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      Preface

      Two Statements That Contradict Each Other

      

    


    If you have spent enough time talking about Iran, you have probably heard these two statements—perhaps both from the same person, perhaps even in the course of a single conversation.


    The first is said with pride: “Iran has thousands of years of history. Invaders came and went, dynasties fell, but we endured.”


    The second is usually said with weariness: “We have never been able to do anything properly and make it last. Everything depends on one person, and when that person leaves, it collapses.”


    The first sees Iran as a master of endurance; the second sees it as incapable of building. One speaks of a memory that has survived conquest and collapse; the other of organizations that have had to be rebuilt again and again. One looks proudly to Ferdowsi, Nowruz, and the Persian language; the other to the state, the law, schools, parties, the army, banks, and public administration—each made uncertain again by every crisis. Strangely, both statements may capture part of the truth.


    But if both are true, a difficult question follows: why has a society so skilled at enduring found it so costly to build certain institutions that endure?


    This book began with that tension. Not with the question of whether Iran is a “great civilization.” Greatness does not answer the problem before us. Nor does it begin with the question of what essential trait Iranians possess.


    A society of many millions, over thousands of years, does not have a single personality. Nor does this book claim that every problem of the present stems from an invasion fourteen centuries ago or from a ruler’s decision a century ago. History is not a straight chain: pull one end, and the whole present does not come tumbling out. The book asks a narrower, and perhaps more useful, question: when an order collapses, what exactly disappears, what remains, and what is recreated in a new form?


    Iran Is Not a Single Whole


    We sometimes speak about Iran as though we were dealing with a single object. We say that Iran endured, that Iran was defeated, that Iran resisted or failed to modernize, that Iran absorbed the West or lost its way. Yet “Iran” does not have one unified meaning in any of these statements.


    A state may collapse while the people’s language continues. Borders may remain while the administrative apparatus is hollowed out from within. A dynasty may be destroyed while its secretaries go on to serve later rulers. A ritual may leave the court and be observed at home. A building may still stand long after the institution that once lived within it has vanished. Even a language is not a single, undivided entity. The language of the home does not share the same fate as the language of schools, markets, worship, poetry, or the chancery. A language may be removed from an office yet remain alive in a family; it may weaken in the family and continue in a place of worship; generations later, it may take on a new form in literature and politics.


    This is where the book’s central unit of analysis emerges: the thread.


    A thread may be a language in a particular function, a professional skill, a ritual, a legal rule, an organization, a method of finance, or a narrative memory. It is the name for a function that has carriers, consumes resources, reaches the next generation through a particular path, and operates in a particular setting.


    Once we shift the unit of observation from “Iran” to the “thread,” the questions change as well. We no longer ask simply why Iran endured. We ask why spoken Persian survived conquest while the Sasanian tax apparatus did not. Why could Nowruz be recreated in homes and communities, while the rules governing imperial succession could not? Why did the skill of the scribe survive, while the center that directed him collapsed? Why do some organizations disintegrate when their founder departs while others can produce successors, memory, and rules?


    This small shift does not diminish Iran. It makes it more visible.


    The Warp and Weft of the Plateau


    To understand this history, Iran can be seen as a fabric repeatedly torn, mended, and patterned anew over the centuries. Its threads are language, memory, ritual, skill, trust, poetry, knowledge, and experience. Its knots are schools, markets, chancelleries, courts, treasuries, cities, armies, and the state. A thread without knots disperses. It may preserve a function on a small scale, but it cannot always create public rights, security, universal education, or coordination at scale.


    A knot without threads, meanwhile, becomes empty. A building remains without producing knowledge. An office remains, but no one is accountable for its decisions. A title survives, but no longer commands obedience. A law endures on paper, but is not enforced. Iranian history repeatedly places the strength of threads beside the fragility of knots.


    The pattern can be seen in the qanat. A qanat is not merely an underground tunnel; it requires knowledge of gradient, understanding of soil, collective labor, water rights, continual maintenance, and the transmission of skill. Its mouth may remain while the watercourse is blocked; a qanat master may know the craft while no one will pay for repairs; water may still flow while the rules for distributing it are unjust.


    The same pattern appears in roads and caravans. The Iranian plateau was not only a land crossed by invaders; it was a crossroads through which words, religions, paper, metal, music, techniques, and methods of accounting passed. Living at a crossroads requires the art of selection and translation. Not everything that comes from outside should be accepted, but neither does something remain alien simply because it is foreign. Part of Iran’s history was made through this capacity: taking, transforming, and making something one’s own without producing a faithful copy of the original.


    It appears in the city as well: the market, the school, the neighborhood, the place of worship, and the chancery—centers that are incomplete without one another. A market is constrained without secure roads and reliable money. A government without local knowledge remains stagnant and lifeless. A local network without public law may become a domain of private power. And the pattern appears in the home, where language, food, stories, and ritual pass from one generation to the next beyond the capital’s daily command. But the home is not always a realm of freedom. The same network that preserves memory can also transmit inequality, silence, and obedience.


    This book therefore does not set society against the state, tradition against modernity, or Iran against the world. Its concern is the quality of the weave that binds them.


    What Endures Is Not Necessarily Good


    One of the most dangerous mistakes in reading history is to turn survival into a virtue. If a thread remains for a thousand years, all we know is that it found a way to be transmitted. We do not yet know whether it is just, useful, or worthy of preservation.


    Discrimination, too, can have powerful carriers. Monopoly can reproduce itself. Fear can pass from one family to another. The habit of obedience can prove far more resilient than an independent court or a free university.


    Conversely, fragility is not always a sign of worthlessness or weakness. Some of humanity’s most valuable creations are highly interdependent. A judiciary, a statistical system, a health network, a research university, and reliable money all depend on budgets, trust, expertise, coordination, and the enforcement of rules. They are difficult to build and sometimes easy to destroy.


    If we value only the threads that can survive without the state or formal organization, we may devalue precisely those capacities that make a free, just, and capable life possible. This book is not a celebration of Iran’s survival. It is an examination of the quality of that survival.


    A Hypothesis That May Be Wrong


    At the outset of the research, I wrote down a simple hypothesis:


    Threads whose continued functioning depends on a small number of concentrated knots suffer sharper decline in a collapse and are more costly to rebuild.


    An imperial army requires command, finance, logistics, and coordination. If the center breaks, the survival of thousands of fighters does not mean that the army survives.


    A spoken language has a different arrangement. Each home and neighborhood can be one of its routes of transmission. The fall of a capital does not necessarily silence the language of family conversation that same day.


    The hypothesis was appealing. In several important cases, however, it was not enough.


    Sogdian and Coptic did not die immediately at the time of conquest, but over several centuries they lost many of their functions. These cases showed that “language” is too large a unit and that surviving the first shock is not the same as long-term endurance. A language may remain in the home, yet lose, one by one, its place in the market, its status, its role in education, and the incentive to pass it on.


    China’s civil-service examination system posed another problem. This institution depended on the central state and was interrupted at various times, yet it was rebuilt. Its administration was centralized, but not all the materials for its revival were locked inside the center: texts, teachers, educated families, and demand for skilled officials had remained. These failures forced the framework to change.


    A book that gathers only examples that support it is not research. It is the literary arrangement of a conclusion its author wanted in advance.


    What this book offers is not a proven theory. It is an exploratory framework that tries to make clear its unit of observation, its possible mechanisms, and the ways it may fail. I selected the cases myself and knew their outcomes beforehand. Other researchers have not yet coded them using common rules. Nor do I have independent, uniform measures across every chapter for the severity of decline and the cost of reconstruction. These limits are not marginal to the book; they are part of its claim. If the tone anywhere becomes more certain than the evidence warrants, that is the author’s error, not the theory’s triumph.


    This Book Is Not About an Iranian Essence


    The title of this book may mislead the reader. “Iranian wisdom” does not mean a fixed spirit, an ethnic essence, or a mysterious capacity possessed only by Iranians. No nation has a monopoly on wisdom, adaptability, or renewal.


    Iranians have not always acted wisely. The history of this land is also full of civil war, the removal of carriers, squandered opportunities, monopoly, authoritarianism, superficial imitation, and short-lived organizations.


    The adjective “Iranian” has three meanings in this book.


    
      	First, the question arises from Iranian history: how has a society marked by so many political ruptures produced continuities that can still be traced?

      	Second, its materials and images are specific to Iran: Yazdegerd, the qanat, the chancery, the bazaar, poetry, Dar al-Funun, tobacco, the Constitutional Revolution, oil, revolution, and Iran’s relation to the world all appear here as Iranian cases.

      	Third, its present-day problem is Iranian: how can the capacity for renewal be transformed from a shelter for getting through crises into a capacity for building institutions that endure and can be reformed?

    


    In this sense, Iranian wisdom is not a ready-made answer. It is a way of asking. It means not stopping at a name; seeing the function; not mistaking a building for an institution; not treating the number of people as equivalent to the number of independent paths; not confusing the center with a person; and not sanctifying what has survived.


    Learn from the world, but also build the ability to change course. Count the costs, and name the person who pays them. Before destruction becomes the only route to change, create room for reform and make reconstruction easier.


    From Endurance to the Capacity to Change


    The book’s question changed as I wrote it. At first, I wanted to know why some threads endure. By the end, I was asking what kind of survival is worth having.


    A society may survive every crisis yet emerge poorer, more constrained, and less capable each time. It may preserve its identity while losing the power to choose its future. Or it may build a strong organization but bind it so tightly to one person or one center that it can be reformed only through collapse. Survival, then, is not enough. The standard proposed by this book is the capacity to change.


    The capacity to change is the collective ability to recognize an error, hear unwelcome news, organize dissent, create an alternative, carry out a reform, and preserve the possibility of further reform.


    This capacity is not the same as constant change. A society needs stability in order to trust, cooperate, and plan. But stability that closes off the path of revision will sooner or later turn error into crisis.


    The capacity to change means rules stable enough to be relied on and open enough that reforming them does not require destroying the entire system. It means that the past is a resource, not a command; that the state can coordinate but the country is not the property of a single person; that society has memory and initiative without sanctifying local powers; that the world is a field for learning and cooperation, not a permanent enemy or the sole gateway to survival; and that the present generation does not regard itself as the final owner of the future.


    The Path of the Book


    The story begins with the last Sasanian shahanshah, a man who fled east for fourteen years, leaving behind a portion of his authority at every stop. Yet in the very towns and villages he passed, threads were at work that did not depend on his daily command.


    From there, the book defines its units and develops its initial hypothesis. It then confronts that hypothesis with cases that are not meant merely to confirm it.


    It then reaches a period in which the issue was no longer simply surviving conquest. In the nineteenth century, Iran was competing with states that had built stronger armies, banks, statistical systems, schools, and bureaucracies. A memory that had aided survival for centuries was not, by itself, enough for competition among organizations.


    Dar al-Funun, the Roshdieh schools, the Cossack Brigade, the Tobacco Protest, the Constitutional Revolution, and the Shuster mission each reveal part of the problem: how can imported knowledge produce domestic carriers? How can a capable center be built without making the whole apparatus dependent on one person? Why do some reforms stop when their builder leaves, while others create a language to which later generations return?


    The Revolution is read through the same questions: which threads failed, which remained, and which acquired a new function under an old name? The hypothesis itself is then put on trial. Before drawing a normative conclusion, the book takes stock of how far the evidence permits it to speak.


    The final chapters move from “What endured?” to “What should be built?”: open continuity, endogenous capacity-building, reformability, a strong but rule-bound center, and global connection that expands agency rather than fastening the country to a single chokepoint. At the end, we return to the same mill. This time, however, the question is no longer the fate of one king. It is the fate of our own capacity to act.


    What This Book Does Not Cover


    This is not a comprehensive history of Iran. Many periods, regions, classes, and voices enter the narrative only to the extent required by its central question.


    Nor is it a ready-made manual for governing. A historical framework cannot directly yield an economic program, a constitution, or a foreign policy.


    It is not a declaration of Iran’s superiority over other civilizations. If the framework has value, it must be tested beyond Iran and must accept the possibility of failure.


    The book does not hold people responsible for every failure. A national outcome is not simply the sum of individual choices. Between human desires and collective results lie power, organization, law, resources, and the problem of coordination.


    Nor does it regard the state as the source of all evils. Without public power, the rights of the weak are left defenseless against private power. A dispersed society may preserve memory, but it cannot always build courts, universities, reliable money, or major infrastructure. The issue is not a choice between state and society. It is a relationship in which the state can act, society can know, and both remain reformable.


    An Invitation to the Reader


    I do not ask the reader to accept the book’s conclusion. I invite the reader to test its unit of observation. Whenever you encounter an institution, ask:


    
      	What is its real function? Who carries it?

      	On what budget, command, market, technology, or status does it depend?

      	If one knot is removed, how many other paths remain?

      	Does the organization train successors? Does unwelcome news rise within it?

      	Can it correct its own errors before collapse?

      	If it learns from the world, what knowledge remains at home once the relationship ends?

      	And who bears the cost of its decisions?

    


    These questions can be asked of a country, a university, a hospital, a company, a family, or even a profession. The framework is valuable only if it makes criticism more precise. If you find a case that runs against it, that case is not an inconvenience to the theory; it is the most important part of the test.


    Before We Begin


    In the first chapter, we meet a man who was once shahanshah. He still carried the invisible crown of his title, but as he moved east, the distance between name and power widened. A treasury without a stream of revenue ran dry. An army without supplies became scattered bands. A command that could not be carried out was only paper. And a title that no longer brought obedience was merely a memory of authority. At last, he reached a mill. But the history of Iran did not end there.


    Beyond the king’s sight, water moved through qanats. Children learned language from their families. Scribes kept accounts. Merchants connected the roads. People altered rituals and observed them again. Stories of dead kings passed from gathering to gathering until, centuries later, a poet in that same Khorasan recreated them in a new language. Yazdegerd saw the death of a system whose contents endured.


    This book seeks to see the threads that endured quietly as well, and to ask why they endured, what price was paid for their endurance, and why they were not enough on their own to build the future.


    For Iran’s problem is no longer simply endurance.


    Iran has endured many times.


    ✦

  
  

  

    
      Introduction

      What Endured, What Was Rebuilt

      

    


    The wind moves across the plateau: over stone, over soil, over cities whose names have changed, over walls that have fallen and risen again; over roads once crossed by armies, then by caravans, refugees, and merchants, and today by trucks, trains, and travelers who still do not know where they belong.


    The wind passes, but the earth remains. Not the same earth as before. Nothing remains exactly as it was in the past. Soil, too, changes with blood, rain, ash, seed, and new footsteps. Endurance is not immobility. Even a stone that has stood in the wind for a thousand years is no longer the stone it was at the beginning.


    Iran has endured in this way: not through stillness, not through perpetual health, not through an unbroken sequence of victories. It has endured by making a new form from its own fragments each time. Again and again, someone has come to bring it to an end—with the sword, with decrees, with faith, with language, with law, or with a promise of salvation. Again and again, people have imagined that what existed before them must be erased for the world to begin anew. But the world never begins anew. A trace remains beneath the earth; a word remains in an old woman’s mouth; a meter hangs suspended in a poem; a custom survives on a tablecloth; a line lives on in a chancery ledger; water runs in the dark passage of a qanat; a pattern appears in a carpet whose weaver may not know how many centuries brought it to her hands.


    What remains is not always what the conqueror wants. He has his name written above a gate; people shorten the name, alter it, and turn it over in their own language. The conqueror brings a law; life wears the law down, breaks it, accepts it, and remakes it in another form. Power wants to change the world all at once. Life moves more slowly, but it lives longer.


    This book is about that slowness.


    It is a force not always visible on the battlefield. It has no drums, no banners, and sometimes not even a name. It cannot be seen in the moment of defeat, because defeat is loud, while rebuilding is quiet, gradual, and at times silent.


    A house demolished in the night is still a ruin the next morning. Someone must gather the bricks, another must bring water, another must raise a low wall so that a child does not sleep in wind and rain. Such work is seldom recorded in history books. History remembers the destroyer’s name better than the builder’s. Yet it is the repairer who carries civilization forward.


    Iran was not made by kings alone. Kings have come and gone, sometimes in splendor, sometimes in blood, sometimes in shame. Iran was also made by those who, amid changing governments, kept the ledgers; distributed the water; taught the language; copied the books; opened the market; raised children; and planted seed in fields that an army might cross the following year.


    
      If Iran has endured, it is not only because of the power of the sword. Stronger swords, too, have rusted.

      Nor is it only because of mountains and deserts. A mountain cannot compose poetry, write a law, or pass memory to the next generation.

      Nor is it only because of language—though language is one of the great homes of this endurance. If language did not remain alive in people’s mouths, it would become a silent inscription on stone.

    


    Iran has endured because its people, knowingly or not, have found ways to preserve and to change at the same time. Sometimes well, sometimes badly; sometimes wisely, sometimes merely in order to survive. Survival is not always beautiful. A hungry person does not dwell on lofty principles, and a frightened society may sell its long-term peace of mind for a brief measure of security. A people repeatedly defeated may substitute cleverness for order, personal connections for law, and expediency for truth. These, too, are part of the legacy that endures: wounds that were once tools of survival and later became obstacles to life itself.


    Not everything inherited from the past is sacred. Some inheritances must be kept, some washed clean, and some broken and discarded. Wisdom is not memory alone. It is choice.


    ✦ ✦ ✦


    This work does not seek to turn Iranians into mythical beings. Iranians are neither superior to other peoples nor exempt from the laws of history. They have lied, acted unjustly, been afraid, betrayed, remained silent, and at times looked away from another’s suffering. They have also built, learned, given, resisted, and risen again from the earth. No nation is innocent, and no nation is wholly guilty.


    Nations are living beings, full of contradictions. They hold bread in one hand and a stone in the other. They recite poetry of freedom and silence a child’s voice at home. They speak of justice and then seek out a personal connection for their own affairs. They offer their guests the finest food, then leave a citizen waiting at a government desk. These contradictions cannot be covered over with pride. Nor can they be cured by self-hatred. They must be looked at closely.


    Looking is not easy. A mirror that shows faithfully is not always pleasant. But breaking the mirror does not change the face.


    This work is not a mirror; it is an effort to see. To understand how what once preserved us may now hold us back; how expediency can become unprincipledness, devotion to family can become favoritism, patience can become passivity, and adaptation can become surrender. And to understand how these same forces might once again acquire new meanings. Family can be a refuge without swallowing the law. Identity can be a root without becoming a wall. Religion can give meaning without ruling another person’s conscience. The state can be strong without diminishing the citizen. Freedom can be broad without destroying responsibility. None of this is easily won. What comes easily is only a slogan.


    A slogan makes the world clean and bright. It makes friend and enemy, past and future, right and wrong seem clear. Life is not so clean. Its boundaries are broken. A decent person may make a bad decision, and an unsuitable government may leave behind a useful institution. A beautiful tradition may carry injustice within it. An idea that came from elsewhere may take deeper root in this soil than an idea that calls itself entirely native. Iran has always existed in this mixture.


    Roads have crossed it, and each road has brought something with it: words, religion, clothing, instruments, techniques, commands, and disease. Some of it has been accepted, some rejected, and some transformed so thoroughly after arriving that it remains neither wholly foreign nor what it once was. At its best, Iran is a civilization that creates through the encounter of worlds.


    This creation is not a praise of defeat. Suffering is suffering. Destruction must not be justified by a product that may emerge from it centuries later. No book, tile, or poem can wipe away blood that has been spilled.


    But after destruction, people must still live. The question is what they do with what remains. Do they make only resentment out of wounds, only a myth of victimhood out of defeat, only pride out of victory? Or do they make knowledge for tomorrow out of all three?


    ✦ ✦ ✦


    If Iranian wisdom has any meaning, it lies in this question. Iranian wisdom is not a ready-made answer. It is not a chest we can pull from the cellar of history, dust off, and set before the world. Unless it enters today’s decisions, wisdom goes no further than memory.


    
      	Wisdom must be visible in a courtroom, where even an accused person without influence has the right to defend himself.

      	It must be visible in a school, where a child’s question is not treated as insolence and left unanswered.

      	It must be visible in a market, where a seller does not make the quality of a product the victim of a customer’s ignorance.

      	It must be visible in an office, where a citizen does not need supplication or connections to receive what is due.

      	And it must be visible in politics, where the victorious group does not need to eliminate the defeated group in order to feel secure.

    


    If wisdom remains only in poetry, it exhausts poetry as well. Poetry cannot take the place of law, and pride cannot take the place of quality. Affection cannot fill the place of justice, and a hero cannot take the place of an institution. Each has its proper place.


    Iran has never lacked heroes. Every era has raised one up and then either broken him or, after he has fallen, resumed waiting for the next. But a country cannot be governed by waiting.


    A country needs people who arrive on time, read the file correctly, admit their mistakes, build the bridge soundly, dispense the medicine accurately, and do not promise what they cannot deliver. If they gain power, they must know that the chair existed before them and must remain after them. These things seem small. But civilization is made from such small things.


    Civilization is a great carpet: the previous generation stretched the warp, and the present generation passes the weft through it. No weaver sees the entire pattern alone. A person’s share may be only one small corner. But if the knot is tied loosely, its weakness remains in the whole design.


    Iranian wisdom—the warp and weft of the Iranian plateau—is this capacity to tie knots.


    Not knots that close off the path, but knots that hold the pattern together: so that the colors do not scatter, and so that together they make a new form no single color could create on its own.


    ✦ ✦ ✦


    This work is not an invitation to return. The past is not a place to which we can go back. Even if we rebuilt every old wall, the person walking beneath those walls would no longer be a person of that time.


    Nor is this book an invitation to forget. A nation that loses its memory takes every new lie for an unprecedented truth and every new despot for the world’s first savior. The invitation is to renew.


    Renewal means seeing the past as raw material for the future—not as an idol, not as rubbish. It means listening to the world without disappearing into its voice. It means loving ourselves without degrading anyone else in order to do so. It means accepting that Iran belongs to us, but not to us alone. It also belongs to the villager whose water is scarce and whose bread is scarcer; to the child whose language at home differs from the language of school; to the woman who does not want her fate written in advance; to the man weary of the heavy role of silence and provision; to the believer, the nonbeliever, the migrant, the one who stayed, the poor, the wealthy, the elderly, and the generation not yet born.


    A shared home is not merely a place where everyone resembles everyone else. It is a place where no one must disappear in order to remain.


    ✦ ✦ ✦


    The wind still moves across the plateau. Cities still change. Names disappear. Images come down from walls. Flags change. Rivers run lower. Young people leave and sometimes return. Old people repeat a memory over and over that no one else has the patience to hear.


    But something remains. Not a heavenly guarantee, not a written destiny, not an inherent superiority. There is a possibility: the possibility of learning, of breaking worn-out habits, of building an institution that outlives its maker. That possibility does not endure by itself. It endures through questions, work, justice, dialogue, and responsibility.


    And perhaps, after so much leaving, collapse, and rising again, this is what Iran is above all: not what has never broken, but what still has the power to build again.
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