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Abstract

Conventional periodizations of Iranian history have predominantly been based on
dynasties, governments, or religious markers. With the advent of modernity
discourse, concepts such as "ancient,” "new," and "contemporary" — which generally
rely on Eurocentric narratives — have also entered this field. This article seeks to
propose an "alternative foundation" for the periodization of Iranian history,
grounded in Reinhart Koselleck's "Theory and Method of Conceptual History."
From Koselleck's perspective, the ultimate aim of conceptual history is to assess the
possibility of "historical periodization" based on shifts in the meanings of
fundamental concepts. The central question of this research is: How does conceptual
history enable historical periodization, and how can one, by relying on the concept
of "the people" (mardom), reveal a period-based model of Iranian history? To
demonstrate the efficacy of this method, the concept of "the people" is examined as
the most pivotal element in the social relations of Iranian history. The findings
indicate that the conceptual evolution of "the people" and its contrast with the
concept of "subject” (ra'iyat) profoundly reflect the socio-political context of each
era. Furthermore, the present study shows that on the threshold of the Constitutional
Revolution, although the modern concept of "citizen" is absent in lexical terms, an
understanding of it is manifested through pre-modern concepts such as "the people"
(mardom), "nation" (mellat), and even "subject” (ra'iyat). This signifies a semantic
rupture in which the "horizon of expectation™ of the constitutionalists had surpassed
their conceptual "space of experience," becoming a fundamental challenge in the
formation of modern political discourse in Iran.

Keywords: Conceptual History, Reinhart Koselleck, Historical Periodization, The
People, Subject (Ra'iyat), Citizen, Constitutional Revolution.

Introduction

This study aims to propose an alternative foundation for periodizing Iranian history
by employing the theoretical framework of Begriffsgeschichte (conceptual history),
as developed by Reinhart Koselleck. Departing from conventional periodizations
based on dynasties, governments, or religious markers, this research posits that shifts
in the semantic fields of fundamental concepts, particularly "the people" (mardom),
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offer a more profound basis for historical division. The central inquiry explores how
conceptual history enables historical periodization and how a conceptual model of
Iranian history can be articulated through the evolution of “the people" as a core
social entity. This research article seeks to establish a novel foundation for the
periodization of Iranian history, moving beyond conventional models centered on
dynastic changes, state formations, or religious paradigms. Inspired by the German
tradition of "Conceptual History" (Begriffsgeschichte), particularly the work of
Reinhart Koselleck, the study argues that historical epochs can be effectively
delineated by tracing the semantic transformations of fundamental socio-political
concepts. Koselleck's theory posits that concepts are not merely reflections of social
reality but active agents in shaping it. They encapsulate past experiences "space of
experience" and future aspirations "horizon of expectation”, and their evolution
marks historical thresholds (Sattelzeit).

Materials & Methods

The article selects the concept of "the people” (mardom) as its central analytical
lens, deeming it the most pivotal and enduring concept in Iran's social history. The
core research question investigates how the conceptual evolution of "the people" and
its semantic field — including concepts such as "subject" (ra'iyat), "“the masses"
(khalq), "nation" (mellat), and "citizen" — can provide the foundation for a new
historical periodization. The methodological approach involves both diachronic
(tracing evolution over time) and synchronic (analyzing relationships within a
specific period) examination of key Persian texts from various eras, ranging from
ancient inscriptions and Middle Persian Zoroastrian texts to medieval chronicles,
advisory literature (andarz), and early modern political discourse.

Discussion & Results

The analysis identifies several distinct conceptual periods in Iranian history:

1. Achaemenid Period: The concept is not unified. Terms like bandaka-
(bondsman/subject), kara- (people/army), martiya- (mortal/man), and zana-
(inhabitants) represent different facets of the populace within an imperial ideology
of loyalty and obedience.

2. Sasanian Period: A clearer duality emerges. Mardom is used in ethical-advisory
literature as a universal term for humanity or the Zoroastrian community, while
bandaka in juridical texts denotes all subjects of the Shahanshah, theoretically
flattening the social hierarchy into universal subjecthood.

3. Threshold Period of Early Islam: The Arab conquest introduces a profound
semantic rupture. Pre-Islamic concepts lose their potency, replaced by new Arabic-
derived concepts like ummah (religious community) and, crucially, mawali, which
positioned Iranians in a subordinate and often marginalized relationship with the
Arab ruling elite.

4. Early Islamic Persian Revival (Samanids): With the resurgence of Persianate
states and historiography, concepts like khalg/khalayeq (creation/creatures) gain
prominence, reflecting a blend of Islamic and Persian worldviews focused on
governance, welfare, and social order.

5. Medieval Period (e.g, Seljugs): The duality between "the people” and ra'iyat
becomes central in advisory literature like Nizam al-Mulk's Siyasathama . The
discourse emphasizes the ruler's responsibility (ra'iyat-dari) but within a firmly
hierarchical, pastoral model (ruler-shepherd, people-flock).

6. Post-Mongol Period (llkhanate): The trauma of invasion accelerates the use of
khalg to denote a suffering mass. Historians like Joveyni portray "the people"
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primarily as khalayeq in need of protection and justice from any ruler — even a non-
Muslim — prioritizing stability and survival over political agency.

7. Pre-Modern Period (Timurid, Early Safavid): The discourse of ra'iyat is
theoretically pursued by thinkers like Fazl ullah Khonji. He ideologizes the
"shepherd-flock™ metaphor, advocating the absolute obedience of the "flock™ to the
"shepherd"-king, thereby stripping the concept of "the people” of any political
subjectivity.

8. Constitutional Era: This period represents the ultimate conceptual threshold. A
fundamental semantic rupture occurs. The pre-modern "horizon of expectation,"”
dominated by the ra'iyat model, is challenged by a new one demanding the rule of
law and popular sovereignty. The modern concept of “citizenship" is functionally
and aspirationally present, driving the revolutionary movement. However, a key
finding of this research is its "lexical absence" in foundational documents like the
Constitutional decrees and laws. Instead, new expectations are forced into older
semantic vessels: "nation" (mellat), "the people" (mardom), and even "subject"
(ra'iyat) — which now implies "subjects of the state." This created an unresolved
conceptual tension — a clash between the entrenched model of "ra'iyat-as-flock™ and
the emerging yet incomplete ideal of the "citizen."

Conclusion

This article demonstrates that a conceptual-historical approach successfully provides
a robust alternative periodization of Iranian history, one that reveals the deep
structures of political thought and social relations. The semantic journey of "the
people” and its tense dialogue with "the subject” (ra'iyat) acts as a barometer for
broader historical shifts—from imperial consolidation to foreign conquests, and
from medieval kingship to modern revolution. The primary achievement highlights
the paradoxical legacy of the Constitutional Revolution. While it created a decisive
break in the "horizon of expectation," its "space of experience" lacked the fully
formed conceptual toolkit — most notably, the solidified concept of “citizen" — to
fully bridge that gap. Consequently, the central political struggle in modern Iran can
be interpreted, at a conceptual level, as a prolonged and often implicit conflict
between the enduring logic of ra'iyat (in new forms) and the still-evolving and
contested project of citizenship. The research underscores that focusing solely on
reforming the "form of government" during the Constitutional era, without
simultaneously forging and institutionalizing its correlative concept—the "citizen"—
left a fundamental theoretical and practical void that continues to shape Iran's socio-
political landscape.
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