleasure” among Shi’is.203 Nevertheless, he 

assured readers that Khaz‘al “conserved Arab traditions”204 in the region and that he fought 

against the injustice faced by Arab peoples. He portrayed the chief as a believer in human rights 

and committed to his beloved province of Arabistan.205 Al-Rihani thus attached great 

significance to the sheikh’s political achievements, as he fought for the rights of al-Rihani’s 

coethnics. 

 In many ways, al-Rihani and Kasravi shared a similar vision of the sheikh. Both 

envisioned ethnicity as the primary identity that would bind communities together. The sheikh’s 

tribesmen, as Arabs, belonged to the larger Arab community in the minds of both al-Rihani and 

Kasravi, despite a century-long alignment between the Banu Ka’b and the Qajar court. Kasravi 

surmised that the sheikh’s rebellion represented the continuation of a long tradition of resistance 

against central authority. Just as al-Rihani’s political mission influenced his study of Khaz‘al, 

Kasravi’s frustration with the sheikh’s separatist politics influenced his history of the province, 

The History of 500 Years of Arabistan.  

 The period of Khaz‘al’s leadership has attracted more scholarly attention of the region 

than any other206 and Ahmad Kasravi is one of the most influential writers of the subject. His text 
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on the province has attracted many readers and elicited much criticism. As one Arab Iranian 

scholar, Abd al-Nabi Ghayyam, writes, it is apparent that “the history of [Arabistan’s past] five 

hundred years was not merely a product of scholarly curiosity. His mission in Arabistan and 

witnessing the power of Sheikh Khaz‘al, made him more determined to write the history of 

Arabistan.”207 Ghayyam, a historian from Abadan, disagrees with “the Persian local historians 

[who] read this work uncritically.”208 Like his Arab Iranian colleagues, Ghayyam argues 

Kasravi’s work represents an ideological tract.209 Indeed, it is a testament to Kasravi’s prejudice 

that Iraqi scholars who argued Arabistan belonged in Iraq cited his work as evidence.210  

 In 1923, the Qajars sent Kasravi to head a tribunal in Shushtar. There, he witnessed first-

hand the machinations of the Arab chief who challenged Iran’s unity. Horrified by the local 

support he observed for Khaz‘al, Kasravi wrote, “All of the land of Khuzistan [Arabistan], from 

Hendgan to Pusht-i Kuh and from the bank of the Shatt al-Arab to the outskirts of Shushtar and 

Dizful, which account for more than two thirds of Khuzistan, followed that sheikh.”211 While 

these inhabitants belonged to the Banu Ka‘b confederacy, by no means did local Arabs mobilize 

en masse to defect from Iran, even after the Ka‘b’s arrest.  

 Kasravi remained politically active in the province until 1924, just after Reza Khan had 

defeated the uprising and arrested Khaz‘al. In Kasravi’s estimation, the Ka‘b felt no loyalty to 

Iran, evident in both his alignment with the British and his personal investments in Basra. As 

Kasravi wrote, “Beyond all this [his financial corruptions], the sheikh has a great deal of 
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property on Iraqi soil and trade interests in the city of Basra.”212 The sheikh was connected not 

only to the land and trade of Iraq, but also to its people. As Sir Henry Dobbs, Iraq’s High 

Commissioner, wrote, Basra’s “river population” considered the sheikh their leader. In 1924, 

when Khaz‘al threatened to leave Muhammarah for Basra, Dobbs worried that he would 

encourage this population to “commit depredations on the Persian shore; the Shatt-el-Arab would 

thus be kept in constant turmoil and Iraq would be embroiled with Persia.”213  

 This did not necessarily mean that the sheikh’s influence in Ottoman, and later Iraqi, 

territory went unchallenged. In 1910, Khaz‘al and the Wali of Basra came into some conflict 

regarding the former’s “property on the Turkish bank”. Wilson notes that, rather than come to an 

agreement about the property’s use, the Wali “[ordered] the Turkish gunboat Marmaris to 

bombard the village,” shooting a house “occupied by his mother and one of his wives”, who 

subsequently died as a result of the injury. The Wali seemed unfazed by the fact that sheikh had 

significant “influence among Arabs on the Turkish side to stage a first-class revolt against the 

Wali.”214 Thus, although Khaz‘al owned land on the Ottoman side of the border and exerted 

some influence over members of the Banu Ka’b tribe, the political situation at the border was 

fluid. 

 As Najm al-Mulk observed decades earlier, the transborder movement and expansive 

territory tribes occupied led to competing loyalties in the frontier. The leader of the Arab tribal 

confederacy, who wished to capitalize on his relationship with the British by demanding an 

independent nation to rule, competed for the loyalty of his subjects with the Qajars. The extent to 

which locals did support the sheikh, however, is debatable. As Seyyed Ahmad’s letter, explored 
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in my introduction, demonstrates, locals appealed to the Qajars for support by denying their 

loyalty to Khaz‘al.215 Whether or not Ahmad’s proclamation of loyalty to the Qajars was sincere 

is less important than the development of the language of loyalty.  

 Unlike Kasravi’s controversial history of the province, Reza Khan’s safarnamah, or 

travelogue, takes great care not to characterize the inhabitants of the region as locked in a 

primordial struggle between Arabs and Persians. Reza Khan argued that the province was 

inherently anarchistic. He considered Arabistan’s sedition as a recurring drama in Iran’s history. 

Only a great king like himself could bring to an end the upheaval, with the start of a new golden 

age.216 In fact, he felt confident that he would bring an end to “all Khaz‘als,” or upstart regional 

leaders who considered their territories as autonomous states.217 

 Rather than implicate Arabs as the party responsible for Arabistan’s separatist character, 

Reza Khan emphasized the political clout of tribes, which opposed submitting to a central state. 

Reza Khan did, however, identify the Persian tribes as his natural allies.218 This, of course, belied 

over a century of Arab cooperation with the Qajar dynasty as well as the contentious relationship 

between the court and Fars tribes. There was no way around admitting, however, that the people 

of Arabistan allowed the British a foothold in the nation by supporting Khaz‘al; in other words, 

from 1909-1924, the region’s Arab political elite had lobbied for (and local inhabitants had 

acquiesced to) the development of a British protectorate. 

 Reza Khan, however, argued that Arabistanis were simply incapable of accepting the 

authority of a central government, absolving them of both guilt and agency. In exculpating 

Arabistanis for their treason, he blamed the avarice of the Qajar dynasty for not inspiring loyalty 
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in its subjects. Who would support kings willing to turn their backs on Iran, he asked, for the 

chance to travel to Europe on public tax dollars?219 Thus, unlike al-Rihani, who located Sheikh 

Khaz‘al and Iran’s Arab population firmly within the Arab political sphere, Reza Khan placed 

the Banu Ka’b and the marshland Arabs within Iranian history and political discourse. They did 

not fight to protect Arab interests or join a larger Arab revolt against oppressive (non-Arab) 

leadership, in Reza Khan’s estimation; instead, he supposed they were (justifiably) defending 

themselves from the poor governance of decadent Qajar shahs. 

 Reza Khan circulated a proclamation in the province’s western quarter (i.e., 

Muhammarah, Abadan, and Ahwaz), Khaz‘al’s predominantly Arab stronghold, so that “all the 

enemies of the state are known and so that they may be aware of my intentions and ideas.”220 

This document is an early example of Pahlavi efforts to inspire loyalty among Arabistanis and 

appeal to the province as a whole, rather than separate ethnic groups.  

 

Residents of Arabistan, from the clerics to the elite, the merchants and traders, the 

tribes and sheikhs, the wealthy and poor, the tradesman and sharecropper, and 

ultimately all the people without exception must know that this piece of Arabistan 

is one of the oldest and dearest provinces of Iran and it is part of the course that 

from day one I have been preoccupied with the security and prosperity of all 

[Arabistani] people. Up until now, all my actions have been [meant] to ensure 

Iran's multilateral security, and the circumstances of the pitiable people residing 

there reflected in my conscience and I searched for the miracle that today applies 

to all Iranians, recognizing the stricken people of this territory, too.  

 Now that Khaz‘al senses his destruction, he pushes himself closer to the 

consequences of his actions every day and this has led me [to conclude that] he 

must be made aware of the vengeance that rightfully awaits him due to his past 

abuses and crimes to the people. I have commanded a military campaign so that I 

may awaken him from this costly slumber and liberate the poor people who, until 

now, were prisoners of his cruelty and whose blood and property he criminally 

suckled [makidah].221 
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 In the first paragraph, Reza Khan cast himself as the leader of Arabistan’s people — 

significantly, he distinguishes inhabitants by profession and not race. With the best interests of 

the province at heart, he considered their pitiable state regularly. His tone is so adamant that it 

appears defensive; it represented his response to the supporters of Khaz‘al, who accused Tehran 

of disregarding the poverty of Arabistanis. Iraqi historians, too, later claimed that Tehran did not 

care about Arabs and, therefore, kept the population destitute, as explored in Chapter Three. As 

an Iranian nationalist, Reza Khan argued he cared more deeply for the people of Arabistan than 

its local leaders and deserved the loyalties of the local peoples.  

 Reza Khan’s justification for challenging Khaz‘al is particularly revealing. He explained 

that Khaz‘al’s punishment matched his crimes. What were his crimes? His illegal pact with the 

British? No. His attempt to carve an autonomous state for himself out of Iranian territory? No. 

Khaz‘al committed a crime against his own people: his theft of private property and his murder 

of innocents caused the mighty Iranian state to intervene on behalf of Arabistanis. By fashioning 

his campaign as a humanitarian intervention demanded by the local population, Reza Khan 

denied the existence of support for Khaz‘al. If the people of Arabistan were victims of the chief, 

then Reza Khan may exempt them of responsibility for Khaz‘al’s rise to power and rhetorically 

include them as part of the collectively aggrieved Iranian nation. Although Reza Khan dismissed 

the possibility of Arab nationalism, which al-Rihani and Kasravi perceived, he also offered a 

vision of a more ethnically inclusive form of Iranian nationalism. The Pahlavi monarchy did not 

whip Iranians into a frenzy over the “foreign” influence of Arab peoples. Instead, Reza Khan 

insisted that Arab citizens were loyal members of the Iranian community and, simultaneously, 

appealed to the Arabs to prove their loyalty by supporting him.   
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Conclusion 

 Between Najm al-Mulk’s first systematic survey of Arabistan and Reza Shah’s arrest of 

Sheikh Khaz‘al, the Arab tribes in the southern frontier remained largely aloof from the 

enormous political transformations taking place in Tehran. The ethnonationalist discourse 

emanating from Iranian elites did not strain local Perso-Arab relations. The institution of modern 

borders, although distressing to Arabs arrested by border patrolmen, did not limit transborder 

travel. In fact, by and large, the absence of ethnonationalist language to articulate resistance to 

the Qajar court is notable, particularly since pan-Arabism was certainly known to many Arab 

elites in the area (as nationalist intellectuals like al-Rihani traveled to meet Khaz‘al and took an 

interest in their struggle against the Persian monarchy). Instead, the Arabs on either side of the 

border demanded to maintain their pre-national modes of life by using the British to secure some 

independence from Tehran.  

 Nevertheless, the modern state continued to build customs houses and send officers to 

surveil the area. In the following chapter, I argue that these efforts had the twin effects of 

incentivizing the emergence of a transnational black market and attracting more people to the 

border. Many along the border, including individuals, families, merchants, and tribesmen, 

maneuvered around the state in order to meet their personal and financial needs. This constant 

movement at the border frustrated the Pahlavi monarchy, which adjusted national policies to 

discourage illegal trade and win the support of peripheral populations with conflicting tribal, 

familial, and regional loyalties. Long after the establishment of the Iranian and Iraqi national 

communities, I argue, the borderland continued to operate outside the watchful eye of modern 

states, as inhabitants of the frontier alternatively avoided and invited officials into their lives. 
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Chapter Two:  

Settling, Smuggling, and Schooling in the Frontier, 1925-1958 

 

 In 1926, a worried official took stock of the transnational smuggling network in Delvar, a 

southern Iranian town on the Persian Gulf. Tribesmen had taken over several motor boats and 

traveled across waterways to buy and sell contraband. Cautious in his assessment, the official 

wrote, “Perhaps […] my evaluation of the issue will ring untrue but it seemed clear that the 

smugglers are so important to the locals of this area that they ask, on a daily basis, about their 

progress.”222 He was not the only one to notice that inhabitants of the frontier did not share the 

state’s desire to secure the border. In fact, many inhabitants of Iran and Iraq’s southern frontier 

expressed support for smugglers and depended on them to purchase goods. Five years later, in 

March of 1931, Tehran credited tribal smugglers223 for its increase in border officials, suggesting 

that the merchants operated on pre-national trade networks rather than modern commercial 

contacts.  

 Historians of the Middle East have examined the efforts of emergent nation-states to 

secure their borders, particularly from the late-nineteenth through the early twentieth centuries. 

Sabri Ates and Firoozeh Kashani-Sabet, most notably, have documented both the cultural and 

political anxieties regarding frontiers during this period. Kashani-Sabet examines the political 

and intellectual articulation of a historically united territory, intended to homogenize national 

culture.224 Ates focuses on the complex political negotiations that led to the solidification of the 

Qajar-Ottoman boundary and argues that, with the rise of nation-states, “borderland people lost 

                                                 
222 Department of Finance. 1926, INA, 240/6069/47. 
223 Referred to as “‘ashayer”. The Ministry of Economic Affairs and Finance. 1931-2, INA 240/50/257/3-

30.  
224 Kashani-Sabet, Frontier Fictions, 5. 



 

 74 

their ability to manipulate or negotiate with state power, play rival states against each other, and 

‘live autonomously […]’ as a result of the territorialization of the state-space.”225 The Iranian 

and British archives, however, suggest that state authorities did not effectively implement 

national laws and, therefore, allowed border dwellers to continue their premodern (and 

transnational) ways of life well into the twentieth-century. 

 The success of smuggling networks, in particular, indicates the failure of state officers to 

control the borderland. Unlike Cronin, who casts “smuggling as [a] strateg[y] of resistance and 

survival,”226 I see smuggling as a natural continuation of historical trading patterns in the 

borderlands, which allowed inhabitants of the frontier to maintain some independence from the 

nation-state. Cronin uses the language of resistance when analyzing economic activities, 

exemplary of the general trend among historians to categorize virtually all activities as a dialectic 

between citizen and state. This dissertation, on the other hand, considers individuals as operating 

outside the purview of the state.  

 In this chapter, I examine the ways in which transnational movement allowed border 

dwellers to limit their interactions with the nation-state. Inhabitants of the frontier evaded 

officers of the law, which forced Tehran to concede political and economic ground. Due to the 

“caricature” of “an omnipotent […] autonomous state” that exerted tremendous influence in the 

lives of its subjects, Schayegh writes that “[w]e barely understand how societal actions forced 

the Pahlavi state to react or how societal reactions to policies subjected the latter to unintended 

changes”.227 Where scholars of Iran and Iraq have emphasized the states’ “method[s] of tribal 
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management,”228 this dissertation explores, instead, the methods used by peripheries to manage 

state interference. 

 By shifting the focus from state policies to local communities, I use a different 

framework to study the modern Middle East, one that does not categorize citizen activities 

(subversive or not) as necessarily responsive to an omnipresent nation-state.229 Like historians 

Keith Brown, Tara Zahra, and James Bjork, I search the archives for indifference, evasion, and 

ambivalence in order to explore the spaces in which the state was absent or unable to exert itself. 

Peripheral communities often avoided the state, which the Pahlavi monarchy acknowledged by 

adopting policies sensitive to the realities of the frontier.  

 Evasion offered locals the opportunity to conduct their own affairs. These border 

dwellers did not necessarily have to leave the territorial boundaries of Iran to avoid the 

application of national laws, however. Arab Iranians in the periphery who wished to educate 

their children in Arabic rather than Persian, for instance, enrolled them in local Iraqi schools. As 

this chapter explores, Iraqi schools provided Arab Iranian children and their local communities 

with exposure to Iraqi nationalism, complicating their singular loyalty to Iran. This evasion of 

national public schools, and the resultant possibility of ambiguous national loyalty, caused Reza 

Shah’s regime to build more schools in the region. Thus, the Pahlavi monarchy (1925-1979) 

competed with Iraq’s Hashemite monarchy (1921-1958) for Arab Iranian pupils.  

 The Pahlavi monarchy also reacted to the local evasion of customs officials and border 

patrolmen by delaying the construction of transportation routes between Arabistan and Basra. 
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Due to the porous border and Arabistan’s extensive smuggling networks, the Pahlavi monarchy’s 

Administration of National Customs chose not to build a train near the Iraqi border, fearing that 

locals would use the improved transportation routes to break international laws.230 Thus, 

“societal actions forced the Pahlavi state to react” to realities on the ground — like the loss of 

citizens to Iraq because of the new dress code,231 the alienation of Arab Iranian children from the 

Iranian national project, and the use of modern transportation to strengthen transnational 

smuggling networks. In all of these circumstances, the unique position of the Arab Iranian, as a 

culturally alienated minority straddling the Iran-Iraq border, inflected their experience of 

modernization and the national project.  

 Historians of Iran and Iraq often represent modernization as a “top-down affair”,232 with 

locals presented as reacting to, rather than participating in, modernization. Due to the limited 

sources available to scholars of Iran and Iraq, however, it is exceedingly difficult to establish the 

lived experiences of peripheral communities. As Cronin writes, “the sparsity of sources 

constitutes a serious problem. Archival research in Iran, itself a recent phenomenon, has so far 

failed to locate significant documentation in which the rural poor have themselves directly 

recorded and articulated their history.”233 Historians of Iraq have commented on similar 

challenges, as archival research in the country became nearly impossible for international 

researchers after the Baath Party takeover in 1968.234  

 Indeed, autocratic leaders, like Iraq’s King Faisal I and Iran’s Reza Shah, did drive 

modernization programs and, as a result, transformed conceptions of knowledge, sectarianism, 
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gender, sexuality, and politics.235 In histories of nation-building, however, the stories of border 

dwellers and migrants are important insofar as they demonstrate the growing power of nation-

states to exert influence over previously independent peoples. As Akram Khater writes, histories 

of nationalism tend to neglect these populations because “‘nations’ cannot easily accommodate 

those who leave or enter their borders. Such movements question the very idea that culture is tied 

to a physical space from whence it emerges and without which it cannot exist… Thus, narratives 

of ‘nations’ have included emigrants and immigrants in a limited way: they are either going or 

coming but not both,”236 (my emphasis). This results in the scant attention afforded to the process 

of settlement and assimilation, which destabilize the link between a people and a territory. 

Although historians describe immigration following the collapse of the Ottoman Empire 

(including Iranian migration into Iraq between the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries) 

and periods of expulsion (like the Baath Party’s deportation of Iraqis of Iranian descent in1969 

and 1980),237 they less commonly describe the regular movement, or successful assimilation, of 

immigrant groups in the borderland.  

 I argue that the study of transborder movement offers historians a means through which 

to analyze the limits of state authority and the ability of border dwellers to operate outside the 
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restrictive confines of nation-states. By smuggling, seeking employment, and attending schools, 

inhabitants of the frontier challenged the modern constructs of nationality and borders. Thus, 

rather than focus on state policies to assimilate these communities in the nation-state, I expose 

the failures of local authorities to execute state laws. Ultimately, the (illegal) activities of Iran’s 

Arab Shi‘is caused Iraqi nationalists to wonder about their national loyalties.  

 

The Illegal Movement of Goods 

 Long after Reza Shah defeated Arabistan’s major tribal chieftain, Sheikh Khaz‘al, in 

1924, “smuggling networks” in the Arabistan-Basra frontier continued to flourish. Some 

corrupted officials participated in the black market; others, overwhelmed by the magnitude of the 

problem, argued that it could not be resolved. Newly criminalized activities did not disappear 

with the institution of laws in Tehran. Inhabitants of the Arabistan-Basra frontier continued to 

move across the border to trade, study, work, marry, or maintain transnational relationships. In 

addition to valuable goods, the movement of migrants between Arabistan and Basra also alarmed 

state officials. Iranians and Iraqis traveled to find employment, study theology, live closer to 

family, and escape political persecution.  

 The porous border presented enormous challenges for the Iranian and Iraqi states, as they 

struggled to determine citizenship status, monitor trade, and administer national education. This 

chapter, a social history of life in the Arabistan-Basra frontier between the founding of the 

Pahlavi monarchy in 1925 to Abdol Karim Qasim’s coup in 1958 Iraq, proves the limits of 

modern state power. Although the nation-building project affected the lives of border dwellers, 

locals developed a unique transnational milieu. The regularity of transnational trade, movement, 

settlement, and education caused many to question the national loyalties of border dwellers, 
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particularly those in Muhammarah, Abadan, and Ahwaz. These Arab-majority towns represented 

the major centers of illegal trade in the southern frontier; later, Iraq’s Baath Party (1968-2003) 

made territorial claims to this specific area and eventually invaded Muhammarah and Abadan in 

1980. 

 Iranian officials developed a language regarding border security, regularly discussing the 

dangers of “illegal migration” and “smuggling.” In fact, some described “Arab invasions,” as 

armed smugglers, chased by police, killed residents of Muhammarah, one of the most important 

smuggling sites in the region. One particular neighborhood had been “repeatedly attacked” by 

troublemaking Iraqis, an official noted in 1931. During the “days of Sheikh Khaz‘al’s rule over 

the province,” he wrote nostalgically of the Arab tribal chieftain ousted by Reza Shah, “the Iraqi 

border was attacked by mischievous (Iranian) thieves and the [Arabistan] border in the direction 

of Muhammarah was entirely safe. Now, the problem is reversed. Only the border of Iraq has 

criminals and thieves and evil and murderers appear on the Iranian side and honestly this is a 

very sad and powerful problem.”238  

 Illegal trade, however, posed the greatest threat to the Iranian and Iraqi states. The 

Pahlavi monarchy attempted to standardize tariffs and establish monopolies to better benefit 

from international trade. According to Ervand Abrahamian, “earnings from state monopolies 

expanded from almost nothing to over 1.2 billion rials annually as the government imposed 

monopolies on such consumer goods as sugar, tea, tobacco, and fuel.” Racketeers disrupted these 

monopolies by evading taxes and draining resources from the government. After World War I, 

the Pahlavi monarchy “increased the customs revenue from 91 million rials to 431 million 
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rials.”239 Smugglers in the borderland, with connections to tribes in Iraq, capitalized on illicit 

trade and did not pay their dues to the central state. 

 In November of 1926, one year after Reza Shah’s coronation, the Customs Department in 

Muhammarah reported that “it is probable, if not certain, that there is prevalent fraud at the 

frontier […] since no customs supervision has been, and is not yet, exercised.” The Inspector of 

Customs had recently discovered a shipment of sugar and tea sent illegally from Amarah, Iraq (in 

the province of Misan), to Dizful, Iran (in the Arabistan region). A Customs Department insider, 

the Inspector admitted, shamefully aided the smugglers. This was not an isolated incident. The 

Department simply could not obtain “accurate information” on the extensive “export of wheat 

and sugar fraud and tea import.”240 Precious goods continued to slip through the fingers of 

customs officials, who sometimes abdicated their bureaucratic responsibilities to participate in 

the province’s lucrative shadow economy.   

 Cronin explains that “[i]n the 1930s, banditry itself underwent a mutation into smuggling 

which developed on a massive scale in response to the new state monopolies on foreign trade and 

on cash crops such as opium and tobacco”.241 As a result of the clumsy assertion of Pahlavi 

authority, the illegal smuggling of goods increased exponentially. For officials stationed in 

Arabistan, the border represented a site of potential danger, where the rule of law ceased to carry 

any weight. Foreigners flagrantly broke international law by illegally entering the country as 

native populations broke the law by failing to cooperate with border officials. 
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 In fact, although some scholars conceive of modernization as a disruption of older 

regimes of power (i.e., tribes),242 Cronin attests that many Iranians in the hinterland benefited 

from the development of nation-states. The British advisor to Baghdad’s Ministry of the Interior 

in 1942 admitted as much of a Kurdish tribe that, by straddling the border, attempted to increase 

“their subsidies.” Underlined and accompanied by an exclamation point in the margins, the 

advisor reported, “They are evidently trying to make the best of both worlds.”243 Modernization 

buoyed the power of borderland tribes, which undercut national monopolies by taking advantage 

of preexisting transnational networks. Unsurprisingly, in a region with constant transnational 

movement and trade, national loyalties proved exceedingly difficult to establish. 

 The problem of porous borders vexed officials throughout Iraq’s Hashemite period, as 

officers struggled to evaluate the immigration status of border crossers.244 In April of 1926, for 

instance, one Iranian official in Arabistan reported on the influx of wealthy Arabs into the 

province. “[A]bout a hundred families” from Iraq, the official stated, had claimed refugee status 

by fashioning themselves as “Arab sheikhs.” Presumably expecting sympathy from Iranian 

Shi‘is, the Arabs presented themselves as persecuted clerics, seeking asylum. Entering the 

country under this pretext, they brought goods with them, including “livestock, wool, oil […] 

sugar, tea,” causing officials to worry that these affluent families voluntarily migrated to benefit 

from trade on the Iranian side of the border. Officials insisted that they required more “training,” 

presumably from the Swedes contracted by the Iranian government and stationed at the border,245 

to properly “address the problem”.246 Training, however, proved difficult in a region with 
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rampant corruption. In 1935, for example, the Iranian government dismissed all troops from the 

border town of Qasr-i Shirin, in Arabistan, “for receiving bribes and not checking [on the] 

smuggling,” and replaced them with 150 gendarmes.247 

 Contraband sugar from Iraq, smuggled through Arabistan, was perhaps the most serious 

challenge to the national economy, leading another Iranian border province, Kermanshah, to 

“ban all imported goods from Iraq” in 1934. Continuing “the status quo” would only benefit Iraq, 

officials in Kermanshah warned. In fact, British officials in Baghdad suspected that the Iraqi 

government encouraged Iranian smugglers (“as it is a fruitful source of revenue to the 

Government”248), though Iranian authorities publicly claimed that both countries shared the same 

interests in curbing the activities of smuggling networks.249  

 The same 1934 report analyzed the effects of unregulated trade: “[T]he route to transport 

sugar through Muhammarah discourages [legitimate] traders… as contraband traders smuggle 

sugar illegally.”250 Officials in provinces like Kermanshah considered Muhammarah, and the 

area’s tribes, the focal point of smuggling networks. British officials stationed in the Iran-Iraq 

borderland in the 1930s wrote candidly that Iranian authorities struggled to engage border 

dwellers and curb the movement of goods. One memo from 1935 dismissed the Iranian regime’s 

futile attempt to “prevent smuggling” by “simply [building] one small hut with a strength of six 

men of Customs Police” to monitor the vast area between the Bamir and Baru-Shaitan 

mountains.251 It is no surprise that tribes rarely resisted these sparse and often incompetent 
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forces.252 Patrolmen often failed to protect the border and their own lives. Iranian soldiers were 

killed in skirmishes as “outlaws,” smugglers, or tribesmen escaped to safety across the border.253  

 In 1931, one Iranian official described a violent standoff between himself and seven 

smugglers by the New Bridge, built in 1927 to connect the island of Abadan to Muhammarah. 

First, he saw two men running with goods and shot two warning bullets in the air; “suddenly, 

five people came out from behind a building and began to run, two of them carrying guns and I 

couldn’t make out if the other three had guns on them or not”. He and his fellow guards chased 

them through Muhammarah as they retreated into an area filled with palm trees. They had called 

for backup but no one came and the officials lost the seven thieves. Three days later, a car from a 

British petroleum company operating from Basra visited the area and two “Englishmen 

discuss[ed] the thieves, border security, and custom houses at the New Bridge […] It wasn’t 

clear how they escaped. Later, after the English left to their security post, a few security guards 

were sent to look over the neighborhood where the English had been attacked”. The increased 

security lasted for “twenty nights,” after which the new guards “abandoned their posts”.254 

 In one 1936 exchange between the Banu Ka‘b tribe of southern Arabistan and Iranian 

patrolmen, the British reported that “about twenty men […] resident in Iran had brought a 

quantity of their requirements from the Iraq-Iranian frontier and as they were returning with it to 

their homes, the Hawiza [sic] post guards met them and fired at them. The exchange of shots 

between them resulted in two Gendarmes [sic] and one of their officers being killed, while the 

Chaab [Ka‘b] men retreated and escaped to their camps” across the border.255 In fact, patrolmen 

and customs officials regularly commented that they could not effectively surveil the border and 
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failed to exert the authority of the state (borne out by the regularity of these confrontations and 

the failure of state officials to curb the activities of smugglers and tribesmen).  

 If residents feared violent smugglers, one would expect to find letters to the central state 

demanding increased border security. To the contrary, I find no evidence of local agitation for an 

increase in border guards. For state officials, Iran’s borders represented sites of danger; for 

locals, the border represented an escape. When in trouble, many fled to the neighboring country, 

like enterprising embezzlers,256 runaway daughters,257 frustrated tribesmen,258 or even 

disgruntled border officials protesting their pay.259 By crossing the border, many Iranians and 

Iraqis could avoid confrontation (whether with the state or family). The sale of contraband, 

however, was a pressing concern for state and regional authorities.  

 The Ministry of Food attempted to regulate the market by artificially controlling the price 

of cash crops like sugar in 1946. Nearly two years after these renewed efforts, the Department of 

Finance issued a massive report about the continued smuggling of “sugar, provisions, opium, 

canvas, tea, tobacco, coinage, livestock, wood and coal” to Iraq and Kuwait.260 These smugglers 

built on the elaborate trading networks that merchants and tribesmen had established in the 

nineteenth-century throughout the Persian Gulf, explored by historian Shahbaz Shahnavaz.261 

Many inhabitants of the borderland became ensnared in legal troubles because, according to 

another official in 1944, “Khorramshahr [Muhammarah] and Abadan and Ahwaz [major cities in 

Arabistan] are the centers of contraband activities”; thus “more and more people are lured to 

cross the border to Iraq through the Shatt al-Arab.” In the estimation of this official, 

                                                 
256 30 January 1938, ILC 02/20724/00005.  
257 Saham Taghati, Gol-e Simin (Tehran: Surey-e Mehr, 2012), 14. 
258 News of Military Movements. 8 February 1936, AIR 23/657/48B. 
259 Iraq Police Report. 1 June 1935, AIR 23/657/22B. 
260 Report from the Department of Finance. 1948-9, INA 240/11456/1.  
261 Shahnavaz, Britain and the Opening Up of South-West Persia. 



 

 85 

contrabandists feared Iran’s border patrol more than Iraq’s. Better to fine and arrest smugglers in 

Iran rather than allow them to reach Iraq and face the consequences of breaking foreign laws, the 

official argued.262 

 In 1946, a commission in Arabistan sent its evaluation of the border’s permeability to the 

Iranian congress in Tehran. The report made several recommendations to improve 

communication between Arabistan and Basra while monitoring illegal movement across land and 

sea routes. The boats carrying mail, the commission recommended, should also patrol for 

smugglers, aiding the additional boats and land patrolmen Tehran planned to supply the 

border.263 Subsequent reports attest that this recommendation was followed.264 Still, the problem 

was not limited to Arabistan, the surveyors asserted. “[T]he smuggling of goods and peoples is 

not only prevalent at the [Arabistan] border but between Iran and Iraq and Turkey and the coast 

of the Persian Gulf and the borders of Baluchistan and Afghanistan and to end this undesirable 

state of affairs certain measures must be taken”. These measures, by and large, included 

increased border security and stronger enforcement of immigration laws. The authors of the 

report “express[ed] hope” that “the establishment of customs office guards will succeed in 

preventing the goods and the illegal movement of peoples with no identification”.265  

 The new hires at the border, however, would need substantial help. Few had the resources 

they needed to properly patrol the border and, in 1946, the Iranian parliament promised to 

allocate “four million rials” to send “all needed equipment and cars and anything else” to 

Arabistan, following the recommendation of General Jahansoozi, the head of the nation’s border 
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control.266 Like most reports, this commission stressed water routes as the nation’s most 

vulnerable sites of transnational exchange. This state of affairs continued into the 1950s, when 

Tehran banned all sugar imports from Baghdad; in June of 1953, officials in Hamedan, a city just 

north of Tehran, reported that the ban had the desired effect and legitimate trade was slowly 

becoming more profitable.267 Unsurprisingly, investments in sugar cultivation also increased 

during this period; in 1960, Tehran devoted about 200 hectares of land in Arabistan to sugar 

cultivation, encouraging the legitimate and taxable trade of cash crops in the region.268 

 The Iranian government also feared that improved transportation, like trains, would 

strengthen transnational smuggling networks at the border. Iranians and Iraqis snuck into 

countries using bridges, rode trains to avoid border patrolmen, and mailed contraband through 

the postal service. Middle Eastern historiography has examined infrastructure as a physical and 

symbolic vehicle toward modernity. Pamela Karimi’s treatment of public transportation is 

typical: “The public sphere expanded apace with the transportation infrastructure and the 

revamping of such services as schooling and health care.”269 Touraj Atabaki similarly frames 

public transportation within the Pahlavi monarchy’s modernization program. As he writes, “the 

introduction of both telegraphic communication and modern public transport, particularly the 

railway, covering a great distance in a fixed time period […] was a chief factor in bringing on the 

meticulous precision in the measurement of time.”270 Mikiya Koyagi’s work, however, 
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emphasizes the ability of locals to exert their presence on public transportation.271 Far from a 

disciplined space, he demonstrates that working class Iranians influenced the train-riding 

experience. In a similar vein, I argue that inhabitants of the frontier exploited state-funded 

infrastructure to commit federal crimes, subverting the disciplinary and modernizing intent of 

trains in order to maintain premodern trade networks. 

 As a result of Arabistan’s economic significance, the Pahlavi monarchy transformed the 

province’s previously unpaved roads into paved roads with police. The state, however, 

monitored those who used the infrastructure, as well. The better the infrastructure, the greater the 

risk of uninvited migration and smuggling. For instance, in the mid-1930s, as a result of the 

influx of Iraqi Jews through Muhammarah’s New Bridge, officials increased the police presence 

on the bridge. Iraqi Jews were especially known to travel through Zahedan, a city in Baluchistan 

(another Arab dominated province in the south of Iran), to smuggle gold, silver, jewelry, and 

coinage into India.272 Considering the fact that the bridge connects Muhammarah to the island of 

Abadan, where many Iranians worked in the oil refinery, Iraqis inevitably slipped by the 

officers.273  

 The authorities caught some of these smugglers, however, who then contested their 

imprisonment, leaving behind a record of their routes and methods of transportation. In 1944, 

two Iranian men hired a human smuggler in order to help them reach Basra and trade contraband. 

During their ill-fated journey, they used trains in Iraq to reach their destination, which they 

chronicled in their letter to the Iranian consulate after their imprisonment. It is no wonder that, in 
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1946, the Pahlavi monarchy’s Administration of National Customs declined plans to build a train 

near the Iraqi border, fearing that locals would take advantage of the infrastructure to smuggle 

goods.274 Hussein reported that for two hundred tumans, certainly no small sum in 1944, he and 

his companion hired a cook to take them on a rather eventful if dangerous journey across the 

border. Hussein was taken by surprise when, upon arriving to Basra, the cook-cum-smuggler also 

turned out to be a scammer, demanding another two hundred tumans, which Hussein refused to 

pay. In retribution, the smuggler reported Hussein and Ali Reza to the authorities. The men 

appealed to the Iranian government to arrest the “malevolent and insidious” smuggler and rescue 

them from imprisonment.275  

 Iranian officials dismissed the men’s claim that they intended to travel to Karbala for 

religious pilgrimage. Rather, officials surmised that Hussein and Ali Reza were contrabandists 

whose intended destination was, indeed, Basra. Iranian officials thus expressed an understanding 

that border dwellers manipulated the language of national loyalty to their benefit while also 

flouting national laws. Although Hussein and Ali Reza never resisted the existence of border 

police or customs officers, the two men evaded the state’s prying and accounting in order to 

capitalize on transborder trade. In any event, the Iranian consulate could do little to protect 

Iranians once imprisoned in Iraq. Subject to Iraqi “laws and due process,” Iran’s representative in 

Basra informed the Ministry of Foreign Affairs that officials would have to wash their hands of 

responsibility for enterprising smugglers, like Hussein and Ali Reza.276  

 Like others trapped in prison on charges of illegal activity, the two men described the 

lengths they went through in their letters of grievance in order to avoid state officials. These men 
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evaded laws by hiring smugglers and trading black market goods, contributing to the 

transnational socioeconomic milieu of the frontier. Crucially, they appealed to institutions of 

power as loyal Iranian subjects when in trouble with the law. Thus, they alternatively appealed to 

and evaded the state, depending on their needs. The archives provide historians with examples of 

borderland peoples manipulating and leveraging state authorities long after the establishment of 

nation-states. Although border dwellers took advantage of modern transportation, other state-

built infrastructure also helped support the expansion of smuggling networks and the sale of 

contraband in the region. 

 By mid-1924, before Reza Shah’s coronation, the Parliament was in the midst of 

constructing telegraph lines between Basra and Muhammarah.277 The Anglo-Persian Oil 

Company, which saw great value in building phone lines between Abadan/Muhammarah and 

Basra, contributed to their construction.278 Contrabandists took advantage of these improved 

modes of communication. The Pahlavi monarchy even worried that postmen may unwittingly 

transport goods for smugglers. In 1935, the Pahlavi monarchy directed the provincial postal 

service to do its due diligence by checking mail for illegal products in Muhammarah.279 Despite 

concerns regarding contraband, in 1958, Mohammad Reza Shah’s government developed plans 

to lay asphalt between Muhammarah and Basra.280 Both countries appreciated the importance of 

funding public projects to connect the two border towns and, although smuggling networks 

                                                 
277 Report from the Ministry of Economic and Financial Affairs. 12 July 1924, INA 240/47111/5. 
278 Correspondence between the Ministry of Postal Services, Telegraph, and Telephone and the Anglo-

Persian Oil Company. 1927-1929, INA 240/16009/1-73.  
279 I will return to the subject of the postal services and its role in connecting residents of Iran and Iraq. 

Report from the Ministry of Economic and Financial Affairs. 1935, INA 240/88142/1-14.  
280 Report from the Ministry of Power’s Bidding Commission. 1958-1962, INA 370/5058/1-192.  



 

 90 

delayed the construction of public infrastructure linking the provinces of Arabistan and Basra,281 

Iraq’s Hashemite and Iran's Pahlavi monarchies slowly took steps in that direction.  

 

The Illegal Movement of People 

 Some elements of Iranian society conceived of transnational movement as a potential 

positive. In 1926, the Iranian daily newspaper, Ettela‘at, published a running series for several 

weeks by Mr. Shirvani entitled “The Law of Migration to Iran,” which argued that regions 

beleaguered by poverty would benefit from an increase in their population. Rather than conceive 

of an impoverished Iran that struggled to procure the resources to provide for its population, he 

believed that Iran’s slow economic growth resulted from the nation’s low population. With his 

sophisticated correlation of population distribution and economic prosperity, the author argued 

that Iran had long suffered from out-migration since the late-Safavid period. “Everyone 

completely understands that Iran’s population compared to the vastness of its exceptional natural 

and financial resources is extremely low and something must be done about it so that Iran may 

increase in strength.”282  

 The solution? Rather than recommend programs to increase the birthrate, the author 

suggested that the government repatriate those who left Iran in the Safavid period (and even 

earlier, in the case of the Parsi community in India, for instance). During the “chaos” of the late-

Safavid period, many “left Iran to the furthest corners of Syria and the Levant”.283 Often likening 

small Iranian villages to “cemeteries,” Shirvani insisted that the return of the Iranian “race” from 

generational sojourns abroad would revitalize Iranian society.284 This was not an unusual 
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proposition. In fact, beginning in the nineteenth-century, Iranian nationalists wished to 

“provoke” Iranians abroad to return to their homeland. Regardless of their place of birth, 

nationalists believed Iranians had “territorial ownership” of Iranian soil.285 

 Of course, it was difficult to evaluate an individual’s Iranian heritage considering the 

rarity of identification documents. In 1941, for instance, the Pahlavi monarchy acknowledged 

that many workers caught crossing the border still did not hold passports.286 In 1944, an Iranian 

official complained to his Hashemite counterpart that the relationship between residents of Basra 

and the Iranian border towns of Abadan, Muhammarah, and Ahwaz continued to cause his 

government great concern.287 The free movement of people and the difficulty of surveilling 

populations in various stages of settlement vexed officials for decades. Furthermore, the Iranian 

government found the migration of Iraqi Arabs into predominantly Arab border towns in Iran 

undesirable, as the migrants influenced the region’s culture and politics. 

 Nevertheless, the Pahlavi monarchy embraced the concept of repatriation and Reza Shah 

notified Iranians abroad that they were free to return to their homeland within the first three years 

of his reign. Many Iranians in diaspora, however, chose to remain in their adoptive nations. 

Iranians who secured Iraqi nationality acquiesced to the military draft, making Iraq their 

permanent home. Of course, some applied for Iranian citizenship (including native Iraqi 

minorities) in order to avoid the draft and subsequently remained in Iraq.288 In fact, Arabs in 

Basra applied for Iranian citizenship after the arrest of Sheikh Khaz‘al in order to avoid 
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conscription into the Iraqi military.289 Many Iranians, Persian or not, who opted to stay in Iraq 

after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire prospered, assimilated in their Arabic communities, 

married natives, adopted local dress, and spoke the Arabic language (described in the following 

chapter). 

 

Figure 3. Iranian passport issued to a Jewish Syrian in 

1930. 

 

 

 

 Some Iranians, however, did choose to return to Iran after Reza Shah’s rise to power. In 

1932, one Kurdish man, the leader of his tribe, entered a protracted legal battle during his 

inauspicious return to Iran after living in Iraq for several decades. During the late-Qajar period, 

he and five thousand families had abandoned their native town of Posht-i Kuh, in Iran’s southern 

borderland, to settle in Bein al-Nahrain, an area of southern Iraq between the Euphrates and the 

Tigris Rivers. In the Pahlavi period, many Iranians left for Iraq, causing tremendous frustration 

in Tehran as the central authorities blamed local officials for poorly administering their 

inhabitants.290 The exchanges between local inhabitants and Tehran, however, expose the 

continued haphazard application of national laws.  

 In 1922, just after Reza Shah took control of the Iranian military, Ahmad Mehr, then 

minister of foreign affairs in Iran, attested that Bein al-Nahrain was a popular place for Iranians 

to resettle in his worried report about the departure of many “wealthy” families. In fact, Mehr 
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approved of sending a bank in Baghdad a sum of five thousand tumans to entice their return from 

Bein al-Nahrain and Iraq, more generally.291 Iran thus coaxed wealthy Iranian families to return 

home and invest in the future of their native country. Hassan son of Gholi, heeded this call; the 

wealthy leader of a Kurdish tribe, he repeatedly visited the Iranian embassy to ensure that he 

maintained Iranian identification documents, according to him, for patriotic reasons. Although 

successful in Iraq, he read in the newspapers that the Pahlavi monarchy, which had attacked state 

corruption, would allow emigres to return home. Hassan requested a letter from the Pahlavi state 

in 1929, which promised him the legal protection of Iranian citizens. After some consideration, 

he and his tribe decided to make the arduous journey back to Posht-i Kuh, in Loristan (now the 

province of Ilam), with their 4,800 sheep, goats, donkeys and other livestock. As soon as they 

arrived, however, they discovered that local officials did not follow the Pahlavi monarchy’s 

leadership.292  

 The deputy mayor of the town, Mr. Gholyan, and his uncle, Seyyed Ahmad, harassed the 

newcomers and did not fulfill their obligations to the returnees. Unable to conduct business or 

purchase land to maintain livestock, the tribe began to sell its belongings to support itself. 

Hassan stated that he and his family had become the “ridicule of the town,” and that the local 

leadership made life impossible for them. Unable to cope, he and his family returned to Bein al-

Nahrain and wrote a letter to the central government to investigate their case.  

 The monarchy reprimanded the local officials and, on 30 December 1935, the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs sent Hassan a letter promising him safe passage to Posht-i Kuh. At this point, it 

seems that much of the tribe did not follow him; he took 900 sheep and 60 donkeys, which the 

border patrol allowed after seeing his official travel permit. He purchased some land in Posht-i 
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Kuh and began to farm. Soon, however, the tribe faced the wrath of Gholyan, furious that Hassan 

had taken his case to the central authorities. Gholyan confiscated all their property and denied 

their rights as Iranian citizens. In his letter to the shah, Hassan wrote, “I am hopeless, I am 

hopeless, I am hopeless.” Hassan threatened that if he returned to Iraq again, he would describe 

his suffering to “all of the newspapers in the area,” and deter other Iranians from returning.293 He 

eventually appealed his case to General Lazempour, who sent him to prison for twenty-four days. 

 This tactic was not uncommon. For example, in 1952, Abbas Tavaokli wrote the 

newspaper Bakhtiar-i Emruz of his mistreatment by the Iraqi government. He complained that, 

rather than help him and other families in the same circumstances, the Iranian government had 

turned its back on them. The newspaper published the open letter in the hopes of drawing the 

Pahlavi monarchy’s attention to their plight.294 Thus, rather than accept their fates, Iranians 

abroad articulated themselves as loyal citizens (even when residing in Iraq) to compel the press, 

the public, and the government to intervene on their behalf.  

 When Hassan’s case reached a judge, his pleas were not ignored. The judge ruled in his 

favor, forcing local officials to return some of Hassan’s property to him. Lazempour told Hassan 

to travel to Khorramabad, in eastern Loristan, where he submitted his complaint to the head of 

police, named Mashallah, who recommended that he leave Posht-i Kuh. If he farmed elsewhere, 

in Arabistan, Mashallah promised the return of his livestock and family. Hassan thus migrated, 

first to Loristan then to Andimeshk, in Arabistan. He received no word about his family or 

livestock, however. Again, he began contacting the central government by telegram but did not 

receive a response. He begged for permission to return to Posht-i Kuh to see his wife and 

children, who had no means of supporting themselves. After years of traveling between Iran and 
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Iraq, he had lost all of his belongings; he could no longer afford to put his family through this 

misery, he lamented, and would have to return to Iraq, after all.295   

 In Hassan’s case, he leveraged the monarchy against local officials and later threatened 

the Iranian monarchy with the Iraqi (rather than the Iranian) press. Crucially, he appealed to the 

Pahlavi monarchy by repeatedly evoking his patriotism, which was likely sincere given the 

profound difficulties he confronted during his return to Iran. Nevertheless, Tehran’s power was 

limited — not just by independent tribesmen and enterprising smugglers but local politicians 

who rejected national strictures. Despite expressing a desire to entice Iranians abroad back to 

their homeland, local officials did not share Tehran’s interests and took advantage of vulnerable 

returnees.  

 Border dwellers often complained about corrupt local officials and overzealous border 

patrolmen. Far from ignorant of the new institutions of power, migrants and border dwellers used 

the legal system to contest their detainment or the confiscation of their property. Border dwellers, 

whether residents of Iran or Iraq, filed complaints against officials for mistreatment and appealed 

their cases with the help of counsel.296 Knowledgeable about the ways modern institutions 

operated, inhabitants of the frontier did not simply submit to state punishment. Wealthier 

migrants, however, were the most vulnerable as local officials took advantage of their status as 

newcomers to confiscate their property. Without social capital or local connections, they could 

only defend themselves by appealing to the central state, which demanded their fair treatment but 

failed to effectively pressure local officials to follow new national policies, as Hassan 

discovered.  
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 Although Hassan seems to have migrated for patriotic reasons, this cannot be said of 

many migrants who regularly crossed the border between Iran and Iraq. At around the time 

Hassan began the process of organizing his documents to resettle in Iran, Pahlavi officials 

commented that Iranian citizens in the borderland traveled to Iraq “when they needed to, for 

personal reasons,” flagrantly ignoring the laws that “forbid travel to Iraq.”297 Border dwellers, as 

well as the local officials representing these provinces, understood the regularity of border 

crossings. Still, the Iranian regime worked to keep Iraqis out and natives in. Following the 

overthrow of the Hashemite monarchy in 1958, for example, the Pahlavi state worried that the 

new Qasim Republic planned, with “advertisements,” to “deceivingly lure […] uneducated 

[Iranian] villagers” into Iraq by falsely promising them a stipend.298 Presumably attracting them 

to Iraq to participate in the labor force, the official noted four regions most vulnerable to heed the 

call in the margins of his notes, including “western Azerbaijan, Kurdistan, Kermanshah, 

Khuzistan [Arabistan].”299 The regime thus believed that these populations were easily swayed to 

abandon their homeland for economic opportunity, further complicating their national loyalty 

and (supposedly) immutable connection to Iranian territory. 

 Iraqis also migrated to Arabistan, competing with local laborers for jobs. Tehran, eager to 

see the impoverished towns flourish from the discovery of oil in the region, took steps to protect 

Arabistani jobs. Although the Iranian government expressed frustration with Iraqi employment, 

“the diverse origins of the newly recruited workers does not appear to have given rise to ethnic 

tensions in the workplace.”300 In the early 1930s, Iran’s Department of Industry agitated for the 
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Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC) to fire its Iraqi employees.301 The exchange reveals the 

presence of Iraqis who competed with locals for high-paying jobs and the pressure exerted by 

Tehran to advocate for its native citizens. Although the APOC promised to clean house, the 

company also chided the Iranian government for its unreasonable demands. Very few Iranians, 

the APOC reminded Tehran, could fill these now vacant positions. After all, men capable of 

handling “instruments, machinery, etc., [with] a knowledge of English […] are not replaceable at 

short notice.” Iraqi men, trained by Britain’s Iraq Petroleum Company, did have the skills to 

serve as technicians. The APOC reported a number of unskilled laborers working in domestic 

capacities, as well. The company hired skilled and unskilled Iraqis alike, demonstrating the 

economic contribution made by Iraqis in southern Iran. 

 Still, the APOC sought to appease Reza Shah by adopting a “systematic and carefully 

arranged plan by means of special training, night schools, apprentice training, and language 

classes,” to replace Iraqi employees with Iranian locals. In April, the APOC offered the 

government a six-month timeline to fire all of its “[Iraqi] and non-Persian employees.”302 Less 

than two months later, the Department of Industry pushed back, demanding all Iraqi employees 

be immediately dismissed. Regardless of how unreasonable the edict, the Director reported he 

“issued [instructions] for the immediate dismissal of all Iraqi subjects remaining in the 

Company’s employ.” His frustration with the Department, however, was palpable. “It is a matter 

of regret and no little surprise,” he wrote, “that you were unable to assist the Company in its 

desire to give effect to your wishes gradually during a period of 6 months.”303 The Iranian 

government resisted Iraqi migration by insisting that the native inhabitants should benefit from 
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the economic prosperity brought by Iranian oil. This apparently ruffled many feathers in Iraq; 

decades later, in 1969, the Iraqi Ministry of Information complained that “the British Petroleum 

Company favored the Iranian workers” over Iraqis.304  

 The state struggled for years to force the Resident Director to reform the company’s 

hiring practices. How successfully, then, could the Department of Industry monitor the legal (and 

illegal) employment of other Iraqi migrants in local businesses throughout the region? Not at all 

successfully, this chapter asserts. Although fired from the APOC, there is no reason to assume 

that all of these Iraqis returned home. English speakers with technical training were in high 

demand. Many Iraqis, in fact, lived in Arabistan, just as many Iranians lived in Basra.  

 Several opportunities had been extended to the community to apply for Iranian 

citizenship two decades earlier. As described in the previous chapter, many declined and filed for 

Iraqi citizenship instead. When in hot water with the Iraqi government, however, they appealed 

to the Iranian consulate for help, at which point little could be done. In 1941, as a result of a 

spate of arrests of Iranians in Basra, the Pahlavi monarchy demanded that border officials permit 

Iranian migrants in Basra entrance back to Muhammarah.305 The Iraqi state granted them free 

passage home, though many still chose to stay.  

 It was not only the Arab Shi‘is of the region who traveled back and forth. Iraqi Jews, for 

example, emigrated for trade or to flee persecution. In 1930, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

released a report regarding Jewish contrabandists, revealing that Iraqi Jews, rather than conduct 

trade and return home, were settling in Arabistan. Arabistanis protested their settlement, causing 

the Ministry to recommend state action to prevent potential conflict.306 Later, in 1935, one 
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official worried that Iraqi Jews masqueraded as chauffeurs (or drivers) to gain visas into Iran.307 

Due to the new oil refineries and the demand for labor to build local infrastructure, Arabistan 

required many chauffeurs (“when you have one thousand trucks and lorries, you have to employ 

at least two thousand chauffeurs and chauffeur assistants”)308 and applying as one could offer 

Iraqis an easy way of entering Iran.  

 After World War II, more Jews emigrated from Iraq and traveled through Iran to 

eventually settle in Israel. Soon after the 1946 protests in Iraq against the British for supporting 

the establishment of Israel,309 some of the Iraqi Jews, who had remained after the Farhud (the 

1941 Iraqi pogrom), traveled through Iran (especially Kermanshah) to settle in Israel.310 The 

Pahlavi state did detain Iraqi Jews caught traveling without visas,311 although apparently these 

arrests were rare. Some Iraqi Jews chose to remain in Iran rather than settle in Israel, renewing 

their residency permits regularly to maintain legal status.312 As Lior Sternfeld demonstrates in his 

dissertation, Iraqi Jews settled in Arabistan and developed an almost adversarial relationship 

with Iranian Jews in the region, referring to them as ‘Ajam, a derogatory term for Persians used 

by Arabs. These Iraqi Jews learned to speak a mix of Arabic and Persian, demonstrating some 

level of assimilation.313   
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 The frontier thus represented a site of cultural and demographic flux and, although 

individuals regularly traveled across the border, this type of movement was difficult to record 

and elicited less attention because of its minimal financial impact. A wife may quietly leave Iran 

in order to compel her husband to make a sacrifice for their love, as one official’s desperate 

request for a transfer from Arabistan to Iraq attests.314 A corrupt bureaucrat working for the 

Department of Justice in Arabistan, caught for embezzlement, may flee from punishment to 

Iraq.315 A desperate Arab girl in Muhammarah may cross the Karun into Iraq in order to escape 

her family.316 These more personal reasons for migrating, often relating to family and marriage, 

are rarely captured in the archival record. Instead, memoirs and oral histories better convey the 

lax border control and the fluidity of nationality in the frontier. 

 Iranian memoirs of the Iran-Iraq War, narrated by residents of the borderland where 

Saddam Hussein invaded, describe the ongoing movement. The most famous female memoirist 

of the Iran-Iraq War, Seyyedeh Zahra Hosseini,317 recounts her father’s decision to move to 

Basra for employment in the 1950s — and the family’s decision to flee Basra due to her father’s 

political persecution in the 1960s. Another memoirist, Saham Taghati describes her maternal 

family’s journey from Arabistan to Basra and, later, her mother’s journey back to Arabistan to 

marry her cousin (presumably in the 1940s). The following chapter will further explore 

transborder family networks, which caused many to move, settle, work, and intermarry across 

the border. The disregard with which inhabitants of the frontier treated the national border as 

well as the relative autonomy of local officials in the region exemplifies the limits of the central 
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state’s authority. By the time of Abdol Karim Qasim’s coup in 1958, and thus the end of Iraq’s 

Hashemite monarchy, Iran and Iraq still struggled to enforce their authority at the border to 

control migration, causing many nationalists to wonder about the political loyalties of these 

frontier communities.  

 

Education in Arabistan 

 The movement of peoples and goods were not the only causes for concern; governments 

also deepened the confusion regarding territory and nationality by building institutions across the 

border. The Iraqi regime, for instance, established schools in Arabistan in order to indoctrinate 

Arab Iranian children in Iraqi nationalism. In 1926, the Iranian newspaper Ettela‘at reported that 

there were a total of eleven schools serving the province of Arabistan. One, the press reported, 

was a foreign school.318 This likely referred to Jalieh, an Iraqi Jewish school in Muhammarah, 

which caused concern among Iranian officials. By 1928, however, the Hashemite monarchy also 

founded an elementary school in Muhammarah (Primary School of Fine Arts) and in 1955 a high 

school (Iraqi Republic High School).319  

 Of course, Iraq was not alone in building schools in Iran; the Pahlavi monarchy also built 

schools in Iraq. The same Ettela‘at article states that Iran built an all-girls school in Iraq as well 

as four national state schools, serving the children of diplomats and Iranian emigres in Iraq.320 

Early twentieth-century Iranian schools in Bahrain, for instance, were built by private donations 

and offered students in Bahrain basic education.321 The Iranian government also built schools in 
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the city of Basra, which maintained close ties to Arabistan. In fact, school administrators 

organized field trips to take their student body on visits to Arabistan, their native country.322 Iran, 

like Iraq, wished to prevent its youth from identifying with another nation.  

 Schools, like other institutions, were shared by people on both sides of the border, 

however; “[b]order peoples, because of their histories,” Thomas Wilson and Hastings Donnan 

write, “not only have to deal with the institutions of their own state, but with those institutions of 

the state or states across the border, entities of equal and sovereign power.”323 In fact, Iraqi 

schools made such an impression on locals that memoirist Taghati describes one in her sketch of 

Muhammarah’s physical landscape.324 Iraq was thus institutionally present in the Iranian 

periphery, exerting its authority outside the nation’s territorial boundaries. 

 In 1937, an alarmed official sent a report to Tehran regarding the indoctrination of 

children in nationalism — the wrong kind of nationalism. The Iraqi newspaper, The Arab World, 

described how the dean of Iraq’s Primary School of Fine Arts, in Muhammarah, offered “the 

most eloquent expression of the Arab national spirit.” After “five minutes of silence” out of 

respect to King Faisal, the dean instructed his students “to sing the Iraqi national anthem.”325 The 

report does not state if Arab Iranians attended the school but expressed worry that Iraqi 

nationalism had penetrated Iranian borders and exercised influence on Arab Iranians. Iraqi 

schools in Arabistan represented a direct threat to Iran, as Arab provincials learned about the 

nationalism of a neighboring country with a majority Arab population. This served to deepen the 
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transnational social milieu of the frontier, as many locals learned about Iraq through pupils in 

addition to the migrants, smugglers, and tribesmen described earlier.   

 Although historians of Iran and Iraq have long explored public education, most examine 

missionary schools or state schools and their methods of indoctrination and education.326 After 

all, Middle Eastern states considered public schooling in areas with ethnolinguistic diversity of 

paramount importance. By reaching these students (i.e., teaching them Persian in Iran or Arabic 

in Iraq, offering them a nationalist narrative, etc.), schools homogenized the national community 

and directed the loyalty of modern citizens to the nation-state. The historiography has not, 

however, complicated our understanding of modern education by exploring state competition for 

pupils in borderlands.327 In 1938, another local official in Muhammarah sent an article about 

Iraqi schools celebrating Arab Liberation Day to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for 

consideration.328 Even if individuals or families did not know students in the school, they would 

likely hear about Arab Liberation Day and public celebration of the holiday might, officials 

worried, inflame Arab chauvinism. 

 One of the earliest schools in Muhammarah was Jalieh Iraqi School, built for Iraqi Jewish 

children. Jalieh, and the Arab Iranians in attendance, suffered sporadic harassment by the Pahlavi 

monarchy.329 In 1935, officials forced the school to expel its thirty-five Iranian students 

(presumably Arab, considering the school’s curriculum focused on the Arabic language), 
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frustrating parents who complained there was no equivalent alternative for their children in the 

city.330 After all, by 1942, there were five elementary schools operating in the entire city (the 

schools that operated before 1938 that I have located in the archival record are the Pahlavi 

Government Elementary School of Muhammarah, the Jalieh Iraqi Schools, and Iraq’s Primary 

School of Fine Arts).331 The quality of Iranian schools were, in all likelihood, inadequate for 

local families of means. In the 1937-38 academic year, for instance, the state elementary school 

in Muhammarah did not send any of their pupils to middle school (students completed their 

studies at around age nine or ten) and only two hundred boys were enrolled in the government 

elementary school. While seventy-four were enrolled at the beginning of the school year in the 

first grade, only twenty-six were accepted to move onto the next grade; in the fifth grade, there 

were thirty-one students at the beginning of the year and nineteen passed their final exams.332  

 The Pahlavi government, which attempted to cater to these affluent Arab Iranians parents 

enrolled in the superior Iraqi Jewish school, compensated for the absence of adequate schools in 

the region by agreeing to build another institution across the Karun River in nearby Abadan in 

1935.333 The state thus actively competed with Iraqis for Arab pupils in order to secure the 

national loyalties of their children. Furthermore, the Pahlavi state was forced to react to the 

strategic evasion of nationalist indoctrination and apparently inferior education. 

 At around this time, in 1937, Iraq requested permission to build an elementary school in 

Tehran for 214 students (ostensibly for the children of Iraqi diplomats) and Iranian officials drew 
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connections to the precedent of Jalieh in Muhammarah.334 Throughout the long process of 

opening the school in Tehran, Hashemite officials complained that the Pahlavi monarchy did not 

allow for more Iraqi schools in Arabistan. Toward the end of 1938, Iraq agitated for permission 

to build more educational institutions in the three Arabistani cities of Muhammarah, Abadan, and 

Ahwaz, also the most significant sites of illicit trade.335 Tehran feared that local Arab Iranian 

children would enroll in these institutions, which of course came to fruition. Iraqi nationalists 

later admitted in 1969, during the first conflict with Iran immediately after the Baath Party 

takeover in 1968, that these institutions were indeed intended to indoctrinate Arab Iranians in 

Iraqi nationalism, deepening the conflicting loyalties of the borderland.336 

 These Iraqi institutions allowed some Arab Iranian students and communities to remain 

aloof from Iran’s nation-building project by exposing them to Iraqi nationalism. Though the state 

depended on schools to propagate Iranian nationalism and the Persian language, historians have 

suggested that educators faced enormous challenges in executing this mission. In 1934, Kashani-

Sabet writes, “Taqi Rahbar, the head of the educational bureau of Azerbaijan, confirmed the 

prevalence of Turkish in that province… As Rahbar confessed, ‘It was with a note of regret that 

upon my arrival in this place I witnessed that the conversations of high school students as well as 

fifth and sixth graders were in Turkish!!’” In fact, after further observation of “local schools […] 

Rahbar found that the students ‘could speak very little Persian.’”337 Arab Iranian youths likely 

demonstrated similar Persian fluency, especially since many pupils did not attend Iranian schools 

at all. Iraqi schools offered Arabistanis a valuable alternative to Persian language instruction.    
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 Beginning in the 1920s, early in the history of public education, Iran and Iraq competed 

for Arab Iranian pupils in Arabistan. Likely due to the difficulty of attending public schools 

taught in Persian, a foreign language to many Arabistanis, Arab Iranians enrolled their children 

in Iraqi schools. Even by 1958, when Qasim founded the Iraqi Republic and deposed Iraq’s last 

Hashemite monarch, Iran had only established seven elementary schools in the town of 

Muhammarah,338 which competed with the two elementary schools and one high school built by 

the Iraqi government and Iraqi Jews. Although in 1968 there was some conflict about 

maintaining these institutions in the borderland, the Pahlavi monarchy only succeeded in moving 

the elementary school and high school to different locations in Muhammarah.339  

 So troubling were these three institutions in the border town that, after the Iranian 

Revolution in 1979, one of the first reports sent to Tehran blamed Arabistan’s Iraqi schools for 

the alienation of Iranian Arabs from the nation.340 According to local officials observing the 

region, Iraq fomented dissent by feeding locals pan-Arabist propaganda. Iraqi immigrants as well 

as Iraqi schools disseminated Arab national myths and texts, thereby disrupting the development 

of an Arab Iranian culture, which would have cohered around a single national experience. 

 By residing in the borderland, Arab Iranians were uniquely positioned to complicate 

hegemonic Persian nationalism with another country’s nationalist propaganda. Education 

represented an important means by which states captured the loyalties of their populations. 

Iranian residents of Iraq, for instance, sent their children to Iraqi schools, causing many to 

identify more strongly with Iraq, despite their Iranian citizenship. The Pahlavi regime understood 
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the danger of allowing the Iraqi government to establish educational institutions in the 

borderland, which challenged the Arabs’ singular loyalty to the Iranian nation. 

 

Conclusion 

 Throughout the Hashemite period, Arabistan had deep socioeconomic ties with the 

neighboring province of Basra and Iraq, more generally. Families straddled both sides of the 

border, smugglers traveled back and forth to turn a profit, tribes deepened historic transnational 

networks, and the state built infrastructure to support travel and communication between the two 

provinces. The author of one memoir regarding Arabistan, The Last Sunday, writes that “because 

of the long-time presence of the British in Abadan, and the border of Abadan and Khorramshahr 

[Muhammarah] with Iraq, as well as the continuous relationship with Arab countries on the 

borders […] diverse and new thoughts and ideas” entered these towns.341 Saddam Hussein’s 

contention that Arabistan, and specifically the Arab majority cities he invaded (Muhammarah 

and Abadan), rightfully belonged in Iraq, and that its inhabitants would be treated more fairly 

under an Arab leader, resonated with some of Arabistan’s locals.  

 Diverse origins, ethnicities, and faiths combined to produce ambiguous national loyalties 

in the borderland. Naturally, border dwellers did not always share the same interests as the state 

that represented them and, depending on the circumstances, some chose to travel across the 

border to find employment, trade goods, or settle with family. Although Hassan son of Gholi 

demonstrated a devotion to his country of origin (evident in the suffering he endured to relocate), 

other Iranians, officials feared, did not feel the same commitment to their national community 
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and traveled across the border when it suited their needs. As a result of this twentieth-century 

movement, a unique transnational milieu developed in the Arabistan-Basra frontier. 

 In the following chapter, I outline the ways in which Iraqi pan-Arabists described Iran’s 

southwestern borderland to the Iraqi public. Beginning in the Qasim period (1958-63), Iraqi 

scholars presented Arabistan as an extension of Basra. Scholars argued that the Arab Iranian 

population, suffering from the oppression of a racist Persian monarchy, required Iraqi support. 

Although academics began to construct an Arabistan-Basra social bloc for Iraqi readers, the 

Baath Party (which took over the government in 1968) deported Iranian-Iraqis from its territory 

in reaction to strained diplomatic relations with Mohammad Reza Shah. Many of these deported 

Iranian-Iraqis were, in fact, Arabs from Arabistan, indistinguishable from the population Iraqi 

scholars argued belonged in Iraq.  

 Determined to force the weak Baath Party’s hand, Iran’s shah funded Kurdish rebels in 

northern Iraq. Due to the Baath’s poor relationship with the Pahlavi monarch, Iraq’s Iranians 

suffered discrimination and mass deportation. Over the course of the twentieth-century, however, 

the Iranian-Iraqi community had assimilated into their host country through intermarriage, 

schooling, and participation in local political parties. Thus, the Iraqi state, try as it might, could 

not successfully isolate Iranians from society and, eventually, compromised the nation’s “ethnic 

purity” for the national loyalty of its citizens and legal residents. 
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Chapter Three:  

The State Loyalties of Iranian Arab Shi‘is, 1958-1980 

 In 1958, Faegheh Shirazi’s mother and paternal aunt planned a trip together to visit Iraq 

with their children. The Shirazi’s, a prestigious clerical family whose last name signified their 

city of origin in Iran, had traveled to Iraq in the Ottoman period to study and teach Islamic 

jurisprudence. Faegheh’s father, however, had emigrated to Iran during the Hashemite period, 

crediting his decision to discrimination in Iraqi society. Nevertheless, Faegheh’s grandparents 

and eldest uncle remained in Iraq and, in order to travel there, her paternal aunt hired Arab tribal 

merchants to smuggle them from Abadan, despite her father’s concern for their safety. 

 Iraqis traveled across the Shatt al-Arab regularly, selling goods that were inaccessible to 

the oil-rich island of Abadan. As modern states emerged and exerted more control over their 

national economies, “smuggling syndicates [also] sprung up to challenge these monopolies, 

necessitating constant changes in the laws to fight these attacks on securing government 

profits.”342 Like many from the southern Iranian borderland, Faegheh comments on regularly 

seeing Iraqi tribal merchants sailing the waters of the Shatt al-Arab; this space, she states, was 

fluid, with merchandise packed on boats, crossing the floating buoys meant to alert Iranians and 

Iraqis of the border between the two countries. Eric Tagliacozzo argues that these “contraband 

milieus” led to “boundary production” in addition to “boundary transgression”.343 Faegheh and 

her family were, indeed, boundary transgressors, maneuvering around the border with the help of 

contrabandists, concealed beneath a blanket alongside illegal cargo.  
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For these Arab tribesmen, the “imposition of borders and rigid controls” represented “an 

opportunity to make money from the […] political and economic circumstances.”344 The Arabs 

who transported Faegheh’s family, for instance, earned a substantial income as a result of their 

familiarity with the waterway and their relationship with the Iraqi coast guards. When the coast 

guards approached their boat, Faegheh could hear their friendly exchange with the smugglers and 

felt the movement on the boat as the goods were checked. Soon, the patrolmen were gone; 

nevertheless, the smuggler told the group in Arabic not to move – a message her aunt, who grew 

up in Iraq, translated to the Persian-speaking family. After reaching Iraqi shores, the smugglers 

helped the women and children out of the boat and carried their luggage. Faegheh and her family 

went to the smuggler’s home in Basra, where they were served tea. There, Faegheh’s aunt gave 

the smugglers their payment and agreed on the terms for the return journey. Although Faegheh’s 

father was uncomfortable with this method of travel, his sister knew the smuggling networks 

well and ensured their safe passage.  

The trip was, for all intents and purposes, a success. They were careful not to draw 

attention to themselves by speaking Persian in public; no one asked them for their papers, either 

in Najaf, where the family stayed with Faegheh’s paternal grandparents, or in Baghdad, where 

they visited Faegheh’s paternal uncle. After their three-week visit, however, her mother 

expressed concern about their return. When they arrived to Abadan, she was joyous “and kept 

saying how happy she was to have made it back to Iranian soil.”345 Unfamiliar with this method 

of travel, she did not take her safety for granted, as her sister-in-law had. 

By the mid-twentieth-century, many border dwellers and smugglers had one foot in the 

doors of both Iran and Iraq (socially, economically, and politically). As demonstrated in the 
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previous chapter, Arabistanis and Basrans conducted trade together, their children attended Iraqi 

schools, and their families resided on both sides of the border. Points of origin thus became 

exceedingly muddled at the border, and they did not necessarily reflect one’s nationality. The 

ambiguous national loyalty and ethnic makeup of the frontier caused confusion among Iraqi 

nationalists by the 1960s, as well. Exactly who, many Iraqi nationalists asked, belonged where? 

Could some Arab Iranians living in Muhammarah or Abadan, who regularly traveled between 

the two countries, feel loyalty to Iraq? This was not a question that animated national debate in 

the Hashemite period. As a result of the changing conception of Arabistan from simply a 

province neighboring Basra to a demographic and cultural extension of Basra, however, these 

questions emerged in Iraq’s public discourse.  

 The Iraqi nation was composed of various ethnicities and faiths including a minority of 

Iranian nationals. In fact, hybridity represented a central feature of Iraqi nationalism.346 Like Orit 

Bashkin, I am careful not to characterize twentieth-century Iraqi history as a prolonged period of 

sectarian violence met by cruel totalitarian suppression. Instead, I emphasize national and 

cultural hybridity, which makes allowances for non-Arab Sunni out-groups, like Iranian 

immigrants. Bashkin writes that “[t]he concept of sect itself was […] produced, hybridized, and 

changed over time”;347 similarly, the Ottoman tanzimat produced the Iranian immigrant as a 

distinct subject with certain privileges under the law348 while the later Hashemite monarchy 

hybridized these immigrants by accepting the possibility of their assimilation.349 The Iranian-

Iraqi experience thus changed over the course of the twentieth-century. 
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 Influenced by Khaz‘al’s failed tribal movement in the 1920s and the ethnic nationalist 

revolt in the 1940s, Iraqi intellectuals presented the province’s Arab inhabitants as downtrodden 

compatriots, resisting the authority of a racist Persian state. Ethnic separatists embarked on a 

public relations campaign to convince pan-Arabists that Arab Iranians required the support of 

coethnics to win their independence. In this political climate, some Iraqi nationalists, who 

traveled to Arabistan and interviewed locals, came to believe that Arabistanis in border towns 

belonged in Iraq — despite the Baath’s contemporaneous suggestion Arab Iranians already 

residing in Iraq could not be trusted as Iraqi patriots. 

 This chapter explores how Iraqi nationalists, following the collapse of the Hashemite 

monarchy in 1958, viewed Arabistanis and the unmonitored migration at the shared border with 

Iran. Many Iraqi nationalists believed that Arab border dwellers may be potential or closeted 

Iraqi nationalists, given their political activities since the 1920s. At the same time, the Sunni 

political elite, especially the Baath Party, distrusted the Iranian population already within Iraqi 

borders. Suspecting many were loyal to Iran, the Baath deported upwards of 100,000 Iraqis of 

Iranian descent between 1969-1988. Unlike other historians, who only examine the expulsion of 

Iranian-Iraqis, I demonstrate the successful assimilation of the community in Iraqi society and 

the government’s eventual acknowledgement in 1980 that Iraqis of Iranian descent were almost 

indistinguishable from the native population.  

  

The Iraqi Republic and Arab Shi‘is 

 Due to the influence of pan-Arabism in the Hashemite period, one expects Iraqi 

nationalists to express some interest in Arab Iranians, especially those residing in close proximity 

to the border. Rather than link the provinces of Basra to Arabistan, however, historians invested 
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in the nation-building project and emphasized Basra’s history as essential to the Iraqi nation. I 

argue that Iraq’s later interest in Arabistan did not derive from pan-Arabism.350 Instead, it 

indicated an expansionist vision of Iraq-centric nationalism. Iraq’s claim to the region derived 

from Arabistan’s indigenous Shi‘i Arab inhabitants, a population that early pan-Arabists 

distrusted and certainly did not wish to invite into the country.351 Championing the rights of 

Palestinians, in contrast, bound Iraq symbolically to the larger pan-Arab project. As a result of 

the Baath’s conflict with Mohammad Reza Shah and the Pahlavi monarchy’s occupation of three 

Arab islands in 1971, Iraqi scholars expressed concern about the fate of Arab Iranians and, soon, 

argued that Arabistan belonged in Iraq, specifically. 

 

Abdol Karim Qasim’s Iraqi Republic 

 After the Hashemite period, Abdol Karim Qasim rose to power in 1958. His rule 

demonstrates the recurring themes of political violence and military coups characteristic of Iraqi 

history. From the outset, there were internal divisions: President Qasim, a supporter of the Iraqi 

Communist Party (ICP) and left-wing Iraqi nationalists, frowned on his prime minister, ‘Abd al-

Salam Muhammad ‘Arif, for allying with pan-Arabists and the Baath Party.352 Neither Qasim nor 

‘Arif approved of the Shi‘i political establishment, however, embodied by the clerical 

establishment. Fearful of sectarian revolt, Qasim forced political Shi‘ism underground. 

Emboldened by Qasim, the ICP, which until then enjoyed Shi‘i support, assaulted Muhsin al-
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Hakim, the chief marja’ of Iraq. Al-Hakim responded in February of 1960 by issuing a fatwa 

prohibiting the participation of Shi‘is in the ICP.353 Searching for an alternative to Leftist 

politics, Shi‘i clerics founded al-Da‘wa al-Islamiya in 1959. Qasim and the ICP thus alienated a 

large segment of their political base, Iraqi Shi‘is.  

 Qasim’s preference for the ICP did not last long after war commenced with the Kurds in 

1961. He initiated martial law, postponed elections, and installed himself as dictator. The Baath 

and the Kurds, alarmed by Qasim’s monopoly on power, agreed to cooperate in order to 

overthrow the founder of the Iraqi Republic. Following a day of bloodshed, a new government 

was announced with ‘Arif as president and Ahmed Hasan al-Bakr as prime minister. 

Immediately, the Baath led an aggressive campaign to imprison and execute members of the 

communist party.354 After ‘Abd al-Salam Muhammad ‘Arif’s death in 1966, his brother, Abdul 

Salam Rahman, succeeded him; neither brother, however, satisfied the Baath Party, which 

eventually led to another coup in 1968.355 

 

The Baath Party     

 The Baath often cast aspersions on the loyalty of Iraqi Shi‘is with Iranian nationality. 

Political confrontations — like Muhammad Reza Shah annexing three Arab islands in 1971 or 
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the Islamic Revolution of 1979 — triggered two waves of deportation (1969-75, 1980-88). These 

periods of tension between Iran and Iraq inspired a tremendous amount of scholarship on the 

subject of the Arabistan-Basra frontier within Iraq; historians offered robust analyses of 

diplomatic relations between the two nations. As the Baath Party expelled Iranian-Iraqis, Iraqi 

historians also described inhabitants of Arabistan as extraordinarily similar to inhabitants of 

Basra. Of course, the Iranian-Iraqis expelled by the Baath were nearly identical to the Arabs in 

Arabistan; in fact, as I demonstrate, many of the exiles settled in Iranian border towns because 

they were Arabic-speakers and wished to remain within the Iraqi cultural sphere. The data 

gathered about these deportees offer historians the opportunity to explore assimilation and 

hybridization (despite all of the legal obstacles placed on the Iranian immigrant community).  

 Indigenous Arab Shi‘is were also targeted by the Baath Party after Hasan al-Bakr became 

president, and Saddam Hussein became vice president, in 1968. The Baath Party initiated a 

“campaign of repression against Shi‘is,” which saw “the closure of Islamic institutions including 

a theological college in Najaf; the imposition of strict censorship on religious publications; the 

authorization of the sale of alcohol in the Shi‘i holy places reportedly for the first time in Iraqi 

history; and persecution of Shi‘i Ulama in general.”356 While Hussein repressed Shi‘is, he also 

deemphasized religious distinction in public discourse in order to produce a monolithic Iraqi 

subject. “The regime had enacted a ‘conspiracy of silence’ around the issue of the Shi‘is,” Ofria 

Bengio writes, “lest they might have to share power with them.”357 In fact, “sectarianism,” or 

ta‘ifiyya, became a dirty word during the Baath period; “[i]t was the Ba‘th party that gave it 

[ta‘ifiyaa] an exceedingly derogatory note […] The party used it to attack the Shi‘a without 
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naming it or else to send a signal to the Shi‘is without publicly referring to a potentially 

embarrassing problem.”358 An Iraqi, Hussein believed, should feel loyalty only to his or her 

national community.  

 Hussein therefore did not dismiss Shi‘is as incapable of assimilating into Iraqi society, 

but he did regard Shi‘i institutions as competitors for their loyalty. Predictably, Hussein adopted 

a pedagogical program that erased ethnic and religious distinctions from schools. As vice 

president in 1975, Hussein demanded educators “speak of the Iraqi who comes from 

Sulaymaniyya [i.e., a Kurd] and he who comes from Basra [i.e., a Shi‘i], without pointing to his 

ethnic origins... Let us delete the words Arabs and Kurds and replace them with the term the 

Iraqi people.”359 The party’s erasure of public articulations of ethnic and religious differences did 

not mean that Saddam Hussein shared power with non-Arab Sunnis, however.  

Traditionally comprised of a majority Shi‘i membership, the Baath progressively 

transformed into a Sunni-dominated party. Although in 1963 the distribution of Shi‘is, Sunnis 

and Kurds in positions of top command constituted 53.8, 38.5, and 7.7 percent respectively, by 

1970, two years after the Baath Party’s coup, the figures were 5.7, 84.9, and 7.5 percent. 

According to social historian, Hana Batatu, “[a] similar process appears to have taken place in 

the intermediate and lower layers of the ‘active membership.’ This means, of course, that the 

party has become more homogenous, but at the same time less representative.”360 Shi‘i party 

members were thus more often “treated with severity” while the Sunnis “frequently escaped with 
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light sentences.”361 Until the Iran-Iraq War, when Shi‘i support was important to continue the 

war effort, the Baath Party marginalized the community institutionally.362 

 

Arabistan in Iraqi Historiography 

 Historian Jabir Ibrahim Rawi emphasized that the Arabistan-Basra border was meant to 

serve “as a barrier to prevent the ideological influence and ideas from crossing the boundary 

line”363 in his 1970 study of the Iran-Iraq frontier. The Baath Party similarly reminded readers in 

1970, when Muhammad Reza Shah agitated for a more favorable border arrangement of the 

Shatt al-Arab, that Iranians considered Arabistan the “wall” between “Persians and Iraq.”364 As 

demonstrated in Chapter Two, however, Iranians and Iraqis regularly crossed the border in order 

to trade goods, intermarry, and disseminate ideas. The ethnic makeup and national loyalties of 

border dwellers were, therefore, highly ambiguous.  

 During the early Baath period, pan-Arabism experienced a renaissance in Iraq. Like the 

Palestinians, Iraqi nationalists believed Arabistanis were oppressed by a non-Arab Other (here, 

the Persians). Unlike Palestine, the Baath Party’s claim to Arabistan revolved around the 

borderland’s social and cultural milieu as well as the similarities between Arab Iranians and 

Basrans, specifically. For that reason, I argue, Baathist interest in Arabistan did not derive from 

pan-Arabism, like the Palestinian cause did; instead, the dream to annex Arabistan derived from 

Iraq-centric nationalism, both in the emphasis on an Arab Shi‘i population (of little interest to 

pan-Arabists) and the characterization of the province as an extension of Basra. 
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 Following the coup in 1968, Muhammad Reza Shah, sentient of Iraq’s political 

vulnerability, abrogated the 1937 Treaty, which set the borders of the Shatt al-Arab. This sparked 

the first round of Baath deportations of Iranian-Iraqis. Following an attempted coup in Iraq in 

1970, which Hussein claimed to be Iranian-backed, the Baath funded Iranian Baluchi and anti-

Shah activists in Iran. In 1971, Iran occupied three Arab islands, Abu Musa, Lesser Tunb, and 

Greater Tunb, upsetting the surrounding Arab nations. Between 1971-74, Iran and Iraq engaged 

in indirect acts of aggression. The Shah funded the 1974 Kurdish revolt, particularly damaging to 

the Iraqi regime, which forced Saddam Hussein to concede a more favorable border arrangement 

of the waterway to Iran. In 1975, the two parties signed the Algiers Agreement, which Hussein 

later abrogated after the Iranian Revolution of 1979. 

 Iraqi historians informed readers about the controversial border arrangement during the 

conflict in the 1970s, which led to an explosion of manuscripts not only about the Shatt al-Arab 

but also the province of Arabistan. The accomplished historian Mustafa ‘Abd al-Ghadr al-Najjar 

wrote of the dismal state of affairs in Arabistan, where Arab residents were “engulfed in Iranian 

nationalism.” In his opinion, Arabistan proved the importance of protecting other Arab lands 

from falling into Persian hands.365 Al-Najjar described his enduring interest in Arabistan, on 

which he wrote his master’s thesis in the late-1960s.366 He was not alone in his interest in Basra’s 

neighboring province. The oppression of Arabistanis preoccupied many Iraqi nationalists, who 

considered it proof of the dangerous consequences of losing territory to Persians.  

 While Saddam Hussein alienated Shi‘is from public discourse through the 1970s, Iraqi 

historians made a bid for Iran’s Arab Shi’i population. Ali Nim‘at al-Hulw’s Al-Ahwaz (the 
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alternative name for Arabistan used by Iraqis) emphasized this connection between Basra and 

Arabistan. Al-Hulw penned his monograph in 1969, as the Baath Party first began to cleans Iraq 

of Iranians. Like al-Najjar, al-Hulw described Arabistan as a province overwhelmed by the 

corrosive influence of Persians. Throughout the text, he expressed sympathy for his coethnics 

abroad. All Arabs, he argued, must “[support Arab Iranians] to win their freedom.”367 Iraqi 

nationalists blamed the British and French for unjustly separating Arabistan from Basra. Al-

Hulw, for example, began one chapter on the subject of the border with a quote from Sir Arnold 

Wilson, who once said, “Khuzistan [Arabistan] is as different from Persia as Germany is from 

Spain.”368 Perhaps this lack of affinity, al-Hulw surmised, was why Iran invested so little in 

improving the lives of Arabs in the province.369 

 Not only did the Arabs of Arabistan share the same tribal structures and laws as Iraqis, al-

Hulw argued, but the Iraqi and Arab Iranian communities also shared cultural similarities. He 

described the similarities between Arabistan and Basra, from their attire to their diets. Of course, 

one of the most important features shared by Arabs in Iran and Iraq was their faith; the majority 

of Arab Iranians and Iraqis are Shi‘i. Significantly, few Iraqi scholars emphasized Shi‘ism. As 

described earlier, al-Rihani even blamed Khaz‘al’s vices on Shi‘ism. Still, Iraqi historians did 

mention this common link. The only thing separating Arabistanis from Iraqis, and especially 

from inhabitants of Basra, was an arbitrary border line, Iraqi intellectuals argued.  

 Al-Hulw invited readers to not only relate to Arabistanis, but also to sympathize with 

their plight as fellow Arabs struggling for freedom, much as the Palestinians struggled under 

Israeli oppression. Under the title “Psychological Warfare,” al-Hulw lamented, “The people are 

                                                 
367 Ali Nitm’at al-Hulw, Al-Ahwaz (Baghdad: Dar al-Basri, 1969), 9. 
368 Ibid., 17. 
369 Ibid., 132. 



 

 120 

today being subjected to psychological warfare […and] an economic and health war” because, he 

wrote, “Iranian authorities prevent Arabs from demonstrating Arabism.” Iraqis assumed that, if 

offered the opportunity, Arabistanis would choose Iraqi leadership and identify with the Arab 

government across their border. His dress made illegal and his politics censored, the Arab Iranian 

experienced “his share of insults and beatings.”370 Harrowing stories of mistreatment were 

repeated by Iraqi authors, many of whom visited the province and met local Arab leaders.  

 The Center for Arab Civilization publishing house, an arm of the Baath Party, 

corroborated the findings of Iraqi nationalists. The Center, which insisted on the unique Arab 

character of Iran’s southwestern province, reached out to Arabs internationally for support. In 

1974, during the conflict over the Shatt al-Arab, the publishing house produced The Arabism of 

Ahwaz, which argued that Arab border dwellers in Iran supported pan-Arabism. The text referred 

to the Pahlavi monarchy as “Persian colonists,” equating the regime’s policies to Ottoman and 

British colonialism. It also referred to Persians as rapists, inflicting “injustice and oppression.”371 

Considering the fact that Iraqis likely met (or sought out) partisans who saw Arabistan as a 

province of “martyrs for Arabism,” it is unsurprising that many believed local Arab inhabitants 

would support Iraqi intervention. 

 The Arabism of Ahwaz listed three towns that most strongly exhibited a commitment to 

Arabism; predictably, these included Ahwaz, Muhammarah, and Abadan. The Center 

enumerated the proportion of Arab inhabitants in each town. In Ahwaz, the Center estimated that 

70% of the population was Arab; in Muhammarah 80% and in Abadan 50% were of Arab 
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descent.372 Unlike the careful assessments of earlier European travelers, they did not account for 

intermarriage or cultural hybridity. Other cities were also listed, but the organization did not 

estimate the proportion of their Arab population. Since the early twentieth-century, local Iranian 

officials had alerted Tehran to the smuggling networks between Basra and these three towns, as 

described in the first chapter. Iraqi propagandists and ethnic separatists similarly focused their 

attention on Ahwaz, Muhammarah and Abadan as most likely to defect from the Iranian regime.    

 Ethnic separatists located in Arabistan received funding from other Arab nations. Various 

international Arab conferences, for example, discussed the future political objectives of the Front 

and commissioned these texts to educate Arabs at large of their coethnics in Arabistan. How 

deeply these sentiments, described explicitly in this text and others in the 1970s, resonated in 

Arabistan may be observed in the events following the Islamic Revolution. While some Arabs in 

the region did not characterize their history as one of Persian oppression marked by fleeting 

moments of Arab resistance, others rejected Tehran’s call for unity (whether from the Pahlavi 

monarchy or later the Islamic Republic) and demanded greater political and cultural autonomy – 

though there is little indication that they wished to join the Iraqi nation. 

 In the early days of the Iraqi invasion, the Baath regime and Iraqi nationalists built on the 

works of earlier writers to inspire feelings of kinship among Iraqis and Arabistanis. The opening 

lines of al-Najjar’s 1980 text predictably associated the Iranian province geographically with the 

Iraqi provinces it borders, “Arabistan is located to the southeast of Iraq, and constitutes the 

northeastern section of the Arab world… The limits [of which] are west of the Iraqi provinces of 

Basra and Misan.”373 Imaginatively cast within the parameters of the Arab world, the author 
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described (even idealized) the cultures, laws, and topographic features of Arabistan’s border 

towns, as he had throughout his academic career.  

 Although historians like al-Najjar claimed an ancient and organic connection to Arabistan 

and its inhabitants, Iraqi nationalists emphasized the early modern tribal confederacy that 

stretched across Iran and Iraq. This offered Iraqi nationalists the best argument for the 

incorporation of Arabistan and Basra since historical precedent existed for the region’s political 

unity. Al-Najjar portrayed the Banu Ka‘b confederacy as having a “significant impact on the 

evolution of political life for [the] Arabistan of modern times.”374 Propagandists characterized 

Arabistanis as a people whose political interests were overridden during the nineteenth-century 

negotiations between the Ottoman and Qajar empires, which had resulted in the modern border 

between Iran and Iraq. If they had any agency, propagandists assured Iraqis, Arab Iranians would 

have insisted their province fall within the boundaries of Iraq. The “treat[ies] decided the fate of 

the people against their will and without being given the chance to contribute” to their own fate, 

al-Najjar insisted.375 

 Arabistan devoted an entire section to “The Struggle of Arabistan’s People for Freedom,” 

where al-Najjar outlined their unsuccessful protests against the racist Persian regime. By listing 

each conflict in bullet points, it appears to any reader that Arabistan had endured uninterrupted 

violence since the early twentieth-century. By 1946, al-Najjar reported, the situation had 

deteriorated to such an extent that “young Arabs” in the province founded the Association for the 

Defense of Arabistan to effectively resist the Persian onslaught.376 Indeed, this was one of 

several organizations that developed to resist the monarchy. In 1958, Ahwazis founded the 
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Popular Front for the Liberation of Ahwaz as well as the Struggle Until Victory. In 1968, Arabs 

in the province founded yet another organization that gave local Arabs a political voice, the Arab 

Revolt Movement to Liberate Arabistan.377 The most important of these organizations was, 

undoubtedly, Khalq-e Arab, which toed the line between ethnic separatism and provincial 

autonomy, depending on its audience. Like the earlier Iranian historian Ahmad Kasravi, al-Najjar 

emphasized the clashes between Persians and Arabs in the province since the early twentieth-

century in order to demonstrate that the two ethnicities could not coexist peacefully.378 

 Iraqi historians thus wrote ideological tracts on Arabistan’s national belonging. 

Interestingly, in 1979-80, Iranian and Iraqi journalists and scholars continuously mapped the 

geography of the frontier. In al-Najjar’s map (featured on the cover of his book), he colored the 

nation of Iran in a light pink and Iraq in yellow; the Arab Shi‘i borderland — comprised of 

Arabistan, Basra and Misan — appear crudely colored in green. This vague re-envisioning of the 

frontier is consistent with other descriptions of Arabistan from the early Baath period. In one 

booklet produced by Iraq’s Ministry of Information in 1969 described al-Ahwaz as a “a physical 

expansion to Al-Sawad lands (=Iraq)” since “ancient Islamic eras,” and therefore a “part of 

[…the] Basrah area.”379 Establishing Arabistan’s geographic and cultural character as 

quintessentially Iraqi, or at least an extension of Basra, was intended to justify the 1980 invasion.  

 Iraqi historians and politicians thus imaginatively incorporated Arab Iranians into the 

Iraqi community between the 1960s and 1980. This signaled a burgeoning ethnic nationalism, 

defining coethnics abroad as eligible for Iraqi citizenship despite their national origin and 

regardless of their Shi‘i faith. By providing readers with numerous maps, the authors 
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suggestively categorized Arabistan as an in-between space — more connected to Basra than Iran. 

As Kashani-Sabet writes in her discussion of early nationalist maps, “these crude sketches 

manifested the strategic and diplomatic significance of maps […] to assert territorial ownership 

of its borderlands […] These depictions also propagated knowledge of the homeland through 

their visual representations of the landscape.”380 Mapping Basra and Arabistan as a contiguous 

space, or a unified province, visualized a political potentiality.   

 Furthermore, the Ministry of Information wrote approvingly of the Arabistan-Basra 

frontier’s porous borders. In fact, it credited Iraqi schools, built in Muhammarah, Abadan, and 

Ahwaz, for indoctrinating Arab Iranian children since the early twentieth-century.381 Although 

the Pahlavi monarchy had not altogether shut down these schools, the Ministry of Information 

claimed that Iranians had made it difficult for Iraqis teachers and headmasters to teach Arab 

Iranians about Iraqi nationalism. The stage set for invasion, the Baath Party insisted that Arab 

Iranian locals had attempted to make their desires known for decades. The downtrodden Arabs of 

Iran, the Baath claimed, had invited Iraq to liberate them from Persian rule. Iraqi nationalists 

surmised that Arabistanis, among them some Iraqi emigres, would take up arms against the weak 

revolutionary regime in Tehran.  

 Political organizations based in Arabistan and funded by Arabs internationally also 

shaped the discourse regarding the legitimacy of Iraq’s invasion. In a text published by the Arab 

National Front in 1980, the party expounded four core “principles”: “1 - Arabistan is part of the 

Arab homeland. 2 - The Arab people in Arabistan are part of the Arab nation. 3 - The people of 

Arabistan believe in unity. 4 - Generation by generation raising the nation.” Notably, the 

nationalists did not demand that their territory be incorporated into Iraq. The organization 
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appealed for financial support, however, to build nationalist outposts through the region. It also 

demanded that Arab countries recruit Arab students from Iran, presumably to cause the students 

to identify more strongly with their coethnics.382 Of course, Iraq was busily deporting Iranian 

students (ethnically Arab or not) in 1980 in order to eliminate the troublesome “Persian 

element.”  

 Months into the invasion, however, it was clear that Arab Iranians support had not 

materialized. Though some Iraqi writers continued to insist that Iran illegally occupied 

Arabistan, they acknowledged the importance of maintaining a border between Persians and 

Arabs — whether or not that border officially moved to include Arabistan within Iraq. The 

necessity of the border, central to the discourse of the 1969-75 conflict, reemerged as a matter of 

paramount importance, one that concerned Arabs internationally. Reminiscent of Rawi’s 

language in 1970, Iraqi professor Falah Shakir Asoud wrote in The Eastern Border of the Arab 

Homeland and Persian Ambitions (1981) that “[t]he current problem between Iraq and Iran is [… 

a] national problem pervading the Arab homeland as a whole, because it relates to its borders 

from the East and the Northeast, and is the international border that separates the Arab and 

Persian nationalities.”383 The permeability of the border, which facilitated the movement of 

peoples, had not resulted in a successful Baathist invasion. Most Arabs in Iran’s border towns 

rejected the Iraqi incursion as a result of the Baath Party’s devastating violence. Predictably, the 

value of a “barrier,” common in Iraq’s language during the 1969-75 conflict, reemerged. If the 

Baath could not annex Arabistan, the province would once again serve as the ethnically mixed 

buffer zone separating the Persian and Arab nations.  
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 As Iraqi nationalists reconceptualized Arabistan as an extraterritorial province of Iraq, 

occupied by Arab Shi‘is indistinguishable from Iraq’s native Arab Shi‘i population, Baathists 

deported virtually the same community from Iraqi territory. In fact, many of the Iranian migrants 

were Arabs from Arabistan; furthermore, according to the available data, the Persians who had 

emigrated quickly Arabized and stopped speaking Persian. Although the Baath Party professed 

to protect Arab Iranians from deportation, assimilated Persians were virtually indistinguishable 

from Arab Iranians. Unless the original migrant maintained some evidence of their point of 

origin (and many did not), it was exceedingly difficult to prove whether or not an individual or 

family was ethnically Arab or originated from the border towns of most interest to expansionists 

(namely, Abadan, Muhammarah, or Ahwaz). 

  

State Loyalty 

 Though only a minority of Iraq’s Shi‘is originated in Iran,384 there was a robust Iranian 

immigrant community as a result of the porous Iran-Iraq border. These immigrants were 

comprised of Persians, Arabs, Kurds, Assyrians, Jews, and Turks. Ethnic categories were 

nebulous, however, especially at the border. For example, Iraq’s Arab Jewry, who fled to Iran, 

developed deeper kinship ties with local Arab Iranians. In fact, they distinguished themselves 

from Persian Jews, who they derided as Persian.385 Migration thus challenged the immutability 

of ethnic and sectarian categories, which “question the very idea that culture is tied to a physical 

space from whence it emerges and without which it cannot exist.”386  
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 Even without the migration at the border, Iraq struggled with the ethnic and religious 

diversity within its borders since the nation’s conception. As described earlier, Iraq’s 1924 

Nationality Law effectively made immigrants second-class citizens. Given the hierarchy of 

citizenship and the incentives to apply for Iranian citizenship, immigrants who pursued Iraqi 

nationality evinced a tremendous commitment to the Iraqi state. Although historians Haddad and 

Osman are correct that the Iraqi elite conceived of a distinct Persian/ Iranian and Arabic/ Iraqi 

categories, they do not explore the role of Arab (and Arabized) Iranians in challenging these 

ethnonational dichotomies.  

 For the Baath, loyalty to the state party did not always promise state protection. As a 

result of political conflicts with Iran in 1969 and 1980, the Baath did not wish to harbor citizens 

with divided national loyalties; not every citizen of Iranian origin, however, was regarded as an 

enemy of the state. Party loyalists or soldiers in the armed forces were able to prove their 

commitment to the national community and, therefore, were (at times, though by no means 

always) exempt from deportation. Iraqi historiography, however, too often emphasizes the state’s 

preference for the Arabic ethnos, characterizing any appeal to non-Sunni Arabs as strategic 

propaganda.387 Historians have not yet adequately emphasized the tolerance of successive Iraqi 

governments — and the Baath Party in particular — toward out-groups, which allowed Iranians 

to make a home for themselves in Iraq and assimilate into native communities.  

 I engage with archival sources and oral histories in order to establish the Iranian 

immigrant experience in Iraq. First, the Iranian government commissioned studies by the 

University of Tehran to monitor the deportees in 1969-75. These researchers collected a 
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tremendous amount of data that shed light on the success of Iranian assimilation in Iraq. Second, 

the Baath Party, in assessing who qualified for deportation, collected invaluable information 

about the Iranians within its borders. Although Iraqi law limited the civil rights of Iranian 

immigrants and their descendants, these immigrants still succeeded in assimilating and, at times, 

became virtually indistinguishable from the native population.  

 

The First Wave of Deportations, 1969-1975  

 Historians have written brief descriptions of these deportations, which Yitzhak Nakash 

attests led “many Iraqis to question their […] sense of belonging to the Iraqi people.”388 I agree 

with Aaron Faust, who argues that “[t]he secondary literature has” incorrectly “portrayed these 

deportations […] as anti-Shi‘i acts.” The Baath Party records (from the Baath Regional 

Command Collection or BRCC) contradict this image. “In line with Hussein and the Ba‘th’s 

official nonsectarianism,” he writes, “none of the BRCC records about the deportation of 

‘Iranians’ contains the word ‘Shi’i.’”389 It is evident, however, that Iraqis who did not conform to 

the strict guidelines of political acceptability — whether married to an Iranian or engaged in anti-

Baathist activities — were also vulnerable to deportation. Still, Faust’s general conclusions are 

correct. These deportations should not be characterized as anti-Shi‘i (or even, I argue, wholly 

anti-Iranian). In 1969 and 1980, the Baath Party attempted to surgically remove Iranians from the 

Iraqi body politic (this did not, however, preclude vigilante deportations, which apparently 

targeted anyone carrying an Iranian passport).  
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 Estimates vary but it is generally accepted that anywhere between 100,000 to 1,000,000 

Iranian-Iraqis were exiled.390 Save acknowledgements of their deportation, however, no detailed 

study exists of the Iranian-Iraqi experience; this may explain why so many are quick to assume 

the policy represented an attack on all Iranians.391 By mentioning them only in the context of 

their deportation, scholars give the impression that Iranians represented an isolated community 

that the state could target and remove. In fact, Iranians were deeply assimilated into the fabric of 

Iraqi society. Historians of Iran and Iraq, however, focus only on the “coming and going” of this 

community,392 not their settlement, travels, or associations. As deportation records show, they 

served in various professional capacities, especially as businessmen and laborers. Historians 

describe how Iraq removed Iranians, emphasizing the powerful state mechanisms that effectively 

exiled a population. This chapter, instead, examines the Iranian community’s successful 

assimilation in Iraqi society and their “return” to Iran.  

 The Baath’s deportation policy caused international outcry in 1969. In fact, the future 

Supreme Leader of Iran, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, then residing in Iraq, condemned the 

Baath for its cruelty toward Iranian-Iraqis.393 It is easy to understand why the specter of “[o]ver a 

million Iranians” in a country of ten million people caused the paranoid Baath Party great 

                                                 
390 Khalil Osman writes, “An estimated 200,000 to 1,000,000… were ejected from the country,” 

Sectarianism in Iraq: The Making of State and Nation Since 1920 (London: Routledge, 2014), 234. Like 

Faust, I air on the side of caution with my figures and do not see anything to suggest that the numbers 

exceeded 100,000. The 1,000,000 figure likely derives from Baath Party estimates of how many Iraqis of 

Iranian origins actually resided in Iraq; it would have been absolutely impossible to deport that many 

people, however, without leaving ample evidence.  
391 The most in-depth examination of the deportations include Williamson Murray and Kevin M. Woods, 

The Iran-Iraq War: A Military and Strategic History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 

132-4; Nakash, The Shi‘is of Iraq, 83; Nakash, Reaching for Power, 86-7; Faust, The Ba‘thification of 

Iraq, 165-166, 201.  
392 Khater, Inventing Home, 9. 
393 Bagher Sarukhani, Ali Purtaye, Morteza Saqebfar, Hussein Damavandi, Returned Iranians from Iraq, 

v. i, (Tehran: University of Tehran Press, 1970), 120. 



 

 130 

consternation,394 though this number was certainly an exaggeration. Rawi’s (more reasonable) 

estimate in 1970 of 200,000 “Persians residing in Iraq”395 still conflated Persians with Iranians.  

 Iraq escalated its deportation following Iran’s occupation of three Arab islands and 

financial backing of Kurdish rebels in northern Iraq. By January 1972, Iran reported to the 

United Nations that 60,000 Iranians396 — the International Committee of the Red Cross 

estimated 50,000397 — had been exiled. According to Brubaker, “internal and external politics of 

belonging can be […] reciprocally connected between states” (his emphasis); in other words, “a 

population subject to an internal politics of membership in one state” is also “subject to an 

external politics of membership in another state.”398 Iranian-Iraqis represent an exemplary case; 

subject to both external Iranian politics (for example, the shah’s decision to fund Kurdish rebels 

in northern Iraq) as well as internal Iraqi politics (for example, when Saddam Hussein chose to 

invade Iran). Thus, assimilated or not, the community’s right to national belonging was 

connected to relations between their host nation and their nation of origin. Iraqis of Iranian origin 

and more recent Iranian immigrants thus paid the price for the escalation of conflict between 

Saddam Hussein and Muhammad Reza Shah.  

 Though the Iranian prime minister at the time implied that most deportees were recent 

immigrants to Iraq,399 a study produced by the University of Tehran in 1970 contradicted this 

assumption. Even if the deportees had emigrated more recently, few had family left in their 

                                                 
394 Marvine Howe, “Iraq’s Deportees: Pawns in a Power Game,” The New York Times, Jan 31, 1972, 6. 
395 Rawi, International Borders, 314. 
396 The number Iran provides is more often used by historians, including Khalil Osman, Sectarianism in 
Iraq.  
397 Daniel Palmieri, “Crossing the desert — the ICRC in Iraq: analysis of a humanitarian operation,” 

International Review of the Red Cross 90 (2008), 142. 
398 Rogers Brubaker, “Migration, Membership, and the Modern Nation-State: Internal and External 

Dimensions of the Politics of Belonging,” Journal of Interdisciplinary History 41 (Summer, 2010), 66. 
399 Kathleen Teltsch, “Iran Complains in UN that Iraq Has Ousted 60,000,” The New York Times, Jan 5, 

1972, 3. 
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homeland. Extended families often traveled across the border to Iraq and settled together. In fact, 

of the 44,000 deported, only 12,000 (about a quarter) had family with whom they could seek 

refuge after arriving “to the border in buses and trucks and left there in freezing temperatures.”400 

Iranian archives also attest to the difficulty of finding proper accommodations for families long 

after they had settled in Arabistan. One list of petitioners seeking to return to Iraq included forty 

six people living in a local high school in Muhammarah.401 According to the data, most of the 

exiled had no family connections in Iran to help them adjust to their new surroundings; some 

could not even find accommodations for their families after the head of household found gainful 

employment.  

 Still, Western journalists uncritically portrayed Iranians as “clannish,” parroting Iraq’s 

characterization of the community as unwilling to integrate into Iraq. For example, journalist 

Marvine Howe described the supposed exclusivity of the Iranian community, loyal to their place 

of origin. Though meant to exemplify the strength of Iranian nationalism, his one interview 

contradicted this message. Under the heading “Expatriates are Clannish,” Howe wrote, 

 

Fatima (sic) Hussein, a 45-year-old widow, did marry an Iraqi, but her children 

kept Iranian nationality. She said that her sons had been arrested just for being 

Iranians. “We are so relieved to get out of Iraq and go home where we came 

from,” she said, “even if we don’t have any family left here.”402  

 

Fatima clearly felt a strong connection to Iran, evinced by her commitment to ensure her children 

retain Iranian nationality. However, she had married an Iraqi. If the Iranian community was, in 

fact, as “clannish” as Howe stipulated, then intermarriage would have been more unusual. 

                                                 
400 Howe, “Iraq’s Deportees,” The New York Times, Jan 31, 1972, 6.  
401 Undated, INA 296/11426/151.  
402 Howe, “Iraq’s Deportees,” The New York Times, Jan 31, 1972, 6.  
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Instead, memoranda by the Baath Party regarding the deportation of Iranians put “Iranian women 

who are wives of Iraqi men” at the very top of their list.403 Fatima admitted that all of her 

relatives had emigrated from Iran; strangely, Howe did not examine how the absence of family 

may affect her resettlement. Furthermore, second generation Iranians, especially those with an 

Iraqi parent, adopted the customs and culture of their environment. Howe did not consider that 

the exile had uprooted Fatima’s children from the only home they had ever known.  

 Although Fatima may have accepted her deportation, the Pahlavi monarchy did not. 

Iranian Colonel Gilanpour, tasked with overseeing the camps and refugees, informed the press 

that “[t]hey will be sent back to Iraq shortly.”404 Mohammad Reza Shah feared that the deportees 

included saboteurs and spies (just as the Baath Party feared that Iranian migrants might be 

saboteurs and spies).405 Iranian-Iraqis were simply too Iraqi for Iran. The state thus complicated 

the claim of deportees, like Fatima, to national belonging by making permanent resettlement in 

their homeland difficult. 

 The University of Tehran studied Iraqi deportees in Iran, covering an enormous territory 

including the Iranian provinces of Khuzistan, Isfahan, Loristan, Yazd, Kerman, and Bushehr. A 

1971 report indicated that, though the Shah may have wished for these newcomers to return to 

Iraq, some remained in Iran, likely out of necessity. The researchers challenged the assumption 

that nationality corresponded with language, culture, or customs and argued that the exiled 

identified strongly with Iraq, though they made no claims about their state loyalties (likely 

influenced by the experience of deportation).406 Indeed, one of their first reports, Returned 

                                                 
403 All Arabic translations are my own. Membership Files’ Dataset from the Baath Regional Command 

Collection at the Hoover Institution Library and Archives, Stanford University, 01_3809_0002_0371.  
404 Howe, “Iraq’s Deportees,” The New York Times, Jan 31, 1972, 6.  
405 John K. Cooley, “Relations Between Iran, Iraq Tense,” Washington Post, Jan 28, 1971, A21. 
406 Ali Purtaye et al., Returned Iranians from Iraq (Tehran: University of Tehran Press, 1971), x.  
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Iranians from Iraq, argued that the deportees were assimilated Iraqis rather than merely Iranian 

nationals. 

 According to the study, about half of the deportees were born in Iraq. Of the individuals 

deported in the month of November of 1971, the researchers interviewed 321; 49 percent were 

Iraqi-born. The vast majority were above the age of twenty, with 41 percent over forty years of 

age.407 In other words, the Iraqi government did not expel young male migrants; in fact, the 

Baath deported whole families. Another sample set of 1284 individuals showed just over forty 

percent of deportees were women, in addition to a significant minority of children.408 Thus, in 

this first wave of deportation, the state did not target males who had recently emigrated from Iran 

but settled families.  

 Perhaps the most revealing statistic is the level of Persian spoken by the deportees. Only 

three (out of 236) could speak Persian fluently, compared to 62 fluent Arabic speakers and 61 

fluent Kurdish speakers. Of the same sample set of 236 people, 195 could speak Arabic “well,” 

compared to Persian at 103 and Kurdish at 159. The vast majority of deportees could not write or 

read in any language, with only 23, 40, and 10 capable of reading Persian, Arabic, and Kurdish 

“well,” respectively (similarly, only 17, 38, and 9 were capable of writing Persian, Arabic, and 

Kurdish “well,” respectively).409 The fact that the deportees were mostly Arabic speakers 

affected where they settled in Iran.  

 According to the researchers, Iranian-Iraqis settled mostly in the provinces of Arabistan 

and Isfahan [shown in Figure 5].410 Isfahan was appealing because of its proximity to the border 

and its wealth relative to Arabistan’s capital, Ahwaz. Although Isfahan offered greater economic 

                                                 
407 Bagher Sarukhani et al., Returned Iranians from Iraq, volume 1, 8. 
408 Ibid., 10. 
409 Ibid., 33. 
410 Ibid., 13. 
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opportunities to Iranian-Iraqis searching for a new home, an equal number of deportees settled in 

the poor province of Arabistan. Deportees were attracted to the border province, the researchers 

surmised, because the climate was so similar to the Iraqi border provinces of Basra and Misan, 

where many of them had lived. They also argued that the exiles chose Arabistan because they 

had “familiarity with [it] from the radio, television, and travelers who, until just a few years ago, 

freely traversed between the southwest border of Iran and Iraq (especially the border of Dasht-e 

Mishan and Khorramshahr [Muhammarah]).” This allowed Iranian-Iraqis to create a community 

with “Arabic language compatriots,” which enriched their lives more than other areas of Iran 

could, researchers stated.411 

 

Figure 4. Map of settlement in Iraq. The greatest concentrations of 

Iranian-Iraqis are in the provinces of Arabistan and Isfahan.412 

 

 

 

 It is also clear that travel across the border in the early 1970s, contrary to what the report 

suggested, did not become exponentially more challenging. In fact, Iraqi officials regularly 

complained about the continued movement after 1975. In 1976, one Baath official sent a list of 

seventeen villages, and their distance from the border, responsible for sending the most 

migrants.413 Thus, although the Baath exhorted borderland migration for allowing Arabs to 

maintain transnational social networks, the state monitored the situation closely, worried about 

the movement of saboteurs. In 1978, an Iranian spy reported that Kurdish Iranians took 

                                                 
411 Purtaye et al., Returned Iranians from Iraq, 20-21.  
412 From Iran’s Library of Congress collection. Ibid., 17.  
413 Hoover Institution, North Iraq Dataset, NIDS 1262837.  
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advantage of the porous borders to flee political persecution and recommended the Baath 

increase surveillance of 1088 villages.414 The Baath worried more about Kurdish border towns 

establishing closer social networks as a result of this movement. Less attention was afforded to 

similar bonds developing as a result of Arab movement into and out of Arabistan, however.  

 A substantial population of Persians resided in Arabistan and Basra, traveling back and 

forth. The Baath failed to acknowledge this ethnic diversity by exempting Arabistanis from 

deportation. Ma‘sumeh Ramhormozi, a Persian Arabistani, paints a world of migration, diversity, 

and intellectual exchange.415 Persians living in Arab-dominated areas of the province also 

migrated to Iraq. A nebulous point of origin thus did little to indicate an individual’s ethnicity or 

national solidarity. Ramhormozi is one of many female memoirists in the Hidden Half of the 

Moon book series of the Iran-Iraq War (1980-88). Most memoirists grew up in Iranian border 

provinces and attest to the assimilation of Iranian immigrants in Iraq as well as Iraqi immigrants 

in Iran.  

 Zahra Hosseini, whose memoir Da (“mother” in Kurdish) is the most famous of the 

series, describes her experience as a Kurdish Iranian, born and raised in Basra, Iraq.416 Hosseini’s 

brief biographical sketch of her parents reveals that “[a] few years before the[ir] marriage… they 

emigrated from their Kurdish village of Zarrinabad Dahlran to Basra. For this reason, me and 

four of my brothers and sisters were born in Basra.” Her father moved to Basra at eighteen in 

search of employment but did not learn Arabic well. Hosseini’s mother, on the other hand, 

emigrated from earlier in her adolescence and, as a result, knew “all the etiquettes and laws” of 

                                                 
414 NIDS 1262810_15880.  
415 Ramhormorzi, The Last Sunday, 13.  
416 Nanquette, “An Iranian Woman’s Memoir on the Iran-Iraq War.” 
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the Arabs.417 Though her mother adjusted to Iraqi society with greater ease, both of Hosseini’s 

parents adapted to life in Iraq and resided in a community of close friends who served as 

extended family to them and their children. 

 Da describes Basra as a bustling city filled with immigrants. In Basra, Hosseini occupies 

the in-between geographical and cultural space of a border province. Iranian Kurds, she writes, 

adopted Arab traditions while maintaining Kurdish culture in ethnic enclaves. “Life in Basra, a 

city whose people is Arabic-speaking, caused us to learn Arabic well and speak it fluently.” Not 

only did Kurds adopt the Arabic language but also “[o]ur clothes were also in the style of the 

Arabs in our area.” As in many ethnic enclaves, however, Hosseini states that “in our homes and 

with our fellow immigrant city-dwellers, we spoke Kurdish.”418 Connected to the Kurdish and 

Arabic worlds, she and her siblings did not identify with Persian Iranians also in the area. When 

Hosseini meets a Persian family from Iran in Basra, everything about them seems alien. “In our 

opinions, the Persian language,” she admits, “sounded strange and foreign.”419 Like Iraqi Jews 

who considered Persian Jews foreign, Kurdish Iranians related more to their indigenous Arab 

neighbors than their Persian Iranian counterparts. Hosseini’s family represented just one of the 

many well-assimilated immigrant families in an urban center of Iraq. 

 As a result of her parents’ immigrant status, families like Hosseini’s were especially 

vulnerable. Although the Baath Party expressed some inclination toward maintaining Arab 

Iranians in Iraq, ethnicity did not preclude continued relations with (and competing loyalty to) 

Iran. In Simin’s Flower: The Memoir of Saham Taghati, Taghati describes her mother, ‘Alaham, 

in some detail. An Arab Iranian who grew up in Iraq, ‘Alaham married a distant relative from 

                                                 
417 My translation. Zahra Hosseini, Da: Khaterat-e Seyyedeh Zahra Hosseini, beh Ehtemam-e Seyyedeh 

A’zam Hosseini (Tehran: Sureye Mehr Publication, 2008), 5.  
418 Ibid., 5. 
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Arabistan. “My mother had no one in Khorramshahr [Muhammarah]. Her family lived in Iraq; 

original Iranians (Irani ol-‘asl) who years ago immigrated to Iraq and became residents of 

Mada‘en.” Her father crossed the border in order to meet ‘Alaham and her family then took her 

“to Khorramshahr and held the wedding [there].”420 While the decision of ‘Alaham’s family to 

marry her to a distant relative in Iran might have raised some eyebrows among Iraqi nationalists, 

‘Alaham’s national identity is also unclear. One can only surmise a point of origin for people like 

Taghati’s mother as well as for other Arab Iranians from Arabistan. 

 As Lily Cho writes, “Diaspora brings together communities which are not quite nation, 

not quite race, not quite religion, not quite homesickness, yet they still have something to do with 

nation, race, religion, longing for homes which may not exist.”421 The Iranian-Iraqis were not 

quite Iranian, not quite Persian, not quite homesick and yet related in some way to Iran, the 

Persian ethnicity, and a longing for a homeland, whether Iraq or Iran. ‘Alaham exemplifies the 

complexity of nationality in the Iran-Iraq frontier. Although Pahlavi nationalism demonized her 

ethnic group as responsible for retarding Iran’s progress, her parents comfortably sent their 

daughter to Iran in order to marry a cousin. Immigrants from Iraq like ‘Alaham represented a 

cultural link to the Arab world in Iran. Her neighbors in Muhammarah depended on her to 

maintain Arab traditions, with which an individual raised in Iraq was apparently more intimately 

familiar. For instance, “[s]he was known by the women in the neighborhood,” her daughter 

claims, “as an expert sewer of Arab chadors.”422 ‘Alaham exemplifies the ability of border 

dwellers to nurture a transnational social and cultural milieu.  

                                                 
420 Taghati, Gol-e Simin, 8.  
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 It would be incorrect to characterize the 1969-75 period as only coerced deportation. 

Rather, Iranian-Iraqis, especially those with major commitments in Iraq including children and 

businesses, took advantage of the lax border surveillance to move back and forth, like their 

Kurdish counterparts in the north. Although the Iraqi state attempted to transfer the population to 

one side of the borderline, it could not prevent people from returning to Iraq. There were limits 

to state power, both culturally and geographically; as the center insisted its notion of citizenship 

and nationality on the periphery, inhabitants of the periphery shaped their own worlds.   

 

The Second Wave of Deportations, 1980 

 As Iraq mobilized a largely Arab Shi‘i military to invade Muhammarah and annex 

Arabistan, it also began deporting tens of thousands of Iraqi Shi‘is of Iranian descent. This 

chapter demonstrates that the regime sought to rid Iraq of citizens with conflicting national 

loyalties, while simultaneously arguing that citizens of Iran may be loyal to Iraq. The regime did, 

however, make allowances for the possibility that some Iranians were loyal to the Baath Party, 

evinced by their membership and leadership. Though many Iranians in Iraq were not deported, I 

demonstrate that the party was never unequivocally assured of the national loyalty of its 

remaining Iranians. The records thus demonstrate that the party appreciated assimilation, 

especially into the political fabric of Iraqi society, even if it did not accept that Iranians fully 

identified with Iraq.  

 In the early stages of implementing its deportation policy preceding the Iran-Iraq War, 

the Baath Party used very particular vocabulary to refer to Iraqi citizens suspected of split 

loyalties to Iran. Most were not referred to as Persian but as Iranian citizens; what the state 

meant, however, by Iranian citizen was clearly Persian. In the document below, circulated to the 
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various Party branches regarding the policies of deportation enacted in the run-up to the war, the 

Baath clarified who it hoped to rid Iraq of: 

[…] 

Secondly — Iranian women who are wives of Iraqi men and send a 

list of their names to this ministry. 

Thirdly — Do not deport the youth comprised of 18-28 years of 

age […] 

Fourthly — Exempt from deportation are Armenian Iranians 

residing in the country and provide this ministry a list containing 

their full identity and their actions. 

Fifthly — It does not include the deportation of Iranian refugees. 

Sixthly — Exempt from deportation are residents of the Arabistan 

area [Arabistan]. 

Seventhly — Exempt from deportation are naturalized sons not 

covered by the above rules who have not yet obtained 

citizenship.423 

 

Of course, many deportees did not fit these criteria and unofficial deportations did not 

necessarily follow these standards. Glaringly absent from this document, however, is Persian or 

Shi‘i. Armenian Iranians and Arab Iranians, many of whom took refuge in Iraq during the war,424 

were exempt; Iranian political refugees, useful to the state for purposes of propaganda, were also 

exempt. “Naturalized sons,” even those without Iraqi citizenship (i.e., 18-28 years of age), were 

protected from deportation; however, it was soon a matter of policy to deport whole families 

together.  

 Despite the absence of ethnic terminology, the party was especially concerned with 

Persians. Al-Thawra, the official state newspaper, explicitly described Iraq’s enemy as “the 

Persian racial order” in the days following Saddam’s invasion of Iran.425 A nation fighting a war 
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on those terms could hardly permit a sizable population of Persians within its borders. As 

Saddam carried out his Qadisiyyah, recalling a medieval battle between Arabs and Persians, he 

busied himself with expelling suspected Persians from Iraq. 

 Although these deportations have been mischaracterized as a targeted attack against 

Shi‘is generally, there is no doubt that Iraqi Shi‘is were vulnerable to persecution, especially 

after the Islamic Revolution took place. In 1979, after Hussein took al-Bakr’s position as head of 

state, he put Ayatollah Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr (1935-1980) under house arrest, causing many 

al-Da‘wa and Shi‘i activists to flee to Iran. Immediately after al-Sadr’s arrest, residents of Najaf 

organized demonstrations with protestors chanting “long live Khomeini, and al-Sadr, and 

religion. All of us are yours to sacrifice, Khomeini.” As discussed by Williamson Murray and 

Kevin Woods’ military history of the war, “In June 1979, one of Iraq’s leading Shi‘a clerics 

issued a Fatwa forbidding membership in the Ba’ath Party. Saddam’s response was to make 

membership in the Dawa Party a capital offense.”426 

 On April 4, 1980, Hussein executed al-Sadr, making him the first grand marja’ killed in 

modern Iraq. Hussein also began to “eliminate those he regarded as troublemakers, Shi‘a or those 

deemed to be of excessive ‘Persian’ descent, by deporting them and, in some cases, their families 

to Iran.”427 As Louer writes in Transnational Shi‘a Politics, “long-time Iranian residents were 

granted a special identity card mentioning their Iranian nationality (taba‘iyya) as a way to single 

them out as potential Iranian fifth columnists. This proved to be a precious instrument when the 

Ba’th government undertook to massively deport them in the 1970s and 1980s.”428 Had the 

                                                 
426 Murray and Woods, The Iran-Iraq War, 132. 
427 In other cases, the spouses of these ethnic Persians were detained for some time and often released 
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Baath Party rooted out Shi‘is, it would have been fantastically short sighted; and, of course, 

rather the opposite took place. The regime attacked Iraqis with subversive political views under 

the banner of expelling Iranians. Of course, the overwhelming focus was on Iraqis of Iranian 

descent with unclear national loyalties. 

 Iraq’s desire to deport Iranians was not unique; various nations have targeted diasporic 

communities in the twentieth-century. As Timothy Snyder relates, the Soviet Union considered 

“diaspora nationalities” as “‘enemy nations’ in the new Stalinist terminology, groups with real or 

imagined connections to a foreign state.”429 Unlike the Soviet Union and other totalitarian 

regimes, however, the Baath Party did take the national loyalty expressed by Iranians into 

consideration.430 In fact, many Iranians ultimately did not qualify for deportation; of course, this 

does not necessarily mean that local officials did not deport them, anyway. Like in Iran, Iraq’s 

central state could not control the actions of local officials, who sometimes took matters into 

their own hands without Baghdad’s knowledge or approval.   

 The Baghdad office, demanding detailed information from each regional party branch 

regarding the population of Iranians, collected and compiled the data in early 1980. Throughout 

the decade, the state identified more Iranians, with entire families recommended for exile.431 

These family trees are particularly illuminating; the original migrants’ dates of arrival are usually 

listed between the 1920s through the early 1940s. As Aaron Faust has suggested, the regime did 

not attempt to deport all Iranian-Iraqis. After the initial rush of deportations, the Party produced a 

more nuanced analysis of individuals and their commitment to the party and nation.  

                                                 
429 Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe Between Hitler and Stalin (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 139. 
430 Since Kenan Makiya’s Republic of Fear, many historians of Iraq have either been lured into making 

comparisons between Saddam Hussein and Joseph Stalin or repudiating such comparisons as unhelpful. I 

do not wish to weight in on this debate, though I believe that the latter position is more valid.  
431 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0254-0347. 
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 Several points should be made before analyzing the lists of Iranians identified for 

deportation. First, it is unclear exactly what criteria the branches used to determine the 

nationality of these so-called Iranians. After all, the state often branded anti-regime Shi‘i 

activism as Persian, including al-Da‘wa,432 a Shi‘i oppositional party. Many Shi‘i clerics were 

considered supporters of the Islamic Republic of Iran by default.433 Much as Iraqi nationalists, 

“under the ideological compulsion to link communism with non-Arabism,” accused communists 

of being Persian,434 the Baath Party considered supporters of the Islamic Republic to be Persian, 

as well. In other words, political loyalty became indicative of ethnicity. Therefore, one cannot be 

certain why regional branches accused specific individuals of Iranian nationality. 

 Second, these lists were subject to change; regional branches corrected and updated 

estimates in separate documents (some instances are noted here). More importantly, deportations 

that took place in the months before the war represent a fraction of total deportations. Many 

individuals and families were rounded up by local officers in vans and dumped at the border; this 

phenomenon, unfortunately, was not captured by Baath Party records and it is unclear to what 

extent the party encouraged this vigilantism.  

 On April 9, 1980, the Baghdad office had compiled a comprehensive list of those of 

Iranian heritage based on estimates from various branches in the five regions of the country 

[Table 1].435 The graph below reproduces that list, which I have translated into English.  

 

                                                 
432 BRCC 006_2_4_0046. 
433 For example, immediately after the execution of Grand Ayatollah Mohammad Baqir al-Sadr, who 

supported Ayatollah Khomeini’s leadership in Iran, Al-Thawra reports, “And Mohammad Baqir al-Sadr 

comes from a family with Iranian origins. And he was known for his support and sympathy for the regime 

of Khomeini in Iran.” His family, however, did not trace their heritage to Iran. BRCC 

01_2986_0007_0824. 
434 Hanna Batatu, The Old Social Classes and the Revolutionary Movements of Iraq, 712. 
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Table 1. April 1980 deportation list. 

Office of Regulation of 

Baghdad 
   

Name of Branch Deportees of 

Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Member 

Deportees of Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Members of 

Iranian Nationality 

Not Deported 

Abu Jaf‘ar al-Mansoor 

Branch 
75 46 34 

Sa‘d bin Abi Waqas Branch 2167 590 331 

Khalid bin al-Walid Branch 521 113 187 

Saddam Branch 794 147 194 

Total 3357 896 746 

Office of Regulation of 

Wasat 
   

Name of Branch Deportees of 

Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Member 

Deportees of Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Members of 

Iranian Nationality 

Not Deported 

Salah al-Din Branch 204 18 21 

Al-Anbar Branch 84 3 61 

Diali Branch* 1151 136 281 

Total 1439 187 363 

Office of Regulation of the 

South 
   

Name of Branch Deportees of 

Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Member 

Deportees of Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Members of 

Iranian Nationality 

Not Deported 

Basra Branch 896 53 391 

Misan Branch 2142 413 518 

Wasat Branch 3225 440 798 

Thi Ghar 260 91 178 

Total 6523 997 1885 

Office of Regulation of the 

Euphrates 
   

Name of Branch Deportees of 

Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Member 

Deportees of Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Members of 

Iranian Nationality 

Not Deported 

Al-Qadisiyyah Branch 369 193 391 

Karbala’ Branch 3439 61 518 

Babal Branch 339 119 798 

Al-Najaf Branch 3649 91 178 

Sh‘abat al-Mathni 165 54 1885 
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Total 8961 518 508 

Office of Regulation of the 

North 
   

Name of Branch Deportees of 

Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Member 

Deportees of Iranian 

Nationality 

Baath Members of 

Iranian Nationality 

Not Deported 

Ninui Branch 34 10 3** 

Al-Tamim Branch 13 8 49 

Sh‘abat al-Arbil 0 0 13 

Sh‘abat al-Dehook 0 0 0 

Sh‘abat al-Soleimaniah 18 0 14 

Total 65 18 79 

National Total 19545 2584 3581*** 

* Another report from the same date directly from the Diali Branch states that the number of 

Baath Party member deportees is 64 (not 136) and that the number of non-party members (not 

listed here at all) is 1562.436 Records from regional party branches provide more detail and 

should be carefully reviewed; the national headquarters’ data often do not accurately reflect the 

information originally received from the branches.  

** In a separate document, the number of reported Baath Party members not deported back to 

Iran is one.437  

*** This estimate of 20,000 appears accurate considering that the numbers reported to the 

foreign press corresponds with the internal Baath records. The Washington Post published an 

article on April 11, 1980 (two days after the circulation of this finalized list) that states the 

Baathist plan to expel 20,000 Iranians of Iraqi origins.438 The Iranian authorities, not 

surprisingly, bloated these figures by claiming Iraq had already exiled 25,000. There is, however, 
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438 Jonathan C. Randall, “Iraq Expelling 20,000 Iranians Following Border Clashes,” The Washington 

Post, 11 April, 1980, A18.  



 

 145 

no evidence to suggest the Iranian estimates are accurate considering the corroborating evidence 

within the Baath records. 

 

 Though the national data has its flaws, it does allow for a side-by-side comparison of the 

regional branches. The number of non-party members of Iranian descent who were not exiled is 

absent from this particular list. I derive the number of non-party members identified for 

deportation by subtracting the total number of deportees from the number of party members 

deported. Approximately 86.8 % of the total deportees did not belong to the party. Although 

party membership did not necessarily save everyone from deportation, in most provinces, a 

majority of “original Iranians” who belonged to the party were not deported (only in Baghdad 

and the Euphrates were there slight majorities, 55% and 50.5% respectively, of party members 

deported).439 

 To know definitively if being a party member improved one’s odds of remaining in Iraq, 

we must examine the number of non-party members who were not deported. In the instance of 

the Diali branch, 1562 non-party members remained in Iraq compared to 1087 non-party 

members marked for deportation.440 For this particular branch, 41% of non-party members were 

deported, significantly only 19% of party members were deported. This prejudice against non-

party members became far more explicit after 1980. Loyalty to the party represented the primary 

indicator of national loyalty; thus, although national origins cast doubt on loyalty, party 

membership could demonstrate a commitment to the state.  

                                                 
439 Percentage of party members deported for the other three branches: 34% in Wasat, 35% in the South, 

and 42% in the North. We know the estimates for Wasat are incorrect, based on cross-checking the 

national data to the original report provided by the Wasat branch. The local data betrays an even greater 

prejudice against non-party members. 93% of those deported were non-party members and, of the party 

members identified, only 19% were deported.  
440  Using the more accurate local report of 64, rather than 136, as the number of party members deported. 
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 Unsurprisingly, the areas most heavily populated by Shi‘is had the highest proportion of 

deportations: the offices of Baghdad, the South, and the Euphrates report just over 95% of Iraq’s 

total number of Iranian nationals. Najaf, the center of Shi‘i scholarship in Iraq, offers the largest 

number of Iranian nationals identified for deportation, at 3,439; the number of Iranian citizens 

residing in Najaf, however, does not far exceed the S‘ad bin Abi Waqas Branch, suggesting the 

Waqas Branch to be the heart of the Iranian community in Baghdad.  

 By examining the documents of the Qadisiyyah regional branch, we learn about the 

families behind the numbers. On April 14, 1980, five months before the Iran-Iraq War, the 

regional branch circulated a comprehensive list of “Persian” families from the province. The 

families included the “1) The element that has been deported; 2) The element that has not been 

deported yet; 3) The element associated to the Party leadership.”441 Typically comprised of 

grandparents, or the original migrant(s) born between the 1910s and the 1930s, and their children 

and grandchildren, the lists include birthdates, relation to the original migrant, education, and 

city or province of residence.442 The family trees often include upwards of ten individuals in one 

family identified for deportation. 

 In other data compiled by the regional branches, individuals are identified by profession 

and reason for deportation. Along with their rank and status in the Baath Party, the state records 

reveal that the majority of exiles were laborers, students, and businessmen.443 This captures the 

main reasons listed in Chapter Two for migration: employment, trade, and education. Those from 

Iran are described as Irani ol-‘asl, or originally Iranian. Others are identified as Iranian nationals, 

travelers to Iran, or spouses of Iranians; a handful are simply described as “spiteful,” suggesting 

                                                 
441 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0254. 
442 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0254-0347. 
443 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0171-4. 
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political activism rather than nationality.444 The students likely constituted either political youth 

or Shi‘is who studied Islamic jurisprudence with Iranian heritage or ties to Iranian clerics. 

Businessmen represented the many men with commercial ties to Iran, whether in the legitimate 

economy or black market, and had one foot in both countries for trade. These groups, the 

laborers, students, and businessmen, were most vulnerable to deportation throughout the 1980s 

as the state and party branches intensified their search for traitors.  

 The original lists, although conservative in their projections, still contained many 

mistakes. In June of 1980, one young man serving in the military accused of Iranian nationality 

appealed to the state.445 His status as a soldier affected the speed with which the Baath Party 

dropped the accusation. The Baath processed the soldier’s certificate of Iraqi citizenship and 

cleared his record.446 Using school records, party applications, and other documents, many 

appealed their cases and contested the charge of Iranian nationality. Others, on the other hand, 

used their Iranian citizenship to escape military service.  

Dina Khoury demonstrates that desertion represented a serious problem for the Iraqi 

military during the war, across religious and ethnic lines.447 Faegheh Shirazi’s paternal cousin 

was one of these deserters. Her uncle, who lived in Baghdad, had married a native Iraqi with 

whom he had four sons. During the war, the boys were drafted into the military and, like many of 

their compatriots, they did not wish to fight. In fact, Ahmad, one of the sons, was imprisoned for 

his refusal. Smuggled out of prison and led on a seven-day journey to the border by Shi‘i Kurds, 

                                                 
444 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0348-0353. 
445 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0117. 
446 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0122; Others used their Iranian citizenship to escape their military service. This 

was not necessarily every soldier’s experience. In fact, the Baath dismissed lower ranked soldiers, 

specifically those “whose family members the regime had deported to Iran,” Murray and Woods, The 
Iran-Iraq War, 133. 
447 Khoury, Iraq in Wartime, 73.  
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his tribal smugglers (paid in the form of a gold watch) pointed to the Iranian military outpost just 

across the border. “Say ‘Iraniam’,” or “I am Iranian,” they instructed him. As he came running 

toward the Iranian soldiers, holding a white cloth, he cried out, “Ana Iraniam,” mixing the two 

languages. The soldiers took his documents, corroborated his father’s nationality, and allowed 

him to stay in Iran with his extended family before he secured refugee status in Germany.448 

Thus, in order to meet their different needs, some appealed to the Baath regime to prove their 

loyalty to Iraq while others with similar backgrounds appealed to the Islamic Republic to prove 

their loyalty to Iran.  

By 1981 the lists changed from identifying and deporting Iranians to more specifically 

identifying the political affiliations of those with Iranian heritage. Based on the records I have 

examined, deportations decreased dramatically by 1981 and had nearly ended by 1984. The chart 

below, dated February 19, 1981, demonstrates the first stage of this shift.449 The nuances absent 

from the previous chart reviewed earlier is worthy of note. As Faust cautions historians, “[t]he 

documents show that the Ba’th Party and security services drew up lists of ‘Iranians’ they 

recommended for deportation and lists of those they did not want to expel”450 (his emphasis). 

This demonstrates, I argue, the success of some Iranian Shi‘is to gain political purchase on the 

nation-state by participating in party politics. After the initial rush of official deportations, the 

state carefully considered the political affiliations of Iraq’s remaining Iranians. Baathists asked, 

Are these people known supporters of the regime? Are they Iranian nationals or Iranian-born? 

How many of each category were deported and how many remain?  

 

                                                 
448 Interview with Faegheh Shirazi, Feb. 20, 2018.  
449 BRCC 01_3809_0002_0041. 
450 Faust, The Ba‘thification of Iraq, 165. 
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Table 2. February 1981 deportation list.  

Title Quantity Details 

The leadership of the 

Baghdad Branch 
572 Baathists of Iranian 

nationality who have been 

deported 

The leadership of the 

Baghdad Branch 
1304 Baathists of Iranian 

nationality who have not been 

deported are supporters and 

believers 

The leadership of the Diali 

Branch 
172 Baathists of Iranian 

nationality who have been 

deported 

The leadership of the 

Northern Order 
1 Baathists of Iranian 

nationality who has been 

deported 

The leadership of the 

Northern Order 
2 The supporters of Iranian 

nationality who have been 

deported 

The Bureau of the Southern 

Order 
1035 Baathists of Iranian 

nationality who have been 

deported 

The Bureau of the Southern 

Order 
1 Communist of Iranian 

nationality who has been 

deported 

The Bureau of the Euphrates 

Order 
592 Iranian supporters who have 

been deported 

The Leadership of the 

Division of the Qadisiyyah 
125 Iranian supporters who have 

not been deported as of yet 

The Leadership of the 

Division of the Qadisiyyah 
217 Iranian supporters of the Arab 

Socialist Baath Party who 

have not been deported 

 

 The state thus changed the objective from identifying and deporting Iranians to 

identifying party loyalties among Iranians and dealing with the individuals based on their 

political affiliations. Treason meant less holding an Iranian passport than sympathizing with the 

Iranian state (or not supporting the Baath Party). The Iraqi state thus attempted to evaluate 

political loyalty — not just citizenship. This strategy both narrowed the target population, 
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protecting many Iranian citizens, while also widening the scope of the search to Iraqi Shi‘is 

critical of the Baath or harboring Iranian sympathies. 

 Regional and national data included information regarding a potential deportee’s name, 

profession, and whether or not the individual had committed some infraction or simply traveled 

across the border. Interestingly, the Baath proudly touted the movement at the border as proof 

that Arabistan was highly integrated into the social fabric of Basra. As Iraq’s Ministry of 

Information Directorate General bragged in 1969, “There are great numbers of Arabistan’s 

population who swarm Basra […] Besides, there are great numbers of [the] Basra population 

who travel to Haroun and Shatt al-Arab […] These social and economic ties developed without 

restrictions; without control and without hindrance.”451 On the other hand, the Baath Party 

deported Iraqis who traversed the Iranian border as treasonous.   

 Many so-called Iranians remained in Iraq well after 1980, however. Every few months, 

regional branches crunched the numbers and reported to the Baghdad headquarters. On 

November 30, 1982, a year after the tables had turned and Iran occupied Iraq, the Party 

circulated a memo regarding Iranian nationals residing in the country: “Baathists of Iranian 

nationality who are not deported are of the believers and supporters.” After all, it would have 

been a great challenge to expel all individuals whom the Baath believed to be of Iranian heritage. 

That did not necessarily mean that the party wanted Iranians to remain in the party apparatus, 

however. One memo reveals that party members with connections to Iran were “turned away 

from the party quietly and under the pretext of violations/ irregularities… [the party] does not 

accept the separation of their affiliation [from Iran] because of the significance of this attraction 
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to their nationality.”452 The possibility of patriotism for Iraq among Iranians, to the exclusion of 

their natural affinity for Iran, seemed unlikely to the state.  

 In fact, many in government believed the love felt by some Shi‘is, especially of Iranian 

descent, for Iran to be irrational. As another internal document reported: “the leadership of 

Ninawah informed us that deported students” from the Faculty of Science at the University of 

Mosul “wrote their names below Iran [on a form passed around the class] to prove their 

affiliation with Iran”.453 Since Satti’ al-Husri, Director General of Education, had fired al-

Jawahiri from his post in 1927 for “waxing lyrical [in a poem] about Iran,”454 popular lore 

confirmed the inability of Iranians to dissimulate patriotism for their own self-interest. Stories 

like this one about students supporting their homeland, while knowing that it would result in 

their deportation, corroborated the belief that Iranians could not assimilate into Iraqi society. 

Unable to distance themselves from their heritage, Iranians impugned themselves by associating 

publicly with Iran, the state believed. 

 Furthermore, deportations of Iranian-Iraqis did not end entirely after 1982; the figures, 

however, greatly diminished and Baathists paid most of their attention to alienating Persians 

from the Baath leadership. As late as 1986, for example, the Karbala Branch reported 47 

members of the Baath Party with “conflicting interests.” Thirty-six were of “Iranian descent,” 

two were “from Iran,” one had a spouse of Iranian descent, and the remaining eight were either 

Pakistani or Indian.455 Throughout the 1980s, there were follow-ups and new discoveries. In 

1983, for instance, a number of individuals had been accused of Iranian heritage; many appealed 
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their cases through as late as 1987, remaining in Iraq.456 By using high school records and birth 

certificates, they proved their Iraqi nationality and contested their connection to Iran.  

 Local anxieties regarding the national loyalties of out-groups also manifested in 

unofficial deportations, not captured by state records. Officers demanded passersby in the streets 

or in bazaars to produce identification documents. If an individual carried an Iranian passport or 

an Iraqi passport that noted his or her Iranian descent, he or she was vulnerable to kidnapping 

and expulsion. As one Iraqi Assyrian, Joseph, attests, “One day your father would get picked up 

and just wouldn’t come home. There would be no explanation; days or weeks later there would 

be a phone call from him. He’s on the border explaining the situation and trying to come home, 

and so on.”457 This phenomenon terrified minorities, especially those of Iranian origin.  

 Though some Iranians were hand selected by the central government for deportation, 

others were essentially kidnapped by local officers, who unceremoniously dumped them 

(primarily men) at the border. Iranian reporters conducted interviews with Iranian-Iraqis 

deported under these circumstance. In one interview, a man stated that while standing in a bazaar 

in Karbala, “someone came and said, ‘What kind of passport do you have?’ I said, ‘Iranian.’ He 

said, ‘Come with me.’ He threw me in the truck and after driving around the city… [he finally] 

stopped and said I had to get out.” Another interviewee described a much more painful 

experience as he begged for his abductors to allow him to take his five children, to no avail.458 

 Joseph’s family, for instance, migrated to Iraq after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. 

His mother, originally from Iran, traveled to Baghdad where she married his father. “My mother 

spoke Persian and listened to Persian music. When the Shah came to Baghdad [in the 1953], we 
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were so excited to see him,” Joseph tells me. Joseph has blue eyes and fair skin. In fact, these are 

the features that, he says, caused Iraqi officials to suspect one of Iranian heritage (echoing al-

Husri’s image of Persians as having red hair and blue eyes).459 When asked about his personal 

ties to Iran, Joseph answers, rather baffled by the question, “I’m Iraqi, not Iranian.” He has 

extended family in Iran, but he does not speak Persian and certainly does not identify with Iran. 

An Assyrian whose mother had emigrated from Iran to Iraq during the Hashemite period, no 

matter how assimilated, would still be at risk of expulsion by local police or the central state. 

 I agree with Aaron Faust that the Baath Party records “do not suggest […] that the regime 

intended to randomly load Shi‘is onto trucks and dump them over the border.” His next line, 

“Whatever the character of their execution, the deportations were documented and planned,” 

suggests his disbelief that many were abducted by local officers and left at the border.460 Based 

on the Persian sources, however, it is clear that the low estimate of deportations from official 

Baath records derives from the unofficial nature of some deportations. Local officers, 

undoubtedly, did take matters into their own hands. 

 Ayad, an Arab Sunni, does not for a moment doubt the nationality of exiled Iranians. 

“They were Iranians,” Ayad says with confidence. “But they did not have to be sent to Iran… 

They could have worked with Iraq [during the war].”461 Some, accepting assimilation, believed 

that “original Iranians” may side with Iraq in the conflict with Iran. Still, Ayad, like the Baath 

regime, could not trust the descendants of immigrants with the same confidence as an indigenous 

Iraqi. Those of Iranian descent had more to prove, and therefore more to gain by participating in 

party politics.  
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Conclusion 

 Iraqi historiography of Arabistan represents an important means to gauge popular and 

intellectual conceptions of the borderland. During the Hashemite period, the Sunni elite 

considered Shi‘is a threat to Iraq and did not express interest in incorporating a foreign province 

into the nascent nation-state. Soon, however Iraqi nationalists began to conceive of the 

borderland as contested space populated by Arabs that shared more in common with Basrans 

than Iranians. By characterizing the shah as a racist despot, Iraqi nationalists urged their 

compatriots to feel solidarity with their Arab brethren just across the border. 

 With an explosion of texts meant to educate Iraqis about the contested frontier during the 

first conflict between the Baath Party and Pahlavi monarchy, many readers learned about the 

Arabs in neighboring Arabistan. The historiography suggested that little separated Arabistanis 

from Basrans, and Iraqis more generally. Though this did not immediately translate into policy, it 

set the stage for the discourse surrounding the 1980 invasion. Over the years, intellectuals had 

offered political and cultural arguments that supported Saddam Hussein’s vision of Arabistan as 

Iraqi territory. Unlike his vow to liberate Palestine (which I characterize as a nod to pan-

Arabism, exhausted by President Gamal Abdel Nasser’s loss in the 1967 War), Hussein’s appeal 

to “rescue” Arabistan represented a more recent expansion(-ist) take on Iraqi nationalism.  

 According to the Baathists, however, disloyal Arab (and Arabized) Shi‘is had no place in 

Iraq. While Iraqi nationalists demanded that Iraqis identify with coethnics abroad, regardless of 

nationality, the Baath Party also expressed doubts about the national loyalties of Iraqis of Iranian 

descent already residing within its national borders. Nevertheless, Iranians who demonstrated a 

commitment to the Baath Party gained some purchase on the nation-state. The porous border, 
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however, had cast doubt among Iraqis as to whether Arabistan really belonged in Iran. 

Movement destabilized sectarian categories that the two nation-states fought to preserve. After 

all, these categories gave credence to ethnocentric nationalisms. As Robert Nemes writes of 

Hungary and Romania, those who attempted to define nationality “disregarded the ways in which 

centuries of migration, religious conversion, and ‘mixed’ marriages had unsettled the categories 

of language and religion.”462 Movement, intermarriage and assimilation destabilized the discreet 

ethnic categories envisioned by early nationalists; in defining Iran narrowly as Perso-Turkic and 

Iraq as Arab-Kurdish, the Iranians of Iraq did not comfortably fit either ethnos. The movement at 

the border demonstrated the fallacy of these strict categories and caused Iran and Iraq to question 

the national loyalties of the Arab community at their shared border. 

 Aware of these complexities, the Baath targeted Iraqis of Iranian descent who had not 

joined the Party. The Iraqi regime thus did not discount the possibility of patriotism among 

descendants of Iranian immigrants. The Baath had made loyalty to the party synonymous with 

loyalty to the nation; party membership or military service sometimes (but not always) sufficed 

to protect them from deportation. Ethnic purity, therefore, did not represent the primary means 

by which the Iraqi government evaluated an individual’s (or family’s) right to stay; party 

membership, as conscription and taxes had in the preceding decades, offered Iraqis of Iranian 

descent the opportunity to demonstrate their desire to reside in Iraq. 

 Following the Islamic Revolution, Baathists co-opted the language of Iraqi nationalists 

and argued that, in order to correct artificial borders imposed by European colonialism, Iraq must 

invade and annex Arabistan. In the opinions of Baath Party members, Arabistanis preferred Arab 
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Borderlands (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2013), 214.  
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rule — and they were not entirely mistaken. An Arab nationalist movement was gaining traction 

in Arabistan, obscured in western historiography by Arabistan’s support for the Islamic Republic 

during the war. In 1979-1980, many Arab Iranians did not express confidence in the new 

government in Tehran. For Iraq, this was an opening. The Baath thus sent its majority-Arab Shi‘i 

military corps to annex a province that violently resisted their endeavor.  

 The following chapter outlines the Arab separatist movement in Arabistan between 1979-

1980 (however, I will begin to use the word “Khuzistan” to this area, in order to remain 

consistent with the primary source documents). I argue that, though many Arab Iranians were 

inclined to support pan-Arab causes politically, the traumatic experience of Iraq’s invasion made 

Arab nationalism an untenable position to hold in the province. During the onslaught, Arab 

Iranians perceived Iraqis as aggressors, not liberators. The shared experience of violence and loss 

among Arab, Persian, and Kurdish Arabistanis forged a comradery where just weeks earlier 

sectarian division had prevailed. 
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Chapter Four: 

The Fight for the Iranian Borderland, 1979-1980 

 

 Described in the previous chapter, Alaham was born in the small town of Mada‘en, Iraq 

in the 1940s. Ethnically Arab, her family had emigrated from Iran in the early Hashemite period. 

When it was time for Alaham to marry, her parents invited a distant relative residing in 

Muhammarah463 to meet her. The young man traveled to Mada‘en and returned with ‘Alaham to 

Muhammarah for the wedding.464 In the late 1970s, most in ‘Alaham’s majority-Arab 

neighborhood (near a customhouse by the border, her daughter points out), sided with Khalq-e 

Arab, an Arab separatist organization. Some disenfranchised Arabs in the region, whether native 

to Iran or Iraq, supported the group. Muhammarah was ethnically divided: “on the west side, 

most were Arabs” while the east was comprised of mostly Persians.465 Assessing the nationality 

of border dwellers, especially those who sympathized with ethnic separatists like Khalq-e Arab, 

was a difficult task for Iranian officials stationed in the borderland. Iranian and Iraqi nationalists, 

however, projected their fantasies onto border dwellers, fashioning them as either disloyal 

saboteurs or potential patriots.  

 “The Fight for the Iranian Borderland” examines the explosion of ethnic violence in 

1979, a subject that garners little attention in the western academic scholarship. In the Iranian 

literature, histories of the Iran-Iraq War typically begin with the conflict between local Arabs and 

                                                 
463 As I mentioned in the Introduction, this chapter refers to Arabistan as Khuzistan. The Persian 

documents I use also refer to Muhammarah as Khorramshahr though, when possible, I continue to use 

Muhammarah for the sake of consistency. Although the Baath Party contended that Arabistan, or 

alternatively al-Ahwaz, belonged in Iraq, this referred to the Arab dominated Iranian borderlands. Thus, 

although the chapter uses the term Khuzistan, the title refers to the “Iranian borderland” in order to 

maintain clarity regarding exactly what region of the large province experienced ethnic conflict and 

ultimately invasion. 
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Persians in Muhammarah and Abadan in May 1979. When Saddam Hussein invaded 

Muhammarah in September 1980, the Arab dominated borderland was politically unstable. The 

revolution had widened the cracks between local Arabs and Persians. Iraq’s institutional 

presence as well as the constant movement of peoples across the border increased the potential 

for ethnic conflict. Arab separatists, eager to capitalize on the chaos wrought by the revolution, 

accepted funds from wealthy Arabs abroad in order to achieve political autonomy. 

 I engage Islamic Republic records,466 newspapers, memoirs, and interviews in order to 

demonstrate that the revolution offered ethnic separatists, once on the political margins, an 

opportunity to pursue their political aims. My first three chapters thus foreground the 

vulnerability of the Iran-Iraq borderland to sectarianism, but stress that this violence did not 

emerge as a direct result of ethnic diversity and European intervention. Though migration and 

trade benefited locals in procuring goods and earning money, transborder movement also 

allowed ethnic partisans to exploit the transnational milieu for political gain. 

 Far from a powerful state exerting its will on peripheral groups, the Baath Party struggled 

to turn its world view into reality. Arabs living in the southwestern Iranian borderland did not 

(on the whole) wish to enter the Iraqi community and Iranians in Iraq did not wish to return to 

their “homeland.” It was the war, however, that resulted in the successful assimilation of the 

borderland into the Iranian national community. Following the revolution, Iranians struggled to 

reconstruct a more inclusive nationalism that did not privilege the Persian ethnicity. The Iran-

Iraq War offered the Islamic Republic an opportunity to prove its commitment to a marginalized 

ethnic community in the frontier; the conflict also allowed Tehran to make this frontier central to 

                                                 
466 Access to the Sepah Archives, located in Tehran, is restricted to western researchers. The Islamic 
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the new Islamic national community, built on the ethos of martyrdom and sacrifice. The 

borderland’s unique topography and demography became the landscape in which the basij, or 

revolutionary male ideal, was born.  

 

The Porous Border 

 That archives often perpetuate a state narrative has been well-documented by historians 

of authoritarian regimes, post-colonial states, as well as liberal nations. As Patrick Joyce 

remarks, there is a “tension between truth and power evident in the practice of truth in an archive 

that one knows to be a political institution.”467 For instance, Mrinalini Rajagopalan, researching 

in colonial archives, asks: “Who authors [a] history and accords it a place in the archive of a 

nation, city, or peoples?”468 In the case of Delhi, Rajagopalan writes that the “creation of Delhi’s 

archive was also accompanied by a historical narrative as conceptualized by the colonial 

government.”469 For Egypt, Yoav Di-Capua demonstrates that the monarchy conceived of the 

archive as a “conduit for pristine historical truth”, which would “inevitably” cause historians to 

“adopt a very particular […] understanding of modern history.”470 Ultimately, “the archive,” he 

writes, “was built around the story” and “the story […] was wrapped around the archive” in a 

“dialectical process”.471 Indeed, states often seek to perpetuate historical narratives through the 

establishment of archives, offering select researchers access to carefully curated documents.  
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Nevertheless, despite the political nature of archives around the world, the limited 

accessibility of some archives, like those of Iran and Iraq, causes scholars to turn to alternative 

sources. The Islamic Republic of Iran, for instance, makes archival records of the last forty years 

inaccessible to researchers in the archives,472 though there are certain exceptions to this rule.473 

There are published volumes that contain primary sources, however. Drawing from such sources, 

which are curated and contextualized for researchers, is deeply problematic for innumerable 

reasons; for example, the question of doctoring documents or images lingers as the reader leafs 

through the scanned documents. Obviously, much is omitted and the state presents its own 

narrative by compiling specific internal memos, coupling them with newspapers clippings to 

demonstrate the authenticity of the state narrative.  

I analyze these scanned and published primary sources, without dismissing or 

reproducing the extensive notations provided by the Islamic Republic. I assert that, despite the 

careful curation and organization of these documents, much can be gleaned from reading them 

(and much would be lost by ignoring them); the contradictions between the primary sources and 

state commentary are particularly revealing, as are the problems that the Islamic Republic freely 

admits beleaguered the revolutionary regime’s early efforts to administer the periphery. This 

chapter engages these sources, along with newspapers and oral histories, in order to offer a more 

complete picture of the borderland in the early days of the revolution and war.    

                                                 
472 During my time researching at the Iranian National Archive, I was told by nearly every archivist that 

researchers cannot request material produced in the last forty years, though I cannot be certain if this 

applied to Iranian researchers. I was limited in my search due to my American nationality. 
473 Librarians and researchers who specialize in the Iran-Iraq War informed me that it is exceedingly 

difficult for Iranian historians to access materials from this period unless they attained special permission, 

served in the war, or had close relatives martyred in the war. One librarian informed me that, even in 

those exceptional cases, the Islamic Republic limits access to the materials already published in edited 

volumes, unless they trust the researcher to toe the state line.  
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 The internal memos published by the Islamic Republic lay bare the influence exercised 

by the Baath regime in the Iranian borderland. Of course, Iraq was not alone in influencing a 

population outside its border; the Islamic Republic also had designs on Iraqi Shi‘is. In one 

internal memo before the war, an official insisted that “[t]he influence of the Iranian revolution 

on the 85% Shi’i population of Iraq is great”; but, he postulated, Hussein would distract the 

Islamic Republic from liberating their coreligionists by sending saboteurs — i.e., Arab 

separatists — to the Iran-Iraq frontier. “[B]y sending Iraqis and leftists to this area (Abadan, 

Khorramshahr [Muhammarah], and [other cities] that are near the border) and also sending 

weapons, immigrants and others, [they] hope to create unrest in this region and gain the upper 

hand.” The best way to prevent this onslaught of Baathist Iraqis on Iranian soil was by 

“controlling the border and arresting known smugglers.”474 In 1979, the Islamic Republic 

returned to the same problem that had vexed Iran since the Constitutional Revolution. Smugglers 

(now bearing guns) breached the border and took advantage of the province’s political 

instability. 

 Protecting the border was only one of several recommendations to stem Iraqi influence in 

the province. The official also insisted that the government take a proactive role in establishing 

“Arabic language cultural centers” and, simultaneously, shut down “Iraqi government schools in 

Khorramshahr and Abadan [which promoted] propaganda and Pan-Arab activism.”475 In fact, 

when Khalq-e Arab submitted its demands to Prime Minister Mehdi Bazargan for review later 

that year, the organization insisted on Arabic language schools and universities.476 Khalq-e Arab, 

like the Baath Party and the Islamic Republic, prioritized education as a means to shape the 
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thoughts of Arab youths. As another official from Ahwaz wrote to Tehran, “representatives of 

the Baath Party of Iraq, have entered and continue to enter the country under pretense of 

‘teacher’ of an Arabic language school in Khuzistan.”477 Inexplicably, the Pahlavi monarchy paid 

less mind to Iraqi schools, allowing them to grow in influence in Muhammarah, Abadan, and 

Ahwaz (though, as discussed in Chapter Two, these schools had raise some eyebrows).  

 Baathists and Pan-Arabists, as well as successful businessmen and contrabandists, funded 

a class of intellectual Arab elite to frame and legitimize Arab separatism in the Iranian 

borderland. Communists and other leftists, released from prison immediately after the revolution, 

became active in the Khalq-e Arab movement. To succeed, activists need benefactors. One, for 

example, was Mr. ‘Am, a high ranking military official in the Kuwaiti Secret Services who 

amassed great wealth as the head of a lucrative oil company. He offered Arab activists in the 

borderland two million tumans, “a great number of weapons,” and — perhaps most importantly 

— funding to intellectuals working in the Center for Arab Culture in Khuzistan.478 From the 

available materials, it is evident that Arabs outside Iran, whether sincere Pan-Arabists or cynical 

opportunists, funded the activities of Arab separatist organizations. 

 Many local officials in the Iranian border province demanded Tehran immediately 

address border control. “We need to address the situation of the borders, and Arab contrabandists 

especially from the borders of Shalamcheh, Hawiza, Soosangard, Khoor Awragh, Mahshahr and 

Malashi entering,” wrote one. “Due to the fact that Muhammad Tahir [Khaqani, the leader of 

Khalq-e Arab] keeps tribal members as security guards and they [the tribes] have extensive ties 

with the trade of contrabandists, the situation is totally screwed up. Constant fire pours [into 

Iran] from Iraq!!” Tribes were not the only culprits guilty of smuggling; poor farmers with few 
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prospects also joined the ranks of contrabandists, the official admitted.479 The tribal networks, 

the contrabandists (whether farmer or tribesman), and Arab separatists were all connected by the 

international economy that thrived on the Iran-Iraq border. Just as wealthy Baathists funded Arab 

intellectuals to circulate Pan-Arabist material to provincials, tribes and smugglers pouring 

through the border sustained the Arab political leadership. 

 In mid-June of 1979, the Revolutionary Guards led a raid that resulted in the arrests of 

several activists responsible for blowing up freeways and roads in Muhammarah. In response, 

the presiding justice of the Islamic Revolution of Abadan and Muhammarah, Abdol Majid 

Zargar, made an official statement about the use of roads at the Iran-Iraq border. “Recently we 

have witnessed a group of opportunists who commit counterrevolutionary acts when crossing the 

border and [using] cross-border transportation lines.”480 Again, as described in “Settling, 

Smuggling, and Schooling,” a concern arose regarding the use of modern transportation to 

commit federal crimes and, this time, treason. The state implemented unique measures to control 

this movement.  

As officials made the link between smugglers and separatists, the nascent republic paid 

far greater attention to border security. “In order to identify these persons and separate them from 

our brothers and sisters living on the border who are devout believers of the Islamic Revolution 

of Iran, we alert the tribes on the brave frontier that [beginning two days from today] all 

movement across the border between the hours twelve and six in the morning is expressly 

forbidden.”481 This one-sided communication, which both integrated the loyal and excluded the 

dissenters from the national community, was quite familiar to Khuzistanis. Reza Shah similarly 
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branded the general public as supportive of the state in his address in 1924 while carefully 

outlining the fate of those who dared defy state orders. Like Reza Shah, officials of the Islamic 

Republic also denied Arabs (and other ethnic minorities) a voice; unlike the Pahlavi monarch, 

who blamed an enterprising Arab chief instead of his people, the IRI blamed “those on the other 

side of the border” for local political activism.482 The Islamic Revolution made explicit that 

border dwellers were not free to move across the border and anyone who did so would be 

considered a counterrevolutionary.  

 The address by Zargar, however, is more intimate than Reza Shah’s, though no less 

threatening. After all, Zargar was personally invested in the region as a local justice of the 

Abadan-Muhammarah court. He did not simply command border dwellers; he pleaded with them 

to consider their alliances and choose correctly. “[T]he Revolutionary Guards and the Islamic 

Revolution of Iran,” he warned, “expect that our dear border dwellers consider this issue 

carefully and offer our border patrol the help they need and report any individual who breaks 

these rules to the nearest Revolutionary Guard.”483 The Islamic Republic thus admitted it could 

not adequately patrol the border without the assistance of border dwellers. The plea itself was 

demonstrative of the practical limits of governing the frontier, which continued to trouble 

Tehran. The Islamic Republic depended on locals to cooperate with the state (or, demonstrate 

loyalty to the state) in order to maintain the nation’s territorial integrity against Iraqi incursion.   

 

Arab Separatism  

 As a result of the Islamic Revolution, the previously unthinkable became suddenly 

possible. Various Iranian provinces, which had long suffered from the Pahlavi monarchy’s 
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aggressive Persianization policy, realized the revolution offered an unprecedented opportunity to 

secure certain rights never before afforded to ethnic minorities. The Turks and Kurds became 

especially active. Demands for an Ardabil province came immediately following the 

revolution,484 for instance, though the government did not officially recognize the province of 

Ardabil until after the Iran-Iraq War.485 Arab inhabitants in the borderland made similar efforts 

toward autonomy. 

 Aside from the Islamic Republic, left-wing organizations also expressed concern about 

the explosion of ethnic separatism in 1979. Before the IRI began to execute its opposition during 

the war, the regime allowed for the Mujahedin-e Khalq, its most bitter political enemy in the 

1980s, to publish a column in the national newspaper, Ettela‘at. In an op-ed called “Statements 

and Opinions: Parties—Societies—Organizations—Groups,” the Mujahedin encouraged the 

regime to “Stand in the way of the Unfortunate Idea of Khuzistan and Baluchistan.” In keeping 

with their Marxist roots, the Mujahedin dismissed cultural differences between Arabs and 

Persians and insisted that the only way to prevent separatist movements was to address the 

structural inequities that caused the disenfranchisement of Arabs in Khuzistan and Baluchistan. 

There is no difference between “the Fars and Baluch, the Arab and ‘ajam, Shi‘i and Sunni, and 

the religious and irreligious,” they declared; the only real difference was between the poor and 

the rich. Ethnic conflict would disappear as the government resolved economic inequities, 
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wrought by imperialism.486 The Mujahedin-e Khalq thus trivialized differences between Iranians 

of various ethnicities and creeds. 

 

 

Figure 5. Ahmad Madani, the Governor of Khuzistan. 

 

 

 

 The Governor of Khuzistan, Ahmad Madani [Figure 5], echoed the same approach, even 

as Arab separatists defied the Islamic Republic at every turn. As Pierre Razoux writes, “defense 

minister Admiral Ahmad Madani [was sent] to Khuzestan as governor, vested with full powers 

to eradicate the rebels of the Arab Front for the Liberation of al-Ahwaz.”487 On the 22 May 1979, 

when the Arab separatist organization, Khalq-e Arab, refused to vacate buildings it had occupied 

for over a week, reporters clamored for a statement from Madani. His response demonstrated 

restraint. Rather than condemn Arabs (a marked contrast to Iraq’s response to disgruntled Persian 

Iraqis), he insisted that the conflict was a response to decades of imperialism. “The goals of these 

latest events in Khuzistan does not represent a problem between ‘ajam [or Persian] and Arab. 

Colonialism and imperialism dealt a painful blow to [Khuzistanis].”488 Both Madani and the 

Mujahedin were conscious of the ethnic character of protests in the hinterlands of Iran. Still, 

neither wished to identify these as ethnic movements, lest they encourage divisions. Just as Reza 
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Shah blamed the Qajar court’s decadence for Arab support of the Ka‘b (without explaining why 

neighboring Persians supported Tehran), the Islamic Republic blamed imperialism for Arab 

dissent (without explaining why neighboring Persians more willingly supported the IRI).  

 By June of 1979, it became clear that the province was not as easily placated as officials 

had once purported. One memo addressed to Tehran on 7 May 1979 reveals the naiveté of some 

officials stationed in the region. “The first issue to which we must attend is the Arab population 

in Khuzistan […] The inhabitants are poor, hungry vagrants and ostracized, such that by giving 

two kilos of rice to one Arab village, we can shape their thoughts.”489 In fact, the Islamic 

Republic could not shape their thoughts. With backing from Baghdad, various organizations like 

the Fadayeen-e Khalq and Khalq-e Arab (sometimes called the Arab Front for the Liberation of 

Al-Ahwaz) complicated the Islamic Republic’s influence in the borderland. As Hafeez Malik 

writes, the Baath Party expected the Fadayeen to support its bid for Arabistan; “Baghdad 

anticipated only token resistance to its invasion. It also had reason to believe its thrust into oil-

rich Khuzistan… would be welcome.”490 Though most historians mention tensions in the region 

in passing (reduced to a footnote in Malik’s case), this chapter exposes the complexity of local 

ethnic politics.  

 

Khalq-e Arab and Its Rivals 

 After the success of the revolution, Khalq-e Arab, an organization that advocated for 

Arab independence, became significantly more active. Officials stationed in Khuzistan 

characterized the organization as comprised of “untrustworthy people including contrabandists 

                                                 
489 Ibid., 23. 
490 Hafeez Malik, Soviet-American Relations with Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 1987), 114.  



 

 168 

[…] while others are sexual deviants and, still others, are associated with SAVAK.” Though 

traditionally Tehran depended on infighting to distract Arabs from effective mobilization, in 

mid-1979 local officials warned that many tribes had brokered a fragile peace. The Islamic 

Republic could no longer depend on a divided Arab Khuzistan.491 Their protests against the 

nascent regime, which desperately tried to establish control in Tehran, worried Ayatollah 

Khomeini.  

 The Islamic Republic, which currently controls all documents regarding Arab separatists, 

presents ethnic separatist organizations as funded by “SAVAK clerics” and “far Leftists.” 

Internal memos, however, also prove Khalq-e Arab’s ideology permeated society in the 

borderland. The Baath regime, Iranian officials stationed in the region lamented, took advantage 

of the revolution by sending Iraqis to aid the activities of Arab separatists. Officials paid 

particular attention to Ayatollah Sheikh Muhammad Tahir Al-Shabir Khaqani, a cleric who 

became politically active in January 1979.492 As the leader of Khalq-e Arab, Ayatollah 

Khaqani’s speeches and activities were monitored by IRI officials. Although the Islamic 

Republic eventually negotiated peace with the ayatollah, he could not control the activities of the 

organization’s members. Khalq-e Arab, the Islamic Republic later discovered, was a more 

grassroots movement and did not heed the orders of its leader. 

 Khaqani had not expressed interest in Shi‘i activism during the Pahlavi period. 

Muhammad Reza Shah imprisoned him nonetheless toward the end of his reign. After Khaqani’s 

release, he returned to the borderland to discover support for Arab separatism; thereafter, he 

became the unexpected leader of the ethnic separatist movement.493 Many of his statements 
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earned him the ire of local representatives of the revolutionary regime. Khaqani, like most Arab 

leaders in the region, identified the British and Americans as allies to the Arab cause. “They [the 

British] call us Arabic-speakers — we want to wear this word around our necks and it is for this 

reason we dress in traditional [Arab] garb.”494 This reflects deep-seated attitudes stretching back 

from the Arab separatist movement of the mid-1940s, which also identified the west as allies to 

the cause of Arab independence.  

 

 

Figure 6. Ayatollah Muhammad Tahir Al-Shabir Khaqani, the leader 

of Khalq-e Arab and highest-ranking cleric in southwest Khuzistan. 

 

 

 

 The awkward language about “wearing this word,” with reference 

to “Arabic-speakers,” is no mistake. The sheikh almost certainly said “Arab,” not “Arabic-

speaker,” or ‘Arab zaban. In a report containing suggestions on how to neutralize ethnic 

volatility, an official in Khuzistan chided Persians for refusing to adopt the terminology the 

group used to identify itself. “Arabs hate that they are called Arabic-speakers,” he wrote.495 That 

the official transcribing the speech used the term “Arabic-speakers,” rather than “Arab,” proves 

the reflexive dismissal of the Arab ethnicity that Khaqani himself criticized in the speech. The 

sheikh argued that Tehran undermined local identities more than the west; in other words, 

Tehran’s interests (and, apparently, enemies, as he spoke warmly of America and Great Britain) 

did not coincide with those of Arab Iranians. 
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 Of course, Khaqani was not the only cleric in the province threatening the Islamic 

Republic. The three most formidable Arab clerics with large followings included Sheikh Kazim, 

Sheikh Abdol Zahrayi (who traveled extensively to Kuwait), and Maki Faysli (a “wealthy man” 

with “Arab laborers… under his thumb, working for his ends”). The official assessment of their 

political appeal appeared ominous. “Arabs who don’t hold any candles for these clerics still 

support them because of their traditional culture.” These sheikhs “commanded respect,” even 

from Arabs who did not necessarily agree with their politics.496  

 The political aims of Arab clerics and organizations like Khalq-e Arab, however, appear 

nebulous. The Islamic Republic proclaimed that the violent activists were either foreign 

interlopers or marginal extremists, not native Arab Iranians. Khalq-e Arab also carefully crafted 

a public image through press releases, which supported the unity of the Iranian nation and the 

legitimacy of the Islamic Republic. Internal memos, however, reveal the situation proved far 

more complex. Officials warned Tehran that Khalq-e Arab “believes that Khuzistan is Arabistan. 

Of course, it does not make this [position] clear but members of this organization write the word 

‘Arabistan’ everywhere on the walls. They have replaced the name ‘Khorramshahr’ with 

‘Muhammarah’ and they believe that non-Arab peoples must leave this city [Khorramshahr].”497 

The Islamic Republic thus privately conceded that Khalq-e Arab’s actions in the borderland, 

rather than its statements to the public, best reflected the organization’s political mission; in fact, 

officials accused Khalq-e Arab of hiding the fact that its activists advocated for population 

transfer.  

 The Islamic Republic, conscious of its ideological competitors, sought out allies in the 

region to consolidate its central authority. One organization that opposed Khalq-e Arab was the 
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Cultural-Militant Islamic Revolutionaries of Khorramshahr (CMIRK), which formed in February 

of 1979.498 Local officials considered the CMIRK their best hope against Arab separatism. Some 

expressed reservations about the organization’s character, and officials took note of figures who 

joined the CMIRK’s ranks. Arab clerics, generally, allied with Khalq-e Arab (Arab separatists in 

all but name) rather than the CMIRK. Thus, the Islamic Republic, a government established on 

the precepts of Shi‘ism, could not count on the clerical establishment in the borderland.  

 Made up of “young Arabs and non-Arabs,” most of CMIRK’s members were 

underground before the revolution. The Islamic Republic, which identified the organization as 

both indigenous and pro-establishment, took advantage of their intimate knowledge of the 

borderland, and particularly the town of Muhammarah, by employing its members to do sensitive 

police work. “At this point,” one memo reported, “[this organization] is now responsible for the 

most sensitive matters in the city [of Muhammarah], from guards for [private] homes and 

[public] street matters to customs and port guards.” Of course, “the locals pay no attention to 

customs police and often steal there.” The organization’s disciplinary actions, however, 

frightened some of the “wrong-doers” from smuggling and other crimes.499 Thus, the Islamic 

Republic, sensitive to the local climate, did not impose guards and police from Tehran but 

attempted to create political alliances with local non-radical organizations in order to implement 

the rule of law at the border.  

 Also in Muhammarah were pan-Iranists, but the state did not depend on this inactive 

group, which “dislike[s] the Arabs… [and] will not cooperate with them.”500 Although IRI 

records do not emphasize the Tahrir Party, an arm of the Baath Party in the Iranian borderland, 
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members did maintain ties with Khalq-e Arab. One report from an official in Ahwaz attested to 

the growing influence of al-Tahrir, which he estimated had “20-30 experienced individuals” 

leading the organization “with considerable power and a strong military.” Many of the party 

members, the official bemoaned, had “entered Iran” from Syria, Iraq, and Palestine to train 

native Iranians.501 The CMIRK, unlike the Pan-Iranists and subversive Arab parties, cooperated 

with rivals and the central government. In fact, the CMIRK once worked with Khalq-e Arab to 

confiscate personal guns from inhabitants of the borderland.502 The purchasing, selling, and 

illegal use of personal weapons greatly vexed local militia and federal officers. If a local estimate 

that 40% of Arab Khuzistanis did not support the government was true, the chance of violent 

confrontation seemed imminent.503 

 Many memoirists of the Iran-Iraq War residing in Arabistan, and especially the cities of 

Muhammarah and Ahwaz, write about the period preceding the Iran-Iraq War when Arabs 

fought their Persian neighbors. Ma‘sumeh Ramhormozi, the author of The Last Sunday writes 

that, before the revolution, “[s]ome professed to be defenders of Khalq-e Arab […] Every few 

days a group […] would pour into the streets and give speeches on Arab nationalism.” She also 

posits an alignment of Lor and Arabs, as separatists insisted on the use of those two languages in 

the region (marginalizing Persians). The author confesses that few in her neighborhood spoke 

Persian at all.504 The enforcement of the Persian language in public spaces (like schools, 

bureaucracies, and courts) represented one of the most hotly contested issues that required 

national resolution after 1979.  
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 The efforts of Khalq-e Arab to influence national politics bore fruit. One internal memo, 

which is written rather more glass-half-full than described here, suggested that although young 

people largely supported Ayatollah Khomeini, about 40% of adults did not. How this number 

was derived is unclear and appears anecdotal — especially since the same official admitted that 

“[w]ith respect to Islamic ideology, […] Arabs have an extremely elementary knowledge, 

especially in the villages, which must be educated on the topic.”505 Although Arab Iranians may 

have supported the Islamic Republic, ethnic solidarity still influenced local politics; in fact, 

Arabs in the borderland elected coethnics to represent them in the new parliament. IRI officials, 

however, dismissed the representatives as “not [the] true representatives of the Arab people.”506 

Exactly who they believed may better represent the Arab electorate is unclear.  

 

“Why Do Brothers Kill Each Other in Khuzistan?”507 

 The southwestern corner of Iran had little connection to the country’s northern capital of 

Tehran. In fact, Arabs living on the border did not trust the values espoused by the new Supreme 

Leader. One of the first violent confrontations between the state and local activists was, 

surprisingly, about Israel. Arab Iranians did not believe Khomeini proactively supported 

Palestine. A curious charge for an Islamist cleric whose speeches were accompanied by chants of 

“Death to Israel.” Upon Khomeini’s return to Iran in February 1979, he expressed his opposition 

to Israel repeatedly. After Egyptian President Anwar Sadat and Israeli Prime Minister Menachem 

Begin signed the Camp David Accords in 1979, Arabs led mass demonstrations in the 

borderland. During the protest, Khalq-e Arab broke into the IRI’s Research Center in 
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Muhammarah and “destroyed whatever was inside [the building] and disarmed and beat the 

Revolutionary Guard of the area.” The same disconcerted report to Tehran continues with a 

small piece of good news: “[t]hankfully, they did not think to check the bathroom,” where the 

Revolutionary Guard had hidden their weapons.508 There was a growing sense among members 

of Khalq-e Arab, if not a portion of the Arab population in the region, that the Islamic Republic 

did not adequately support their Arab brothers in Palestine.  

 The decision to attack a government building while protesting Israel was also deeply 

provocative. Like the Palestinians, the Arabs of Iran had been relegated to the margins of society. 

Arabs in Muhammarah made a dangerous political statement by chanting slogans against Israel 

while physically attacking Revolutionary Guardsmen. At the very least, as mentioned earlier, this 

proved that Khomeini’s speeches against the “little Satan” did not impress Arab Iranians. 

Perhaps some even drew an equivalency between Iranian nationalism, which abused the Arab 

people, and the government of Israel, which oppressed Arabs in Palestine.   

 The situation deteriorated by the day as rumors flew of a state plan to massacre Arab 

Iranians. State officials lamented that Khalq-e Arab was behind the proliferation of leaflets 

attesting to the state’s supposedly genocidal intent. The youth in Muhammarah armed 

themselves in response to the perceived threat; Arabs holding Kalashnikovs became a common 

sight.509 Iranian nationalism, which insisted upon the inferiority of the Arab race, had affected 

Iran’s Arabs; many believed that their rejection of the Pahlavi monarchy and the Islamic 

Republic would result in their extermination, or deportation. The illegal circulation of weapons, 

which the Pahlavi regime had controlled for decades, exploded. The Islamic Republic regularly 
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arrested illegal arms dealers and lamented that the Baath regime “flooded” the province with 

weapons.510 

 In order to prove the failure of local officials to effectively curb the activities of Arab 

separatists, I describe one incident in Muhammarah on 12 May 1979. A turning point in the 

borderland’s politics, the episode reveals that members of Khalq-e Arab acted independently of 

Ayatollah Khaqani’s leadership. (The press acknowledged the disconnect between the 

organization and its supposed leader in August of 1979.)511 The events also present the 

complicated political alliances and rivalries that animated the frontier, rarely described in meta-

narratives that simply pit the Islamic Republic against Arab separatists. In this conflict, we find 

several actors, including the bazaris (organized officially as the Merchants, Traders, and 

Muslims of Khuzistan), competing political youth groups from two different high schools, 

Khalq-e Arab, the CMIRK, Ayatollah Khaqani and his family, as well as the Islamic Republic 

(including the Revolutionary Guard, Governor Ahmad Madani, and Farmandar Muhammad Reza 

‘Alawi). The aftermath of the violent episode also demonstrates the complexity of political 

interests in the region and the reaction of the general public to Arab separatism.  

 On 12 May, 1979, the local government discovered a separatist plot, arresting many of 

the conspirators; although the national background of the conspirators is unclear, they had 

illegally crossed the border during the course of their scheming. Ahmad Madani, governor of the 

province of Khuzistan, declared their arrest a victory for the Islamic Republic. Due to his 

reputation for hating Arabs, Madani was highly unpopular;512 his unpopularity, in fact, 

                                                 
510 Just to cite two articles, although the newspapers are filled with reports about the illegal circulation of 

firearms. Ettela‘at, “Saddam Hussein’s brother floods guns into Iran,” 7 June 1979, 2; Ettela‘at, “12 

illegal arms dealers arrested in Khuzistan,” 30 June, 1979, 3. 
511 Ettela‘at, “Ayatollah Khaqani Invites the People To Support the Nation,” 8 August, 1979, 16. 
512 Even Arab Iranian children interviewed in Iraqi prison camps in 1987 mentioned their disdain for 

Governor Madani. As one insisted, “In the past we had had some trouble with the Persians, for they can 



 

 176 

eventually caused him to resign from office (though the Islamic Republic refused his 

resignation).513 Attempts to dispel rumors of his prejudice with statements like, “I fear no threat 

and, unlike what some have made common knowledge, I am not anti-Arab,”514 fell on deaf ears. 

As the man responsible for “the Persian Gulf, the northern border, and the province of 

Khuzistan,” Madani asserted, that he needed to “make a point to say that we will not be abused 

nor will we allow our border or our villages to endure abuse.”515 Whether or not local Arabs felt 

“abused” by the normal human traffic between Iran and Iraq, which characterized the region for 

a century, is doubtful. 

 Interestingly, the governor concluded his speech by offering a moral corrective on the 

Pahlavi regime and a promise to the Arab population. He described the Dhofar Rebellion (1962-

75), a conflict between rebels in Muscat and Oman. Muhammad Reza Shah represented the chief 

ally of both nations; as a result of Iranian intervention, the attempted coup proved unsuccessful 

and Oman’s government survived the rebellion. He promised border dwelling Arabs that the age 

of Iran influencing Arab politics was over. “[W]e will not intervene in the affairs of other nations 

and we have no intention of repeating the story of Dhofar.”516 The local Arabs clearly resented 

the Pahlavi monarchy’s intervention and feared the Islamic Republic might have similar designs 

on nearby Arab nations. 
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 Later that day, the situation came to a head as sympathizers of the CMIRK (most 

prominently, the bazaris) clashed with the radical elements of Khalq-e Arab (characterized as “a 

group of religious youth and representatives of Bahman Twenty-Second High School in 

Khorramshahr as well as members of Khalq-e Arab”). Ayatollah Khaqani’s son, who gave an 

exclusive interview to Keyhan, emphasized his father’s innocence in the events that followed; 

Ettela‘at, on the other hand, offered the Muslim Students of Khorramshahr’s timeline, a 

competing high school student youth group that supported the Islamic Republic.  

All interviewees agreed that the Ayatollah, following Madani’s announcement of the 

arrest of conspirators, gave a speech in Imam Ja‘far Sadeq Mosque. Khaqani, however, contested 

that he discouraged “inciters” of violence. Khaqani’s son conceded that his father’s speech on 

the afternoon of the twelfth had blamed “government authorities” for the civil unrest. From his 

speech: “Despite my efforts to end this discord and [my] invitations for unity, one group by the 

name of […CMIRK] instigated its members who occupy high local offices to declare threats of 

terrorism against myself and my children.” Not only had the CMIRK, an arm of the Islamic 

Republic, threatened him bodily harm, he claimed, but the bazaris he had publicly defended 

issued a statement condemning him. According to Keyhan, “the Ayatollah protested the arrest of 

two famous bazaris in Khorramshahr and, in response, the organization ‘Merchants, Traders, and 

Muslims of Khuzistan’ issued a condemnation of Ayatollah Khaqani.”517 After listing his 

grievances, Khaqani then, according to his son, appealed to Khalq-e Arab to keep the peace. 

 He thus placated dissenters in his party by acknowledging the wrongdoings of the 

bazaris, the CMIRK, and the Islamic Republic while also pleading with them to “remain calm 

and maintain the peace.” Although the Muslim Students of Khorramshahr disputed Khaqani’s 
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claim that he concluded his remarks by calling for peace, witnesses generally agreed that 

passions were inflamed as a result of the sermon. Again, as told by Khaqani’s son through 

Keyhan: 

 

Following Ayatollah Khaqani’s speech, a group left the mosque under air fire 

toward the central building of Khalq-e Arab but, along the way, they passed what 

used to be the headquarters of the Revolutionary Guard, now converted to the 

[CMIRK] building. An armed confrontation ensued so that, in only a short period 

of time, two buildings as well as […] recordings from the previous regime stored 

in the building were entirely burned.518 

 

The Muslim Students of Khorramshahr disputed this account and argued that Khaqani himself 

led his followers to the Police and Revolutionary Guard Headquarters. According to the students, 

Khaqani proclaimed that Americans covertly operated within the Revolutionary Guard and, as a 

result, “these uneducated and unwell people, emotions running high, only became more 

hysterical.” If Khaqani did make this claim, it is especially interesting considering his fondness 

for the Americans and British, whom he previously argued were Arab allies. For the Muslim 

Students of Khorramshahr, the confrontation in front of the Cultural Center Building represented 

a formidable crisis and the organization sent its young members to defend the IRI “against 

gunfire and explosions.” According to these youths, Khalq-e Arab chanted in unison “We are 

Arab and this is Arabistan.” Rattled, the Muslim Students of Khorramshahr lay the blame on the 

race baiting ayatollah and the uneducated masses.519 

 Perhaps the Muslim Students of Khorramshahr were right. After all, Ettela‘at reported 

that listeners of Khaqani’s speech chanted “Death to [CMIRK]” as he sat on the pulpit — he 

could have forcefully condemned violent action as the situation escalated in the mosque. The 
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Revolutionary Guards, according to the newspaper, attacked Khaqani’s followers from planes as 

they left the mosque. The IRI and Khalq-e Arab disagreed about whether Revolutionary 

Guardsmen responded to an imminent threat or preempted the violence, however. Ettela‘at 

lamented that “[t]he police did nothing to intervene in this event,”520 especially surprising since 

Khalq-e Arab also arrested sixteen members of the CMIRK, who defended the building.521  

 Neither newspaper, interestingly, condemned the actions of the ayatollah. Khaqani may 

have condemned the IRI and the CMIRK, but he appealed for patience and peace. Officials in the 

city, including Governors Madani and ‘Alawi, made a groveling appeal to the Arab clerics for 

the release of hostages kept by Khalq-e Arab following the attack. After an eight hour 

“exchange,” as Governor ‘Alawi called it,522 Khalq-e Arab released the hostages, badly beaten, 

back to the state at one AM on 13 May. The IRI and CMIRK failed to exert their power and 

Khalq-e Arab had humiliated them. In an official press release, the CMIRK stated: “Members of 

the Revolutionary Guard in Tehran will be dispatched to Khorramshahr in order to develop 

Revolutionary Guard units.”523 The borderland needed reinforcements from Tehran, it could no 

longer depend on the trusted locals that formed the CMIRK to discipline Khalq-e Arab.  

 In a report by the Muslim Students of Khorramshahr, it is clear that the events of 12 May 

made a bad impression on locals. The students worried about the deteriorating relations between 

the ayatollah and bazaris. “A few days after the events [on 12 May], Sheikh Muhammad Tahir 

Al-Shabir Khaqani made more threats to the government and he said that some of the 

government-backed bazaris received income from America.”524 Significantly, local officials 
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dismissed the role of the bazaris and blamed the conflict on Tehran’s official condemnation of 

Khaqani, which alienated local Arabs.525 The students, however, with their finger on the pulse of 

the town, considered this just as much a fight between Khalq-e Arab and the IRI as Arab 

separatists and Iranian nationalist bazaris.  

 A report signed on behalf of the students of the organization vehemently rebuked Khalq-e 

Arab’s claim of a historic conflict between Arabs and Persians. “[I]n point of fact, there 

absolutely is not and has never been such an issue in Khorramshahr. There is no racial disparity 

and these protests are simply counterrevolutionary [acts] that, at the moment, simply manifest in 

this [racialized] way.”526 The adamant and exaggerated “there absolutely is not and has never 

been” is, perhaps, self-consciously deceptive. The accounts of contemporary memoirists attest to 

underlying tension between Arabs and Persians and the self-segregation of ethnically mixed 

border towns. It is, however, true that Arabs and Persians in the region were, until 1979, 

extraordinarily successful in managing the diverse social fabric. The students thus reacted 

forcefully to a growing sense in the region that Arab and Fars peoples could not coexist.  

 Residents of Khorramshahr, outraged by the spectacle of burning government buildings, 

appeared outside Governor ‘Alawi’s office the next day to publicly condemn the actions of 

Khalq-e Arab. With a statement in hand, they circulated their opinions and demands of the 

government. “We recognize the struggle waged for [our] Arab brothers’ rights, and we beg them 

to reject racist and communist betrayers.” This appeal for reasonable political discourse (with 

“we” begging “them”) seems to come from outsiders. This group was likely comprised of pro-

IRI Persians (and, undoubtedly, some pro-IRI Arabs) who feared continued violence.  
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 In fact, much of the group’s comments and concerns revolved around the volatility of the 

province. This fear of civil unrest compelled people to request that the government take 

aggressive action. The group, much to the delight of local officials, pleaded with “the Islamic 

Republic… to confiscate all guns from the hands of irresponsible people.” They then made a 

series of demands of the governor.  

 

8 — We ask that the responsible party, the governor, dissolve the Arab-Persian 

general committees as quickly as possible. 9 — We ask that the responsible party, 

the governor, offer the military [full] authority to enforce the safety in the city. 10 

— To the extent that our city, Khorramshahr, lacks a leader responsible for the 

faith, we request that Imam Khomeini send a qualified religious leader […]527   

  

The Islamic Republic had tried several times to confiscate weapons from private citizens, with 

little to show for it. The next point, to dissolve Arab-Persian general committees, suggests the 

fear that ethnic organizations deepened ethnic divisions. The final request for a new spiritual 

leader stipulates that indigenous Arab clerics bore responsibility for the civil unrest.  

 That day, ‘Alawi and Madani organized several meetings, inviting clerics whose 

statements echoed the ten-point demands of the Muslims of Khorramshahr. One particularly 

concerned cleric claimed that “just last night, fourteen million tumans were spent on a shipment 

of weapons. Two nights ago, shots were fired from Kalashnikovs and it is the responsibility of 

the government to secure the safety of this city.”528 Though unclear about who ferried the guns to 

Muhammarah, the cleric raised concerns about international Arabs stoking the flames of a 

dangerous fire domestically. Madani too posed the violence as an issue arising from the 

province’s proximity to the Iraqi border. Rather than consider the organized rebels as home-
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grown agitators responding to historic oppression, Madani framed them as a cohort of foreign 

Arabs and a small group of native co-conspirators.529 Although international Arabs certainly had 

their hand in the conflict, the locals responding to the unrest did not, notably, characterize Khalq-

e Arab as foreign. 

 In an effort to broker some meaningful peace, Madani met with Khaqani. Again, 

Khaqani’s son publicly shared the results of the meeting and made a stunning announcement: 

“The state and Khalq-e Arab agreed to work together in administering the province of 

Khuzistan.” The Islamic Republic had come to its knees; attacked on too many fronts, it caved to 

the demands of a quasi-separatist movement. Khalq-e Arab, however, forfeited the source of its 

power — privately held firearms.530 The Islamic Republic took a gamble: by giving Khaqani 

political legitimacy, the state sought to neutralize Khalq-e Arab. Desperate times called for 

desperate measures and the stakes were high for Madani. Weeks later in June, he swore to the 

press that “if Khuzistan separates [from Iran], you should hang me.”531 

 The Islamic Republic gave Khalq-e Arab the right to assemble, promising a crackdown 

on other “Arab and non-Arab” organizations. In exchange for the government to withdraw its 

endorsement of the CMIRK, Khalq-e Arab agreed to close its centers in the cities of Shadigan, 

Susangard, Dasht-e Azadigan, and Ahwaz. IRI officials offered an appealing deal, though 

members of Khalq-e Arab realized that it benefited the Islamic Republic long-term. Khaqani’s 

first act in his role as sanctioned head of Khuzistan’s Arabs: to request the government remove 

all persons who vocally rejected the deal.532 The Islamic Republic happily obliged.  
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 The CMIRK, after offering its services and loyalty to the Islamic Republic, found itself 

shut out of government; securing the loyalty of Arab separatist proved more valuable. The in-

fighting between Khalq-e Arab, the CMIRK, local bazaris, and the Islamic Republic continued 

through 1979-80. The CMIRK, justifiably concerned, reminded the IRI of Khalq-e Arab’s 

favorite chant, “The CMIRK must be destroyed. Now the ‘Ajam must be destroyed” (Kanun 

bayad nabud shavad. Kanun ‘ajam-ha bayad nabud shavad).533 The CMIRK could not prevent 

high level meetings between Bazargan and Khalq-e Arab leadership in Tehran,534 but the 

organization did influence the public’s opinion.535 Officials were aware of the dangers of dealing 

with Khalq-e Arab and did not feel great confidence in their ability to win over Arab Iranians.  

 Many members of Khalq-e Arab did not follow Khaqani’s leadership after his deal with 

the IRI; instead, they protested Khaqani, sometimes arrested revolutionary guardsmen, and 

attacked IRI headquarters. Khalq-e Arab split into two factions, those who no longer trusted 

Khaqani to pursue Arab interests and those who remained loyal to the ayatollah.536 The former 

rallied, sometimes violently, for “the rights of various groups in constitutional law, the freedom 

of Arab prisoners, […] and the elimination of censors in the radio, television, and press.”537 The 

latter followed Khaqani’s more quietist approach, especially after he cut the deal with the IRI in 

May 1979.  
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 Almost immediately after making a deal with the Islamic Republic, Ayatollah Khaqani 

was nearly assassinated. Rather than Arab tribesmen guarding him, as Iranian officials had 

previously reported, the Revolutionary Guard now stood outside the ayatollah’s home and 

protected him from his would-be assassins.538 Although Khalq-e Arab condemned the attack,539 

the optics made Khaqani seem like an agent of the Islamic Republic. Making a deal with the 

ayatollah did not protect the region from civil unrest, as the Islamic Republic had hoped. In fact, 

Arab separatists turned on their supposed leader and continued to express their dissatisfaction 

with Tehran.  

 

Arab and Iranian 

 Governor Madani, in an interview with Ettela’at, stated, “The people of Khuzistan 

whether of the Arabic tongue or the Persian tongue or any other [tongue], think Iranian and, other 

than being Iranian, they do not think any other way. These people… do not want to separate 

from us and they were always part of our nation,”540 (my emphasis).  His private memos 

demonstrate that he did not believe this statement to be true. Iranian unity (and, according to 

Madani, his life) hung in the balance, however. As a result, Madani and ‘Alawi occupied 

themselves with diffusing the volatile situation. On 17 May, just five days after the violent 

episode on the twelfth, ‘Alawi stated that he maintained “faith in the revolutionary vision and the 

honest perspective of [our] Arab and ‘ajam brothers” and enacted a policy of peace that 

“benefit[ed] all of the [ethnic] groups.”541 The IRI, like the Muslim Students of Khorramshahr, 
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believed that Persians and Arabs could coexist and ‘Alawi appealed to Arab support, just as Reza 

Khan had so many decades ago.  

 Officials, in offering these platitudes, gestured toward a crisis in nationality. The press 

confronted the issue with great urgency and appealed to the ethnic groups long alienated by 

Persian ethnonationalism. Most strikingly, newspapers like Ettela‘at used language to understate 

the ethnic component of the conflict in the southern borderland. Rather than refer to Persians as 

“Fars” or “‘ajam,” reporters often used the neutral “not Arab” to describe Khalq-e Arab’s targets. 

In fact, when it could, the press made an effort to describe violent actors as vaguely “Iranian,” 

rather than “Arab.” Khalq-e Arab made this nearly impossible, however, as its members 

destroyed Persian language signs and demanded locals refer to the region as Arabistan. 

Sympathetic with the legitimate grievances of Arabs against Pahlavi nationalism, the Islamic 

Republic’s official press characterized the issue of Arab separatism in much the same way Reza 

Shah had characterized the Banu Ka‘b in 1924. To Reza Shah, the Arabs did not support the 

decadent Qajar dynasty because of the objectionable actions of the ruling shahs; to the press (and 

political leaders), the Arabs revolted due to Pahlavi corruption and the exploitative legacy of 

imperialism. 

 Although supporters of the IRI dismissed Arab separatism as a manifestation of foreign 

influence or frustration with the previous regime, many also acknowledged the legitimate 

grievances of marginalized ethnic groups. In fact, Iranians began a public discussion about how 

best to reorient Iranian nationalism. In an editorial penned in late June of 1979, an author chided 

Iranians for what he called “Arabtoxication” in his provocatively titled article, “Westoxification 

or Arabtoxication?!” Iranians, he advised, should learn from the experience of Arab nationalism. 

Built on ethnic prejudice, pan-Arabists prioritized the Arab ethnicity over all others; the Islamic 
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Republic should not, he insisted, prioritize one ethnicity or faith above all others. “There is no 

fault in Islam,” he wrote, “but there is fault in Muslims,” who may misinterpret or misrepresent 

the true tenets of the faith in government. Echoing Pahlavi nationalism, the author insisted that, 

rather than use Islam as the unifying factor, Iran’s unique history should adequately serve to bind 

its citizens.  

 

[W]e have a country that for years has been comprised of many races, languages, 

worlds, and laws; we have suffered and experienced joy together and we know 

this [place] as our own nation. From coexisting, we have developed a rich and 

great culture and a history worthy of respect […] We are Iranian and Muslim and 

we should stay that way. Westoxification is bad but so is Arabtoxification.542 

 

 In his estimation, the nation should not be built on Shi‘ism; this would only reproduce the 

prejudice of Arab governments in the Middle East, which also privileged one group to the 

exclusion of others. Iran had been home to diverse ethnicities, faiths, tribes, and languages for 

millennia and, he argued, it should remain so. As I argued in Chapter One, the historical 

existence of an Iranian community made the transition to nationhood far smoother in Iran; the 

author of this article argued that the same principles should apply after the revolution. Iranians, 

however, struggled to redefine “Iran” in order to resolve the obvious problem of the Pahlavi 

monarchy’s ethnonationalism, an approach unpalatably racist to most sentient observers. 

 One op-ed, written by district attorney Abu al-Ghasem Anooripour, demonstrates the 

profound difficulty of producing a new Iran that reflected the diverse backgrounds of its 

inhabitants. In the piece, Anooripour argues that the revolutionary government should proclaim 

its official language to be “Iranian.” He writes, “Instead of using the word ‘Farsi,’ we should use 

‘Iranian,’ because the language and script shared by the people of Iran is Iranian. In addition, 
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‘Fars’ is just one of the provinces of Iran and if, until now, the name ‘Farsi’ was used for the 

language and script of Iran, it was due to the influence of western culture.”543 It could not have 

escaped an esteemed district attorney that “Turks, Kurds, and Arabs” protested the exclusive use 

of Persian in the public sphere — not the use of the word “Farsi.” Anooripour, like the Islamic 

Republic, could not escape privileging Iran’s Persian heritage. 

 Their collective animus toward the west, which Khaqani proved Arabs did not share, 

certainly went some way in binding Iranians together. Haggai Ram effectively summarizes this 

inclination: “Indeed, more than anything else, it was these collective grievances against an 

imaginative construction called ‘the West’ that deeply animated the revolutionary movement in 

Iran. The ideological foundation of the Islamic Revolution was nourished by a repulsive rejection 

of ‘the West.’”544 The new nation, however, required a positive mythos as well as a negative one. 

In addition to rejecting the west, the Islamic Republic needed to offer its national vision. Like the 

editorials in 1979, officials added an “Islamic consciousness” to the national myth but, as Ram 

demonstrates, the “Islamic Republic of Iran remained committed to the Pahlavi dynasty’s 

conception of the ‘immemorial Iranian nation’ (or the ‘Aryan hypothesis’) as it was first 

articulated by European scholars of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries […] Islamic 

consciousness [thus…] adds Islamic terminology to the very same myth.”545  

 Like the author arguing against “Arabtoxification,” the Islamic Republic did not cling 

only to faith or ethnicity to bind the nation. Cosmetic changes were made, like those suggested 

by Anooripour. The Islamic Republic downplayed the significance of Aryanism and did not 
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aggressively privilege the Persian ethnicity. Structural reforms to the regimes of power and 

knowledge that produced those prejudices, however, were not undertaken. In order to remain a 

single, unified nation-state, the Islamic Republic “clung to the European/ Pahlavi master 

narrative of Iranian history” as an ancient nation, which hosted various ethnicities and faiths with 

a common political trajectory.546 The Iran-Iraq War, however, offered the Islamic Republic the 

opportunity to add pages to, what Ram calls, the “immemorial Iranian nation.” Now in search of 

a new character that did not depend on the ancient civilization, the Islamic Republic capably 

reconstituted the Islamic ideal in the war front. As a result of the conflict, Tehran succeeded in 

integrating the Arab-populated border towns into the modern narrative as the battlefield in which 

young Shi‘is reconstituted the revolutionary Iranian identity. 

  

Conclusion 

 Although Baghdad radio characterized Muhammarah as “the graveyard of the 

Persians,”547 it was apparently the graveyard of Arabs, too. The lack of support among Arab 

Iranians, horrified by the violence of the invasion, frustrated the Iraqi military, which had 

expected to liberate supportive coethnics. After decrying the illegal use of firearms in Arabistan 

for over a year and limiting the circulation of weapons, the Islamic Republic began advertising 

the proper use of firearms for the untrained militia in the borderland in October of 1980 [Figure 

7]. Far from confiscating weapons from the native population, the Islamic Republic publicly 

exhorted their use by Arab Iranians. The suffering of the Arab population caused many to turn to 

Tehran for protection and support (despite the infamous delay in reinforcements from the Iranian 
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military); the Islamic Republic thus no longer feared the disloyalty of its Arabs and, instead, 

actively conscripted them into the war effort. 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Ettela‘at, “What Resistance Fighters Must Know.”548 

 

 

 

 As Murray and Woods write, “a handful of atrocities by the Iraqis had turned otherwise 

neutral Arabs in the area into supporters of the regime in Tehran. In fact, the 9th Division 

commander […] admired by Saddam [Hussein] and despised by fellow officers, had ordered the 

summary execution of locals suspected of supporting Iranians.”549 Although historians often 

overlook the political complexity of the borderland preceding the invasion, there is agreement 

that “when Iraq invaded in September 1980, the province of Khuzestan’s population did not 

welcome the Iraqis as liberators […] The ethnic factor,” Razoux asserts, “was minimized 

because border towns had been emptied of their populations” during the early evacuations. 

Nevertheless, many of the fighting age men did stay but, by then, “militants of the Arab Front for 

the Liberation of Al-Ahwaz” or Khalq-e Arab “were marginalized and unable to create the 

conditions for a popular uprising.”550 Disinclined from supporting Iraq as a result of the violence, 

Khalq-e Arab and other separatist groups faded into the background of local politics as the 

Islamic Republic mobilized the population for war.  
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Arab separatists, after all, had been historically marginal in the frontier. As I 

demonstrated in previous chapters, ethnic diversity and movement did not necessarily cause 

sectarian violence. After decades of educational indoctrination, migration, dissemination of texts, 

funding of separatist organizations, and a revolution that made Tehran vulnerable, an ethnic 

separatist movement with teeth finally emerged. Arab and Persian neighbors had taken up arms 

against each other and the social fabric of the local community had never been so weak. 

Although Arab separatists made some ground between 1979-80, however, the Baath Party did 

not succeed in capitalizing on the opportunity, nor did they anticipate the outpouring of support 

for the IRI as a result of the violent invasion.  

 Historians gesture toward the conflict preceding the war but do not examine the various 

political factions and internal divisions within separatist organizations in the region, which 

suggest the tenuous hold of these ideas in the Arab populated borderland. The extent of the 

ethnic strife that gripped the region is apparent in memoirs written by natives of the borderland 

as well as histories of the war. In fact, most texts on the subject of the Iran-Iraq War published in 

Iran prelude the Baathist invasion with a discussion of the ethnic tensions in the borderland. 

Memoirists of the conflict and the extant Iranian historiography, however, seldom refer to Khalq-

e Arab or other separatist organizations after the war begins. The virtual disappearance of Arab 

separatists from the political landscape following the Baathist invasion (save a few bombs 

strategically placed in the oil refineries to help the Iraqi cause) is no accident.  

 Nevertheless, the Iranian military did not forget what Iranian historians style the “crisis of 

Khuzistan” (between 1979-1980) after Iraq invaded the borderland. As one veteran who served 

in the Abadan area informed me, “They did not trust the locals [boomi-ha]. They did not give 

them specific details and our superiors told us that they may not help us, you know, because they 



 

 191 

just weren’t as committed.”551 The recollections of veterans in Tehran would offend the Arab 

veterans of the Iranian borderland, whose heroic tales of defending their homes are regularly 

repeated. Despite the misgivings of Iranian generals, the Islamic Republic embarked on a 

successful campaign to integrate the population of Arabistan by publishing Arabic language 

texts, transforming national propaganda to reflect Arabistan’s unique topography, and 

constituting Iran’s revolutionary (masculine) character on the battlefield to defend the region’s 

inhabitants. 

 Many veterans I interviewed in the Iranian borderland described the conflict in distinctly 

geographical terms. Walking through the city, they pointed across the Karun River, where Iraqis 

fired shots and bombs into Muhammarah; these border dwellers swam across the water or 

crawled under the Old Bridge and the New Bridge to reach safety. The occupied and unoccupied 

zones of the city thus superseded the once important ethnic zones, with the Persians in the east 

and Arabs in the west. In fact, veterans from Muhammarah and Abadan, who admitted there 

were troubles between Persians and Arabs in 1979-80, dropped the subject entirely when 

describing the early days of the invasion. The casualties of the war were so severe that, after the 

invasion, the Iranian press began to refer to Khorramshahr as Khooninshahr (city of blood). It is 

not surprising that inhabitants of the region focused on expelling the invading force rather than, 

as Khalq-e Arab had once advocated, expelling the Persian population.   

 In an effort to win over Arab Iranians in the borderland, both regimes published Arabic 

language texts. Saddam Hussein, for example, created the magazine The Ahwaz Voice of the 

Arab Militants, which elicited letters from Arab Iranians to attest to Arabistan as a homeland for 

Arabs; the Islamic Republic matched the Baath Party and published poetry from Arabs 
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describing their defense of their homeland.552 The Arab separatist position, to whatever extent it 

had taken root in the region, was simply no longer tenable after the massive devastation wrought 

by the Iraqi invasion, however. Due to the support of local Arabs, Iran succeeded in making a 

once peripheral province, on the cultural margins of society, absolutely central to the character of 

the Islamic Republic. 

 Consequently, the Baath Party revised its decades-long interpretation of Arabistan as an 

extension of Basra (demographically, culturally, and historically). As Saddam Hussein attested in 

a public statement,  

 

Oh brothers, both Arab and Iraqi, oh good people and lovers of peace throughout 

the world, oh peoples wronged by your rulers in Iran, if you followed the policies, 

slogans, and speeches, and statements of all officials in Iraq […] you would find 

that they were totally free of any indication of any ambitions regarding the 

territory of Iran or expansion at Iran’s expense and of any desire to export 

policies or a program by means of aggression. You would find that our policy, 

our mission and our desire for peace have not changed essentially […] I say that 

you will find that the objectives and slogans of the rulers of Iran are based on 

expansion, aggression and ambition […]553 (my emphasis) 

 

Although Iraqi nationalists did not abandon the connection between Arabistan and Iraq, as 

evinced by Asoud in his 1982 publication, they and the Baath Party conceded that it did not have 

popular support for their claim to the province. The Arabs of Iran had rejected the Baathists. 

Despite the porous borders and transnational social networks, Arab Iranians did not wish to 

defect to Iraq (nor, I argue, had they indicated that in any way since the establishment of Iraq, 

though they had insisted on greater autonomy from Tehran). The fact that Arab border dwellers 

operated within Iraq’s sphere of influence for decades did not cause them to support redrawing 
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 193 

national lines. As a result, Arab Iranians gained a greater purchase on the Iranian nation, which 

transformed its nationalism to reward them for their loyalty to the Islamic Republic. 
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Conclusion: 

Edging toward the Center 

 Historians of Iraq have noted that, following the Iran-Iraq War, Iraqi nationalism changed 

to appeal to the nation’s Shi‘i population.554 Historians of modern Iran, however, have not 

examined the sociopolitical effects of Arab support for Tehran in the early days of the war. 

Furthermore, there has been little attention paid to the political dynamic of the borderland 

preceding the war, save brief mentions of Arab separatist movements that President Abdol 

Hassan Bani Sadr undermined during his tenure.555 The fact that, as Razoux writes, “there were 

no garlands of flowers or cheering crowds waiting at the entrance of [border] towns and villages” 

upon the Iraqi invasion556 has, I believe, caused historians to overlook a) the development of a 

transnational milieu in the Shatt al-Arab region over the course of the twentieth-century and b) 

the civil conflict that devastated the social fabric of the Muhammarah-Abadan region 

immediately after the revolution. This dissertation connects the transnational social milieu of the 

region to the later tensions that rose in Arab populated border towns. I argue that the porous 

border, transnational social connections, and the existence of competing Iraqi and Iranian 

institutions in the region caused many border dwellers to operate in a liminal space, fully 

integrated in neither Iranian nor Iraqi societies.  

Although historians of the war are understandably preoccupied by representations of 

martyrdom and violence,557 the conflict also signaled a profound shift in representations of the 
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Iranian nation. Iraq had claimed the Arabistan-Basra border, arguing that inhabitants of the Arab 

border towns were not loyal to Tehran and did not wish to belong to the Iranian national 

community. Inhabitants of the frontier had, since the advent of nation-states, often traveled 

across the border to visit family, seek employment, trade goods, or escape persecution. These 

transnational connections, as well as the Pahlavi monarchy’s Persian ethnocentric nationalism, 

caused many Baathists to doubt the loyalty of Arab Iranians to their country of birth. The Islamic 

Republic, no longer concerned with constituting the national community around a particular 

ethnic community and an identifiable heartland as the Qajars and Pahlavi monarchy had,558 

instead emphasized the plurality of Iran – a diverse country united by Shi‘ism. The ethnically 

mixed borderland thus became central to the character of the new Shi‘i national community, 

where the revolutionary guard defended their country from Iraqi incursion.  

The imagery that had defined Pahlavi Iran, namely the monuments of Shiraz and 

Pasargadae,559 were replaced by visual landscapes of Arabistan, especially the province’s 

marshes, palm tree groves, and rivers. This topography dominates urban centers like Tehran, 

where images of soldiers in the borderland adorn the cityscape.560 Although the Pahlavi 
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Washington Press, 2008). 
559 Typified by Sadegh Khalkhali’s desire to destroy Cyrus’s tomb with a boulder after the Islamic 

Revolution. “Khalkhali’s stated intention was to destroy the tomb, which he and his Islamist comrades 

regarded as a symbol of moral decadence associated with the Pahlavi monarchy,” Marashi, Nationalizing 

Iran, 133.  
560 Although researchers have commented on both the overwhelming effects of this imagery in Tehran’s 

landscape (see, Varzi, Warring Souls, 62) and the Islamic Republic’s desire to move away from this 

imagery in recent years (see Pamela Karimi, “Imagining Warfare, Imagining Welfare: Tehran’s Post Iran-
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monarchy had tried to assimilate Iranian Arabs, and the borderland, into the Iranian national 

community, the Islamic Republic succeeded where Reza Shah and Mohammad Reza Shah had 

failed. The Iranian revolutionary character so often described by historians of the era was born in 

the borderland; the effects of the region’s topography, history, and inhabitants on this new brand 

of Iranian nationalism, however, has been largely overlooked.  

 The Islamic Republic’s success came at the cost of the Baath Party’s failure; Saddam 

Hussein had assumed that the regular movement across the porous border, as well as the 

ideological influence Iraq had historically exercised on the region, would cause many native 

inhabitants to welcome Iraqi soldiers as liberators. Nevertheless, despite its failure to capture 

Arab Iranian support, the Baath Party continued to reach out to the community. One Iraqi 

magazine, The Ahwaz Voice of the Arab Militants, published issues well into the 1980s. The 

magazine invited Arabistanis to contribute by writing in poems or statements about local 

commitment to the Arab homeland. “Me and the Ahwaz Arabs,” a poem published in November 

1984, illustrates the continued presence of Arab loyalists in the region:  

 

And let me be free 

I do not know anything about humiliation 

[…] 

I sleep in the name of Ahwaz 

And open my eyes to the sound of Ahwaz 

[…] 

And the sun of Ahwaz, if it is reflected in my heart, dreams of Ahwaz 

And all the stars of the sky of Ahwaz 

The land of Ahwaz 

And even the full moon at night 

Ahwaz beautiful Ahwaz 

[…] 

                                                 
Iraq War Murals and their Legacy,” Persica 22 (Brill, 2008): pp. 47-63), I cannot find any comment on 

the representation of the borderland’s unique topography throughout developed urban cities. The 

borderland has become the birth place of the basij figure, as he searches deserts, rivers, and palm tree 

groves for Iraqis in the distance. 
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This Iran has exceeded the borders of Ahwaz 

[…] 

I do not believe except in the Arabness of this space, I deny the history if the 

Arabs do not protect the area of Ahwaz.561  

 

Another contributor wrote in to remind readers that “[i]t is worth mentioning that the Arab nation 

has been plagued by the colonization of the world for many years and [this] has been going on 

for many centuries,”562 thus relating the plight of Arabistanis to that of Arabs throughout the 

Middle East. Historians of the war elide the continued significance of Arabistan as a homeland of 

Arabs after 1981, when Saddam Hussein withdrew from the province, as well as the Baath 

Party’s continued interest in nurturing Iraq’s connection to Arab Iranians.  

 Like western journalists writing on the conflict, scholars presume that Saddam Hussein 

primarily wished to annex oil fields and destabilize Iran.563 In order to achieve those objectives, 

they argue, the Baath Party attempted to subvert the Arab Iranian population and failed. This 

dissertation, conversely, argues that the constant movement between Arabistan and Basra had 

raised questions in the minds of Iranian and Iraqi officials for decades. The porous border 

allowed the ethnically mixed (but majority Arab) border dwellers to remain aloof from two 

national projects by trading in the black market, traveling in search of employment or schooling, 

and escaping either nation when in trouble with government. Certainly, Abadan’s oil wealth 

contributed to Saddam Hussein’s desire to annex the island; it is significant, however, that the 

three border towns Saddam Hussein took a great interest in were Muhammarah, Abadan, and 

Ahwaz, the towns Iranian officials had believed fostered the greatest illegal trade networks with 

Basra throughout the twentieth-century.  
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Figure 8. Iranian soldiers, “The Epic Victory […] in the Palm Groves of Bahmanshir.”564 

Figure 9. Mural of child martyr Behnam Muhammad depicting Khorramshahr.    

 

Iraqi nationalists in the Baath period noted these transnational connections long before 

the Islamic Revolution and Saddam Hussein’s bid for the borderland. In fact, these writers, as 

well as the political organizations that influenced Iraqi nationalist authors, laid the foundation for 

the Baath Party’s arguments in 1980, when Saddam Hussein expressed interest in invading Iran. 

The fact that Arab Iranians straddled an ideological and geographic border is evident from a 

cursory consideration of the two forms of nationalism that developed in Iran and Iraq. On the 

west side of the border, Iraq built a state that prioritized Arab interests and pan-Arab politics; on 

the east side of the border, Iran built a Persian ethnostate that actively integrated Turks but 

struggled with other ethnic communities. Iraqi nationalists in the 1960s believed, based on their 

experiences in Arabistan and interviews with Arab nationalists in Iran, that Arab Iranians did not 

support the Persian shah.  

Arabistan’s oil proved essential to the Iranian national economy, of course, and the 

Pahlavi regime had an enormous incentive to assimilate Arabistanis into the national community.  

It is difficult to evaluate the monarchy’s success, although historians generally assume that the 
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Arab rejection of the Baath Party demonstrates a historical commitment to the Iranian national 

project. This dissertation, on the other hand, posits that border dwellers operated within the 

spheres of influence of two nation-states and constructed a parallel society that maintained many 

traditions and ways of life that predated the establishment of nations (like tribes, transnational 

migration, unregulated trade, etc.). Peaceful coexistence with Persian neighbors or the absence of 

political insurrection against Tehran does not necessarily mean that Arab Iranians were loyal to 

the Iranian national project.  

I argue that the relative stability of the frontier and the absence of ethnic nationalist 

scripts (until 1979) proves the strength of the local social fabric and the weakness of ethnocentric 

nationalism — rather than the success of Iranian nationalism. In fact, it is difficult to evaluate the 

success of the Pahlavi monarchy in promulgating nationalism in the borderland where few knew 

Persian fluently or attended Iranian schools. Furthermore, many locals nurtured social 

connections across the border in Iraq. Still, this transnational milieu did not cause conflict. 

Instead, the political instability of the Islamic Revolution, and the involvement of neighboring 

Arab countries, contributed to heightened ethnic tensions in 1979. 

 The ethnic separatist movement, which gained traction in 1979, did not appear without 

warning, however. Many Arab residents of the southern Iranian borderland maintained a 

connection with the larger Arab world, particularly countries in the Persian Gulf like Iraq, 

Bahrain, and Kuwait. Some Arab Iranians, who reprimanded the shah for meddling in Arab 

affairs, turned to Arab nationalist ideologues and organizations after the revolution. Locals were 

not isolated from the larger Arab world but tuned into the events and ideas shaping the region. 

The Baath Party expected to capitalize on this socioeconomic connection between Arab border 

dwellers in Arabistan and Basra. In fact, conscious of the relationship between the border 
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provinces, the Baath Party sent agents from the Iraqi cities of Basra and Misan to the Iranian 

borderland for political outreach.565 Far from folding after their withdrawal in 1981, Baath Party 

agents remained in Arabistan, maintaining an institutional presence in the region and 

propagandizing to Arab Iranians.566  

 The Islamic Republic, however, won the support of Arab Iranians during Iraq’s violent 

invasion of 1980. The results of the conflict transformed Iran. The Pahlavi regime had built its 

nationalism on ancient Persian history; sites like Persepolis and Cyrus the Great’s tomb had once 

defined Iranian nationalist imagery. The Iran-Iraq War, and the support of Arab Iranians for 

Tehran, offered the Islamic Republic a new physical landscape on which to paint the nation’s 

character. Although the state indulged in historicizing ancient Arabistan as essential to Iranian 

history,567 the Islamic Republic took more significant actions to integrate the Arab province into 

the new Shi‘i nation. Arabistan’s unique topography filled newspapers and city murals. The Shi‘i 

masculine ideal (basij) was born in the marshy swamps of Arabistan, defending the peoples of 

Muhammarah, Abadan, and Ahwaz. Finally, the very towns that had attracted the attentions of 

Iranian officials and Iraqi nationalists as living on the social and political edges of two nations 

became (at least publicly) incorporated into the Iranian national community as a result of 

Saddam Hussein’s violent invasion of the region. 

 

Overview 

 By beginning this study at the turn of the century, “Living on the Edge” expands 

traditional timelines of the Iran-Iraq War. Most historians begin their studies of the war with the 
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escalating tensions between the Pahlavi monarchy and the Baath Party in 1969. Historians have 

thus far focused on state and military actions during the conflict.568 I, conversely, examine the 

social history of border dwellers beginning in the late nineteenth-century in order to explore the 

development (or non-development) of national loyalties in the periphery. I contest the notion that 

the Pahlavi and Hashemite monarchies effectively sealed their borders. In fact, the Baath Party 

regularly complained about the permeability of the border in the late-1970s. Premodern social 

networks remained so strong that smugglers in the Arabistan-Basra frontier effectively undercut 

national economies. The porous borders also allowed residents to travel between the two national 

communities to visit family, search for employment, or escape political persecution. By 1979, 

when the Islamic Republic sent its agents to the province, officials complained that locals paid 

no mind to customs houses and still did not carry government identification when crossing the 

border. This was likely true for other Iranian frontiers and, although other regions were not 

enveloped in wars contesting the state loyalties of border dwelling populations, “Living on the 

Edge” encourages researchers to examine other transnational milieus and shadow economies that 

developed during the Pahlavi period.  

 Rather than cast these activities in terms of resistance to nation-states, I argue that border 

dwellers operated within the spheres of influence of two national communities and, more 

effectively than historians have thus far given them credit for, were able to contravene intrusive 

laws that policed their ways of life.569 Since the late nineteenth-century, early nationalists 

commented on the movement between Arabistan and Basra, as well as many other border towns 

                                                 
568 Indeed, the vast majority of texts on the subject of the war have been military histories. Just to name a 

few, Razoux, The Iran-Iraq War; Murray and Woods, The Iran-Iraq War; Hiro, The Longest War; Rob 

Johnson, The Iran-Iraq War (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011).   
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building period. There has been less interest in the continued difficulties states confronted in monitoring 
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throughout Iran and Iraq’s frontier. The 1913-14 European commission delineating the border, in 

fact, provoked virtually no reaction (except a positive one) from local Arabs. Instead of actively 

resisting foreign agents infringing on their movement and activities, border dwellers in 

southwestern Iran maneuvered around border pillars as they would maneuver around the customs 

houses, border patrolmen, and laws over the course of the twentieth-century. 

 The permeability of the border had long-term consequences. Inhabitants of Basra and 

Arabistan selectively obeyed and disobeyed national laws. Government archives reveal local 

negotiation, as border dwellers chose when to invite state intervention and when to ignore state 

demands. In fact, the records show that the agents of modernity (i.e., customs officials, border 

patrolmen, police officers, etc.) were often subverted to local ways of life. For instance, customs 

officials regularly participated in the vast smuggling networks that defined Arabistan and Basra’s 

local economies, to the great frustration of the central government in Tehran. Like Tagliacozzo, I 

examine the “many individual people and places” that participated in transnational smuggling 

networks570 as well as the ways “civil servants [cooperated…]” with smugglers.571 Of course, 

archival records do not capture the full breadth of these movements and trade because “state 

records of smuggling are chronicles of failure [… as] the specifics of many cases wind up being 

written down only when contrabanders have been caught.”572 Still, these records offer historians 

a glimpse into a fraction of the movement (i.e., the movement caught by border patrolmen) that 

animated the transnational milieu of the Iran-Iraq borderland.  

                                                 
570 Tagliacozzo, Secret Trades, Porous Borders, 4. 
571 Ibid., 6. Unlike the case of the Dutch and British colonial officers, who attempted to save face before 

the native population (described by Tagliacozzo), I explore the very robust discussion between Iranian 

officials who admitted to the corruption of civil servants in the periphery. 
572 Ibid.  
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 The porous border allowed for the traffic of people and goods as well as the 

dissemination of ideas. This transnational social milieu eventually caused the Iranian and Iraqi 

elite to question the national loyalties of people outside and within their borders. This 

dissertation also toes the line between identity and loyalty, like historians of the early nation 

building period in Eastern Europe. Although the two concepts are deeply intertwined, I assert 

that loyalty may be assessed by party membership, educational background, and military service 

while identity represents a much more ephemeral concept that is subject to change and depends 

largely on context. Indeed, the Baath Party made a similar distinction during the deportations of 

1981 when an official asserted that, although some Iranian party members had not been deported 

due to their verifiable loyalty to the state, the Baath still did not trust that they fully identified 

with the nation of Iraq.573 Nevertheless, the Iran-Iraq War allowed the two national communities 

the opportunity to pose the question of loyalty to Arab Iranians – and, as a result of the traumatic 

invasion, the pan-Arabist or Arab separatist position became highly unpopular.  

 Before the invasion, however, Iraqi nationalists had reason to believe that Arab Iranians 

might support the Baath Party’s effort to annex the region. The economies and social networks of 

Arabistan and Basra were deeply connected. Even during the Hashemite period, when Iraqi 

nationalists expressed negligible interest in Arabistan, historians could not avoid mentioning the 

shared experiences of Iran-Iraq border dwellers in histories of Basra. Although Iraqi 

historiography did not conceive of Arabistan as an extension of Basra until the Baath period, it is 

evident that Iraqis were aware of the highly integrated social fabric of the frontier, as Amin al-

Rihani demonstrated in his travel to the region in the early 1920s. By the Hashemite period, 

however, the monarchy accommodated Arab (and Arabized) Iranians as Iraqi subjects; officials 
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provocatively insisted that assimilation proved membership, however nominal, to the nascent 

national community. The fact that many border dwellers fought for their host countries in the 

Iran-Iraq War (i.e., Arabs in Arabistan fought for the Islamic Republic and Iraqis of Iranian 

descent fought for the Baath Party) has obscured the nebulous nature of nationality in the frontier 

between the early twentieth-century and 1980. 

 The Iranian and Iraqi regimes, in fact, struggled to define nationality (and national 

loyalty), monitor movement, administer education, and regulate trade in their geographic 

peripheries well into the twentieth-century. Arab Iranians, in both Iraq and Iran, contravened 

state laws and national discourses to such an extent that, by 1980, the Baath Party adopted the 

policy of annexing and deporting virtually the same demographic. Ultimately, however, the 

constant movement across the border and the region’s ethnic diversity did not result in a new 

borderline. Instead, Arabistanis and Iranian-Iraqis solidified the existing border by voicing their 

support for Iran and Iraq, respectively. The Arabistan-Basra frontier proves that porous borders, 

while contributing to a transnational social milieu that allowed residents to disobey laws that 

restricted their activities, did not lead to conflict until the destabilization of the Islamic 

Revolution. In fact, the movement, trade, and intermarriage that characterized the pre-national 

period continued through the twentieth-century, despite the best efforts of two nation-states to 

modernize, and control the activities of, peripheral communities at their shared border.  
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