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This article examines the approaches of three prominent figures of the
Constitutional Era—Ali Akbar Dehkhoda, Soltan al-Olama Khorasani, and
Mohammad Khiabani—regarding Persophilia. To achieve the objectives of the
study, Thomas Spragens’ “Crisis Theory” has been employed. The central
guestion is: Based on which theoretical and historical approaches did these
constitutionalists conceptualize “Persophilia”? And what are the similarities
and differences among the approaches of these three figures in a comparative
framework? To this end, the responses of these three individuals to the crises
of the Qajar and Constitutional periods are analyzed. The aim of the article is
to analyze the thought of these three thinkers in confronting the crises of their
time and to assess the impact of these crises on their ideas. The underlying
assumption of this article is that thought does not emerge in a vacuum but is
the result of a dialectical relationship between mind and reality.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

The historical and intellectual trajectories of Ali Akbar Dehkhoda, Soltan al-Olama Khorasani,
and Sheikh Mohammad Khiabani present compelling insights into how notions of "Persophilia™ or
Irandousti were shaped during the constitutional era through their unique reactions to social, political, and
colonial crises. This article draws upon the crisis theory of Thomas Spragens to argue that each thinker’s
notion of Persophilia emerged not in abstraction but in direct dialectical response to the specific historical
disruptions that characterized late Qajar and early constitutional Iran. For Dehkhoda, the nation's decline
was symbolized by unchecked internal despotism and foreign interference, which he parodied in his
“Charand-0-Parand” columns to both criticize and awaken the national conscience. Through vivid satire,
he sketched the grotesque corruption of the ruling elite, wherein court favorites earned outlandish titles
like “Mashuq al-Saltaneh” and “Aziz al-Ayalah” while the nation crumbled under despotism and moral
decay (Dehkhoda, 2015). His nationalism was embedded in resistance, mocking both domestic tyranny and
the elite collaborators of imperial Russia and Britain. For instance, he denounced figures like Mirza Abd
al-Razzaq Khan for betraying national interests, comparing him to the Greek traitor Ephialtes, an act that
underlines the moral stakes of his conception of Irandousti (Dehkhoda, 2015). Dehkhoda’s Persophilia was
therefore rooted in historical memory and moral outrage: a yearning to revive Iran’s past glory not by
invoking mythology, but by critiquing present injustices and forging national unity through political
modernization.

The second figure, Soltan al-Olama Khorasani, articulated a deeply ethical and religiously
inflected critique of both internal tyranny and foreign domination. Writing under the revolutionary fervor
post-1906, in his newspaper "Ruh al-Quds," he echoed Enlightenment values while situating them within
Islamic traditions of justice. He openly challenged the Qajar shah’s legitimacy, arguing that framing royal
authority as divine will suppressed public scrutiny and allowed unchecked autocracy. His stance was not
merely rhetorical but theoretical, deconstructing the theological underpinnings of royal absolutism to
expose its political expediency and irrationality. In one of his articles, he lamented, “So much ignorance
had overcome us that we considered the king as God’s representative and obeyed his commands as divine
law” (Brown, 2007). This fusion of ethical critique and historical awareness led him to see Iran as “a lamb
caught between two wolves,” referring to the 1907 Anglo-Russian Convention that carved up Iranian
sovereignty without national consent (Cohen, 1983). This metaphor captures both the helplessness and
urgency he perceived in the national condition. For Soltan al-Olama, true Persophilia required resisting
both imperial powers and native collaborators while reviving Iran’s lost intellectual and industrial
primacy. He evoked an idealized past in which Iranians were global pioneers in science and innovation,
now tragically reduced to dependency and cultural subordination. His dream was one of return—not to
nostalgic fantasy, but to the lost potential of a people once admired for their brilliance and now treated as
objects of pity and exploitation (Cohen, 1983).

Sheikh Mohammad Khiabani’s Persophilia unfolded through activism and revolt, most notably
through his resistance to the 1919 Anglo-Persian Agreement, which he viewed as a veiled colonial
imposition. Khiabani’s nationalism took the form of populist resistance that sought not only to invalidate
a particular treaty but to reinvigorate the constitutional aspirations that had been betrayed by successive
governments. The core of his opposition lay in his conviction that sovereignty should belong to the people,
and thus he declared, “We have risen up against this government that signed the annihilating agreement
with Britain... we will not back down until a patriotic government comes to power” (Raisnia & Nahid,
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1976). His resistance extended beyond diplomacy to ideology: he envisioned a decentralized Iran where
provinces like Azerbaijan could assert cultural and administrative agency while remaining committed to
national unity. Critics, like Abdollah Mostowfi, accused him of separatism, citing his renaming of
Azerbaijan to “Azadistan” and defiance of central authority (Mostowfi, 1998). Yet others, including Ahmad
Kasravi, interpreted these acts as symbolic rather than separatist—measures meant to distinguish his
democratic ideals from the pan-Turkic aspirations of neighboring movements (Kasravi, 2009). Khiabani’s
vision of Irandousti thus merged radical activism with deep territorial fidelity, seeking to protect Iran not
only from foreign domination but also from the betrayal of revolutionary ideals by native elites.

The common denominator among these three figures lies in their diagnosis of Iran’s crisis and the
solutions they proposed. All three identified despotic governance and foreign intervention as the twin
cancers of Iranian society. Their responses, though shaped by different temperaments and modes of
expression—Dehkhoda’s satire, Soltan al-Olama’s theological journalism, and Khiabani’s militant
populism—converged on the same moral-political framework: that sovereignty must be returned to the
people and constitutionalism must be realized not only as a legal structure but as a lived civic ethos. Each
thinker also understood that the crisis of Iran’s backwardness was not merely material but epistemic—
rooted in distorted knowledge, manipulated traditions, and a lack of critical self-awareness. Their
Irandousti was therefore not passive adoration of the homeland, but an active, sometimes dangerous,
confrontation with its enemies—internal and external—and a persistent call to awaken its latent capacities.
Khiabani, in particular, emphasized that true patriotism involved not mere sentiment but participation in
political renewal: “We do not want bandits disguised as ministers, but a people’s government where the
law is respected and liberty safeguarded” (Azari, 1983). His call to “establish the regime of
constitutionalism across the entire land” captured the essence of his rebellion as a fight not just for territory
but for dignity.

Yet, while their methods differed, all three articulated an image of an ideal Iran rooted in both pre-
Islamic and Islamic heritage, bridging the national past with constitutional modernity. They revered
historical figures and epochs—from Darius the Great to the Safavid intellectuals—not as myths to be
embalmed, but as sources of inspiration for contemporary action. This form of historical Persophilia
avoided both Orientalist romanticism and blind traditionalism. For instance, Soltan al-Olama invoked the
glories of Iranian craftsmanship and science to critique current dependency on European imports: “Why
have we, the inventors of so many tools, become so reliant on foreigners?” (Cohen, 1983). Dehkhoda, too,
used historical memory to shame the ruling elite and stir public conscience. Even in despair, they imagined
alternatives. Through literary satire, theological prose, and public oration, they invited their compatriots
to remember that Iran’s subjugation was not destiny, but a condition to be contested. Their nationalism
was therefore generative, seeking not to exclude or dominate but to inspire and mobilize, grounded in the
moral imperative to rescue Iran from itself.

In comparing these three, it becomes evident that the intensity of their Persophilia was directly
proportional to their engagement with crisis. Dehkhoda saw in every corrupt minister a betrayal of the
nation; Soltan al-Olama perceived in every theological justification of monarchy a theological fraud; and
Khiabani read in every foreign pact an existential threat. Yet none of them retreated into fatalism or
nostalgia. Their shared conviction was that Iran could be reborn through truth-telling, popular
participation, and civic courage. Spragens’ model of political thought as emerging from crisis is




particularly apt here, for each figure moved from problem recognition to causal analysis, from envisioning
an alternative to proposing concrete reforms (Spragens, 1991). For Dehkhoda, the solution lay in public
enlightenment and fearless journalism; for Soltan al-Olama, in the fusion of Islamic ethics with modern
governance; and for Khiabani, in mass mobilization and direct action. Despite their differences, they were
united in one belief: that Irandousti, if it is to mean anything, must be proven not merely through words,
but through sacrifice, resistance, and the tireless pursuit of justice.

In conclusion, this study has sought to demonstrate that Persophilia as conceived by Dehkhoda,
Soltan al-Olama, and Khiabani was not a static or merely emotional attachment to Iran, but a dynamic and
politically charged project. It was rooted in a clear-eyed recognition of Iran’s crises, informed by a
historical consciousness of its former greatness, and committed to a vision of constitutional reform as the
pathway to national regeneration. Though their approaches varied—from satire and journalism to political
activism—they each embodied the moral and intellectual courage to challenge both domestic tyranny and
foreign domination. Their contributions underscore that true love of country requires more than sentiment:
it demands intellectual rigor, ethical consistency, and above all, an unwavering commitment to justice. In
their unique ways, each of these thinkers kept alive the hope that Iran, though battered by history, could
once again be a beacon of civilization and freedom.
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