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The Hat That Fell Victim to Its Own Change

In less than a decade, the Pahlavi hat went from the emblem of a “new Iran” to a relic of a stage already left behind. Its story is the story of the boundaries between a new state and its society.
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The Photograph

In official photographs from the late 1920s, one sees something absent from pictures taken only ten years earlier: uniformity. A row of men stands before the camera, all in jackets and trousers and a cylindrical cap with a short visor at the front. Minister and clerk, members of parliament and notables from distant provinces—all beneath a single emblem. Were their names and titles not written beneath the photograph, it would be hard to guess which city or trade each man came from. And that difficulty was precisely the point.


    Few objects in modern Iranian history have carried so heavy a political load. The Pahlavi hat did not live long. It appeared in the second half of the 1920s, and a few years later the very state that had hailed it as the emblem of a new Iran set it aside. Yet in that short span, an everyday piece of clothing became the arena for one of the most important questions of the age: how far may a state that is building a new society reach into the daily lives of its citizens?


    



When Social Geography Sat on People’s Heads


    To understand the story, we have to look at the Iran that came before it. Under the Qajars, headwear was not simply protection from sun and cold. The kind of hat or turban a man wore could signal his social standing, his trade, his region, his tribe, and even his religious rank. In the cities, the villages, and among the tribes, felt caps, fur hats, turbans, and local headgear of every description could be seen side by side. Dress was part of Iran’s social geography: you had only to walk into a bazaar in Tehran, Tabriz, or Isfahan to read something of people’s identities from the way they looked.


    But the state taking shape in the 1920s saw this diversity as more than cultural variety. Reza Shah set out to build a state with a single army, a single administrative apparatus, a centralized school system, and laws that applied across the whole country. It was only natural that such a vision would, sooner or later, extend to how people looked. Even before the Pahlavi hat became compulsory, the government had already entered the question of dress: in the early 1920s, civil servants and then military personnel were encouraged, or required, to wear more standardized clothing made from domestically produced cloth. Little by little, dress was becoming one of the tools of state-building.


    



From Office Fashion to Article of Law


    The Pahlavi hat was born in this climate. It was cylindrical, with a short visor at the front, and looked much like a European military kepi, particularly the French models. It came into wider use around 1927 and then acquired legal force as part of the policy of “uniform dress.” In late September 1928 the cabinet adopted a decision on standardized clothing, and that winter parliament passed it into law: most Iranian men were now required to give up their local garments for a Western-style suit and the regulation hat. Enforcement began in the cities on Nowruz, 21 March 1929, and reached the villages a year later. Qualified clerics and certain religious leaders were exempt.


    On the surface, the matter was simple: a country that wanted to be modern was giving its citizens a modern look. But the question ran far deeper than the design of a hat.


    



A Citizen Still to Be Made


    The Pahlavi hat belonged to a project to create a new kind of Iranian—someone who, in the street, the office, the school, or the courtroom, would be seen first as a citizen of a single nation-state, and only afterward as a member of a tribe, a guild, or a region. Uniform dress was, in effect, an attempt to turn society’s visible differences into a shared political identity. Seen in this light, the policy extended the same logic that folded scattered tribal and local forces into a national army, placed a centralized education system under state supervision, and carried the reach of central government to the farthest corners of the country. Historians of the Reza Shah era have likewise identified nation-building, and the reduction of regional and social distinctions in public life, as among the policy’s chief aims.


    Yet it was precisely here that the contradiction surfaced. The state hoped to create a sense of unity by making people look alike, but for many, that same hat marked the state’s intrusion into a sphere that until then had been personal, local, or religious. For a villager, a bazaar merchant, a cleric, or a tribesman, a change of clothes did not necessarily mean what it meant to a young ministry clerk in Tehran. To some, the suit and the new hat were a mark of progress; to others, the erasure of part of who they were and where they came from.


    Nor was the resistance only religious. Tribes and local communities that regarded their dress as part of their identity struggled with enforced uniformity. Some tradespeople and makers of traditional clothing suffered real economic losses. Even among jurists, the question arose of how far the state had the right to impose penalties over what people chose to wear. These disputes turned what looked like an argument over a few centimeters of fabric into a question about the limits of state power.


    



The Visor, the Prayer Mat, and Something More Than Function


    The Pahlavi hat also developed a complicated relationship with religion. Its visor could get in the way when a worshipper touched his forehead to the ground in prayer, and opponents took this as a sign of the government’s indifference to religious tradition. A man could, of course, turn the hat around or take it off to pray. But the real issue went beyond practicality: the state was now deciding what a citizen wore on his head in the street. Over time, the argument over the hat merged with a deeper anxiety about the changing relationship between the state and religious institutions, and about the waning influence of traditional structures.


    The state did not back down. Government offices, schools, and the security forces became the main instruments for spreading the new dress, and in time the Pahlavi hat became an ordinary sight in the cities. Photographs from the late 1920s and early 1930s show politicians, members of parliament, civil servants, and even notables from regions far from the capital wearing it. Within a short time, something that had at first seemed odd and imposed had become—at least in the country’s official life—part of the face of Reza Shah’s Iran.


    



The Journey That Made the Hat Obsolete


    The irony of history is that the Pahlavi hat’s decline began not with the failure of the modernization project, but with its radicalization.


    In June and July of 1934, Reza Shah traveled to Turkey. For part of Iran’s ruling elite, Mustafa Kemal Atatürk’s Turkey was the model of a Muslim country rapidly Europeanizing its institutions, its laws, and its public appearance. The visit strengthened Reza Shah’s determination to make Iranian society look more European, and afterward the emphasis shifted to the brimmed hat. By that logic, a hat peculiar to Iran no longer seemed to fit the new drive to make the nation look European.


    In July 1935 the page turned. The European brimmed hat was officially made compulsory, replacing the Pahlavi hat with what Iranians commonly called the shapo, from the French chapeau. A hat introduced only a few years earlier as the emblem of a new Iran had become the symbol of a stage already left behind.


    The second change proved even costlier than the first. The mandatory European hat was one of the main triggers of protest, though not the only one. The discontent fused with the government’s broader cultural policies and its efforts to curb the influence of traditional and religious institutions, and in Khorasan especially it took on a religious and political character. On 11 and 12 July 1935, just days after the brimmed hat became compulsory, a gathering at the Goharshad Mosque in Mashhad turned into one of the gravest confrontations between Reza Shah’s government and its opponents. It ended with the intervention of government forces and the deaths of a number of protesters. The dispute over dress was no longer a side issue; it had become a symbol of the relationship between a powerful state and its society.


    



The Legacy of a Hat


    And this may be the central contradiction of the whole story. A state that had promoted the Pahlavi hat as part of building a national identity abandoned it only a few years later in favor of a more “international” garment. The Pahlavi hat was meant to give Iranian citizens a uniform, modern appearance, but the modernizing logic of the era gradually moved away from creating a new form of Iranianness and toward an ever closer imitation of European appearance. In that climate, the Pahlavi hat fell victim to the very force that had brought it into being.


    The hat’s political life lasted less than a decade, but its historical significance has proved far more durable. That significance lay neither in its fabric nor in the shape of its visor. The Pahlavi hat was one of the most tangible expressions of a question still being asked in Iran today:


    Where does the authority of the state end, and the freedom of the citizen in everyday life begin?


    Seen this way, the story of the Pahlavi hat is not really the story of a hat. It is the story of the early years of a state that wanted, in a hurry, to turn Iran from a diverse and dispersed society into a centralized, orderly, modern country—a state that was building schools, an army, railways, and a new administration, and at the same time wanted to decide what its new citizens should look like.


    The Pahlavi hat arrived to gather differences under a single roof, yet it lasted only a few years itself. Perhaps that is its strange fate: a hat meant to symbolize the permanence of a new order was so bound up with change that it became the first casualty of the change that followed.
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