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The first half of the 20th century excluding  the Reza Shah period is unique in the whole history of Persian literature in the amount of satire, lampoons and invectives which were published largely though not entirely through the press, and usually with a political motive. It was characteristic of Iranian history that the fall of an arbitrary state, often even the death of a ruler, led to division and chaos. The first quarter of the twentieth century was a period of revolution, chaos and coup. And in the period after the fall of Reza Shah up to the 1953 coup, chaos was resumed and was once again accompanied by licentious journalism and pamphleteering. 

   Lampoons, invectives and the use of obscene language in Persian poetry, and sometimes in anecdotal prose such as those of Obeid Zakani, date back at least to the 12th century.  Sometimes it was done for fun; sometimes for private vengeance; sometimes on behalf of a patron for castigating his enemy; sometimes blatantly to obtain money from the victim. Sana’i Ghaznavi, Adib-e Saber, Rashid al-Din Vatvat, Anvari Abivardi, Suzani Samarqandi and Khaqani Shervani are some of the most renowned examples in a long line of poets, which in the 19th century ends up with Yaghma-ye Jandaqi and Qa’ani Shirazi.  Yaghma once described, not just the human race but all the living creatures as mother-fuckers, though the Persian term he used was zan-qahbeh. Qa’ani returned his compliments by describing him as the chief mother-fucker of all. 

   During the constitutional revolution modern and progressive prose and poetry went public and with it the use of poisonous satires and scathing lampoons, though for a time they just stopped short of using obscene language.  E. G. Browne was the first observer to capture the emerging union of the press and public with political poetry, although he did not expose much of the poetry and none of the prose that was particularly vehement and scathing. By the end of World War I and in the early 1920s explicit obscenity also entered the verbal armory of public conflict.  In 1919 Aref Qazvini being livid with Vosuq al-Dawleh’s conclusion of the Anglo-Iranian agreement, described him as a person the door of whose house is open to whores, while out of doors his wife is busy turning men into whore-mongers.

    Politics itself was new. By the turn of the century they did not yet have a Persian term for it so they habitually applied the term polteek, which was a corruption of the French word politique. It was later that they used the term ‘Siyasat’, which had existed in Persian but had had other meanings. Politics was new, but so were the modern political press and the application of poetry, including scathing or obscene poetry, to public discourse. Advanced prose and poetry were no longer confined to the elite or the private sphere; on the contrary they made up much of the emerging public sphere which included growing discussions of private parts in public. Sa‘di once said in a tale of an angry man’s invectives against all and sundry that ‘He left on-one’s mother and daughter untouched’. Indeed they left no-one’s mother, wife and daughter untouched. 

  Regarding mothers, the favorite target in the years 1907 and 1908 was the mother of Mohammad Ali Shah.  She was a daughter of Amir Kabir who had married her cousin, the late Shah. It is not well known that Mohammad Ali was both a grandson of Nasser al-Din Shah and Amir Kabir. Nor did the radicals who accused his mother of infidelity mention that fact.  The unfortunate woman’s title was Omm al-Khaqan, which literally means the emperor’s mother. The radical constitutionalists, virtually all of them belonging to the Democrat party, kept referring to Mohammad Ali as the son of Omm al-Khaqan, obviously meaning that he was not his father’s son. 

   The newspapers, Sur Esrafil and Mosavat, though not of the same standard, led the radical press in defence of a liberty which often looked more like licence.  Kasravi the moralist had the better of Kasravi the revolutionary when he wrote in his history of the Constitutional Revolution that if among the ‘freedom-seekers’ one person deserved to be killed, it was Seyyed Mohammad Reza Shirazi, editor of the newspaper Mosavat. When he was sent a writ of summons from the court to account for some of the libels he published he tore it up and made fun of the court in his newspaper (check).  

    Dehakhoda is everybody’s darling for his famous ‘charand parand’ column in the newspaper Sur-e Esrafil. He displayed unrivaled talent both in inventing a fresh and fine simple prose and for writing highly effective political satire. But what he wrote was often scathing and sometimes libelous and licentious. This is what earned him the reproach of Abdorrahim Talebof and, later, E. G. Browne. He addressed one piece to Adam Smith whom he described as ‘the father of political economy’. He said that Smith had been wrong in identifying nature, labour and capital as the three factors of production, because in that case the shah would have no way of increasing his wealth. The shah does not work, he went on to explain, his nature does not function well ever since he has been taking an opium tablet every night, and he has no capital. Would he then not be able to increase his wealth? He would, Dehkhoda went on to say, by holding a circumcision ceremony for the boy heir-designate, and collect the pishkeshes that courtiers and notables would be obliged to bring on such an auspicious occasion. 

       In another article Dehkhoda managed even to over-reach himself. He wrote that since he had stopped his column in Sur Esrafil for a while he was about to be sick, because as the Persian expression has it, ‘stopping a habit ends in sickness’. And he went on to add that he would have got ill, just as Fath‘ali Shah would have done if every day he did not lie with his back down beneath the slide in the Negaristan Palace, alluding to the legend that this Fath‘ali did naked every day so that his wives would slide down naked over him. He would have got ill, he went on to add, just as Naser al-Din Shah would have been unwell if he did not pay a visit to his sister-in-law every day.  He would have got ill, just as Naser al-Din Shah’s mother would have done if now and again she had not disguised herself to look like maid servants and chat with the royal guards. He would have got ill, if Mohammad Ali Shah’s mother who was married to Hajj Nasir al-Saltaneh, did not meet her lover every night.  And finally, he would have got ill, just like the shah himself would be, if he did not see his aunt Taj al-Saltaneh every day. 

    Seyyed Ashraf was vehement in dealing with the shah, the reactionaries and opponents of constitutionalism, but stopped short of Dehkhoda in his personal attacks. Still, he was scathing enough. He described Sheikh Fazlollah Nuri of putting his faith on sale and destroying the dignity of Muslim people:

I am the enemy of the freedom party (the Sheikh is made to say)

I am the murderer of all lovers of freedom…

   Iraj Mirza who was not a typically political poet was nevertheless moved by the action of Sheikh Fazlollah in taking bast against the Majlis to write:

The Hojjat al-Islam smacks you

He clubs your head and brain

   Already in 1910 obscene language had begun to enter these personal attacks. A lesser journalist who wished to intimidate the minister of the interior to pay him silence money described him as the ‘entered minister’. Unfortunately for the journalist the minister in question was Mirza Ahmad Qavam al-Saltaneh, a man far from likely to be intimidated by such tactics, who instead subjected him to a memorable private vengeance.  This however did not deter the young, fiery and far from corrupt Mirzadeh-ye Eshqi to write in 1923:  Tell Qavam for me, you are surely not an honorable man/ by what you did/ You shat on the head of every be-turbaned person / Didn’t you see it all? 

   The end of World War I and the conclusion of the 1919 Agreement led to an explosion of nationalist passions both in response to the influenza epidemic, famine and chaos, and to what was firmly believed to be the design to turn Iran into a British protectorate. I have already noted one of Aref’s poems against Vosuq al-Dawleh regarding this suspicion. It was of course not just poetry. The newspapers opposed to the 1919 agreement – that is, most of the papers published in Tehran with the exception of Seyyed Zia’s Ra‘d and the semi-official newspaper Iran – were full of innuendos and sometimes libels against the government and its leading members. But most of the vehement language belonged to the nationalist poets. Farrokhi Yazdi said in a short poem that Nosrat al-Dawleh Firuz, the foreign minister, was busy in Europe selling off the motherland, looking for customers and being keener than the British to deliver her to them. Eshqi addressed an obscene poem to Vosuq, the prime minister, saying that Iran was not his daddy’s property, was not the rent for his boyhood adventures, and was not the wages of his loose-laced daughter. Aref went overboard and described the entire Iranian people, but especially the akhund and the politicians, as asses:

…People of this lawless land are asses

By God both commoners and elite are asses

He who is the head of the ministers

I swear by the God of both worlds

Is a bigger ass than them all

In fact he is a stable-full of asses …

And he ended this long poem with verses which could well be the subject of a separate study:

The Bolshevik is the divine guide to salvation

- Blessed be Mohammad and his people -

   He wrote in another poem containing a general condemnation of his contemporaries:

The Shah, minister, deputy, governor

All of them are bribe-takers and bribe-eaters

   The period between the 1921 coup and the fall of the Qajars in 1925 was one of intense power struggle between democrats and constitutionalists, on the one hand, and nationalists and modernists, on the other. Towards the end of the period, the body politic was openly divided between those for and those against dictatorship and Reza Khan, but in the first couple of years the situation was much less clear-cut. For example when Vahid Dastgerdi wrote a poem in praise of Reza Khan and incidentally attacked Eshqi and Aref, Eshqi wrote a reply in a qasideh, which also praised Reza Khan, but regarding Vahid left little to imagination;

O’ Vahid-e Dastgerdi, filthy-mouthed sheikh

Who call the filth of your mouth poetry

O’ louse-eating sheikh in torn-off rags

Who confuse poetry with the filth in your mouth

   About the same time, Eshqi wrote a general condemnation of Ahmad Shah, politics and politicians, but did not include Reza Khan. Its radif  was ‘must be  shat on’ (bayad rid): 

From now on the motherland and its environs must be shat on

Such a Majlis and its big and small must be shat on    

   At the close of the fourth Majlis in 1923, both Aref and Eshqi were still pro-Reza Khan, which Aref was to remain with decreasing enthusiasm but Eshqi was to renounce and be assassinated in the process. When the fourth Majlis ended Eshqi wrote his infamous mosammat-e mostazad, leaving none of its members and other notables besides, wife or daughter:

This fourth Majils was a blot on humanity

Didn’t you see it all?

Whatever they did was loss upon loss

Didn’t you see it all?

   Conflict peaked early in 1924 when supporters of Reza Khan led the campaign for the abolition of Qajar monarchy and establishment of a republic.  Disputes, arguments and invectives raged both inside and outside of the Majils. There were much mud-slinging, libels and labelings on both sides in the press, but, as usual, poetry was more potent than prose. On the anti-republican side Eshqi and Poet Laureate Bahar took the field, but Aref was on the side of the birds. He wrote several poems and songs supporting the republican campaign and disparaging the Qajars. For example, he wrote in a ghazal:

The flame of Iran’s republic must

Spread from Tabriz to Tehran

Its smoke will blind supporters of the Qajars

   Eshqi and Bahar made it clear that they were not opposed to republicanism as such but said that the move was the first step for putting Reza Khan in the throne.  

   Eshqi wrote a dramatic piece in his newspaper Qarn-e Bistom (Twentieth Century), in which the supreme leader (qa’ed) and symbol (mazhar) of republicanism sings his part first. Above the poem features the picture of a fierce looking man in military uniform, shadowed by John Bull, who holds a rifle in one hand a fistful of money in the other. He declares both that he is a big bully and that he must be excused since he is an agent of foreigners. Then there is a chorus one by one of pro-Reza Khan newspapers professing their loyalties to the great leader.  

     In the same issue of his newspaper, Eshqi wrote another dramatic piece in which the coffin of republicanism is being carried by its mourners. But in many ways the best poem against the republican campaign was the long mosammat entitled ‘The Republic Saga’ (Jomhurinameh). It was secretly circulated, was unsigned and was generally believed to have been the work of Eahqi. In fact it was a product of collaboration between him and Poet Laureate Bahar, though out of the forty stanzas only four were written by Eshqi.  ‘The Republic Saga’ is a satirical poem which describes, more or less faithfully, the campaign and its failure from the viewpoint of its opponents. 

At first we shall put out

Red revolutionary signs

That republic is a good idea

And after you become an elected president

We would say that this self-less man

Surely deserves to be shah…

- Alas the long way and great suffering

About one of the enthusiastic campaigners:

Rahnema has departed from Iran

To see to confidential matters

He has received unlimited moneys

And has haggled in Basra and Baghdad

For this wretched country to become a republic

It’s not just my word, he’s confessed to it

- Alas the long way and great suffering

And about another:

Zia al-Vae’zin, that silly midget

Is making a lot of noise for republic

What republic [?], I am surprised at him

Who seems to be unaware of the guy’s objective

That he wishes to succeed the Qajars

Just as did that man of the Afshars

- Alas the long way and great suffering

   This long saga continues, describing details of the campaign and campaigners and showing how it failed. Reza Khan resigned as prime minister but the provincial army chiefs threatened to march on Tehran if he did not return to office. 

General Ahmad Aqa sent telegrams

That the army of Loristan and others

Will relieve Reza Khan from the calamity…

   Thus the deputies were intimidated and voted for the return of Reza Khan to premiership:

When the deputies heard these angry words

They jumped off their chairs

And shat in their pants out of fear

They put together ninety ‘yes’ votes

--This society of shit rollers was led

By Soleiman son of Mohsen (Eskandari)

- Alas the long way and great suffering

    The assassination of Eshqi and the accession of Reza Shah put an end to such literature, and soon to politics itself. In fact it went underground and was circulated by the word of mouth until that too became dangerous, but even then it continued its subterranean existence especially as the new regime soon became unpopular. There are two unprinted lampoons by Bahar against Ali Akbar Davar, which are not only unprintable but unrepeatable.  

    In 1941 war came to Iran and Reza Shah abdicated. For about two years massive amounts of insult and invective were hurled against the former shah and his regime through the press and by word of mouth.  

    There was a change relatively to the earlier period of chaos. This time obscenities were just passed on orally. Yet libels and defamations, not least charges of being a foreign agent, were still published by the press.  A leading champion in this field was Mohammad Mas‘ud, the talented and able author and journalist who obtained money from his victims either by threatening to ruin their reputation, or by attacking the victim first and then threatening that he would receive more if he did not loosen the purse. His sensational newspaper was highly popular precisely because he slang mud on the rich and powerful, although the readers had little notion of the money he was making through this process. In 1947 he was assassinated by an unofficial Tudeh party assassination squad led by Nur al-Din Kiyanuri, later to become the party leader. 

    From the 1940s up to the 1953 coup a number of specialist satirical weeklies appeared, of which five were more or less prominent. The Tudeh party’s Chelengar edited by Mohammad Ali Afrashteh satirized and scandalized opponents, When Moassadeq became leader of the National Front and later prime minister, it led hysterical attacks on him, just like most other party papers accusing him of being a foreign agent, but it somewhat toned down its attacks in the latter part of Mosaddeq’s government. 

   A competent, popular and quite respectable satirical weekly of the 40s was Baba Shamal edited by the talented but amateur Reza Ganjeh’i, the future minister. The two pro-Mosaddeq satirical weeklies were Tawfiq, run by Tawfiq brothers, and Hajji Baba, edited by Parviz Khatibi, a former Tudeh journalist. These newspapers were funny, entertaining and generally scathing towards their opponents but by and large they did not publish blatant lies and libels.  

   All of these journals were banned after the 1953 coup and some of the ordinary papers that survived seized to publish vehement personal attacks on well known individuals. Tawfiq  made a comeback in the late 1950s and was highly popular but it was eventually banned in the 1960s.
PAGE  
17

