!GJ Research Letter of Political Science

Winter 2024, Volume XIX, Number 1, pp.193-230

Research Paper
The Social Imagination of Iranians, the Means of Perpetuating the
Concept of the King in Iran During the Qajar Era

*Seyed Navid Kalahroudi10
1. Ph.D. Student of Political Thought, University of Tehran, Iran

DOI: https://doi.org/10.22034/ipsa.2024.506
Receive Date: 24 April 2024
Revise Date: 16 July 2024

Accept Date: 29 July 2024

: BY__NC ©2021 by the authors, Licensee IPSA, Tehran, Iran. This article is an open access article
distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0)

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)

Introduction

The author of this article, like some other researchers, believes in the principle that
elements of culture, customs, and political characteristics in ancient Iran have
continued until now.

To understand the history of Iran, we should use a method different from the
conventional methods for examining the concept of the emperor and Sacred king in
Qajar and Safavid Iran. Therefore, during this research, it has been noted that
concepts such as holy kingship should be studied in their historical context and
relation to the concept of social imagination, and these categories should not be
viewed as worthless or superstitious topics. The rationality of Muslims, which was
combined with a legacy of Iranian ideas, was a different rationality from modern
societies, and we should not study this period by imposing today's standards on
periods of Iranian history.

This article does not focus only on the official historiography and common
understandings of Iran's history but has also explored the concept of Iranian social
imagination. We believe that history should not be searched only in official texts or
research that does not pay attention to society and what we call social imagination. In
other words, we must assert that non-modern phenomena cannot be investigated
solely in the texts of the elites, but we must also consider the performance of religious
rituals, power holders, symbols, tools, and ideas that the kings sought to manipulate
or used to gain legitimacy. In most cases, these tools for expanding the imagination
were aimed at the public. Therefore, to exercise this type of power, the rulers had to
engage with the daily life, the collective memory, and the public imagination of the
people, because nothing, even the sacred, can be cultivated except in the form of
social actions and among the people. Thus, the history studied in this research can be
called "people's history." We believe that this people's history has been continued
through mechanisms throughout the history of the Iranian nation, and the main reason
for the continuation and expansion of this people's history has been through the
element of imagination and in the social imagination of Iranians. This imagination
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has strengthened itself through the oral traditions of Iranians, such as storytelling, as
well as music, poetry, and popular literature, Furthermore, of course, with elements of
Iranian and later Iranian-Islamic architecture, along with the entry of various
Hellenic, Mongolian, Indian, and Islamic influences, have caused a novel
combination of these imaginary elements to coexist. Into each other, and in our
opinion, one of the most important symbols of this imaginary combination in the
minds of the Iranian people was the place and concept of royalty or holy royalty.

Methodology

To investigate and search and answer the question of where the concept of the king
was found in the minds of Iranians and how it has continued throughout the history of
Iran, we have turned to the idea of social imagination and narrative theories.
Imagination is an attempt to transcend beyond the limits that human experience and
the reality of the world have determined for us. Every nation, society, and culture has
created its imaginary elements throughout history. The function of imagination is not
only the representation of things; it is a kind of making the absent thing present.
Imagination is a power that makes what happened and is considered absent today
appear before our eyes again, but this is not the only function of imagination.
Imagination draws inspiration from what happened in the past and creates a forward-
moving imagination by relying on myths, legends, and the collective memory of
people. According to Jacques Le Goff, imagination is "a system of dreams of a
society." According to him and some other researchers of the Anal School, history is
one of the most important elements of the imagination of nations. According to Le
Goff, identifies four factors that shape people's imagination, especially regarding
political heroes: memory, theater, poetry, and, of course, the people themselves. Paul
Ricceur also explains the importance of social imagination in another way. According
to Ricoeur, society can’t continue its life without using the concept of imagination
and imaginary elements. People always need the imagination to redefine themselves
and, in other words, to narrate themselves. Hence, collective narratives or stories are
created to define us for ourselves and, of course, for others. It is in this way that,
according to Paul Ricceur, the storytelling process transcends behind individual
realms and enters the realm of ordinary human imagination. According to Ricoeur,
storytelling occurs through collective imagination, and the imagination that "is
intersubjective and is used in telling the story" plays an essential role in this context.
The narrative process in any society depends on a set of events and what Ricoeur
calls founding symbols. According to him, these symbols "maintain the sense of
society's identity, and every culture creates itself with the stories it has had in the past
world." Theto Ricoeur, the most important feature of imagination, according to
Ricoeur, is its creative character. Imagination helps us to plan new relationships.

Narration and its functions in politics

The purpose of narration is to tell a story. Narratives do not necessarily tell a story,
but there is a continuous narrative conflict among humans. Narrations are also,
contrary to popular opinion, not only from above and the government and the
summary issued by the power, but the common people also narrate the issues in their
own way, usually in poetry, folk songs, stories, and humorous stories. The
travelogues and treatises and, of course, the historiography of historians reveal
themselves.

Stories convince people of their place in the world. Narratives shape people's
worldviews and determine what role people should play in the field of society and
politics. Narratives are producers of a kind of common benefit or collective good.
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According to Frederick Mir, narratives make people "come together”. In politics,
narratives play the role of reconstructing the intellectual world of the people,
determining the position of the rulers in the minds of the people, and presenting
political or even religious concepts to the ordinary people in the form of
understandable categories. Storytelling and narration provide the possibility for the
series of events that have a scattered presence in the collective memory of a nation to
be regularized within the story and narration to rule over them. Stories give meaning
to our experiences and understanding and place them within a larger narrative. It must
be said that these narratives are the ones that call people to collective actions with the
character of persuasion. For example, a story in which the homeland is prominent
causes a soldier to go to war and even die to defend the homeland. Narrations have
the characteristic of making their narrated elements timeless. The act of imagination
means making time timeless and extending elements throughout history from the past
to the future. For example, indeed, the portrait of Mona Lisa has not been painted
more than once and we do not even know exactly who this painted model was, but
"her picture” and the story that the painter gave about her have continued that
character throughout time.

Results and Discussion

Expansion of imagination in the minds of Iranians: Portraits and their political
function.

Jacques Burke considers portraiture as an art genre that is mostly filled with symbolic
meanings, and portraiture is therefore symbolic or symbolic.

The main function of portraits of kings throughout the history of Iran and even
Europe has been to instill a special kind of meaning and identity in the audience of
the portraits. The audience, who were both ambassadors and envoys of other kings'
courts or had a different target society which included the common people. Portraits
or "paintings" in the popular language of the people were among the simplest and, of
course, the most effective tools that the Safavid and Qajar kings used for a kind of
storytelling. These portraits conveyed the message directly to the audience, even if
their audience had the lowest level of understanding, they were unwittingly attracted
by the greatness of the portraits. A writer attributes several characteristics to portraits:
Portraits are not only likenesses or likenesses, they are works of art that are a
reflection of the ruling values of a certain time and place.

Portraits are tied to the concept of identity, instill a set of values, and have a pervasive
presence in people's lives.

Portraits are usually highlighted in cultures where the individual is more valuable
than the group and a kind of heroism and mythology has found a place in the
collective memory of that nation.

Portraits appear on objects that are circulating among the masses of people, such as
coins, seals, banknotes, cloth, pottery, and even newspapers and magazines, and of
course, royal paintings and pictures of political leaders that are generally in places.
They are general and symbolic of the country's installation.

Portraits are one of the main tools for expanding the collective imagination among

people.
Conclusion

We contend that any kind of reading and narration of Iranian history is possible only
in the form of an imaginative vision of Iranian history and the interpretation of the
mentality of Iranians through the lens of political imagination. In this type of reading
of history, which we call the history of the people, it is no longer the official, well-
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known, and classic texts that are used to study the history of Iran, but whatever is the
collective imagination, in other words, the popular imagination of the people. Iran has
given shape of interest. Among all these concepts, according to our opinion, the
position of the king and the royal institution and the performance of Iranian kings
have the main place in the minds of Iranians, which means that Iranians sometimes
institutions do not even have an Iranian state, government, and monarchy, but a set of
characteristics of the Iranian king in its mind. Has always continued with changes.
Therefore, in the collective imagination of Iranians, at least until the constitutional
era, the royal position is a fundamental and inalienable institution. As we have shown,
this royal position revolves around the idea of sacred kingship, which has Iranian,
Greek, Mongolian, Indian, and Islamic roots. We contend that the Iranian kings, on
the one hand, and the Iranian people, on the other hand, with the tools that were
discussed throughout the article, perpetuated the concept of sacred kingship and the
importance of the existence of the king, and this issue is so embedded in the minds of
Iranians that it is still Some of it can be felt. This research shows that the basic
elements that form the concept of the emperor in Iran were not necessarily based on
jurisprudential or Shariah sources or only Iranian texts, but we are facing a complex
tradition in which the emperor was at the center of its continuity, and evolution. This
situation practically changed until the constitutional era and, at the same time as
Iranians and other neighboring countries became familiar with the modern world and,
a little before that, colonialism, and the forces that perpetuated the concept of the
emperor were gradually defeated in battle by the forces that transformed in the minds
of Iranians, and a new idea of the place The king was formed in the minds of Iranians.

Keywords: King, Sacred Kingship, Social Imagination, Continuity.
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