A
@ CrossMark

584 Reviews

Although soap operas have been highly stigmatized as well as gendered and feminized in the
West, in much of the rest of the world, explains Osman, dramatic serials are popular across gen-
ders because their subject matter, focused on domestic stories, is relatable to a broad spectrum
of society. Rather than impeding Afghanistan’s own media industry, the popularity of Turkish
and Indian soap operas reflects the global and cosmopolitan desires of Afghan consumers.

Although this study maintains a convincing and critical view of colonial and neocolonial
interventions in Afghanistan, it is less critical of some vocabularies that derive from these
practices, including descriptors such as “warlords.” Osman’s usage of the term includes
both local and international culprits; however, warlord came into rampant use by US policy
makers in the post-9/11 context to refer to Afghan political and militia leaders who have
been active from the Soviet-Afghan war to the present. Moreover, the term has changed
meanings over time and across a broad spectrum: from more favorable contexts to those
with more adverse connotations. The usage of such terms signals the limitations language
places on understanding development and conflict more broadly in the region. This raises
significant questions about how Afghans evaluate their own advancements, systems of belief,
and understanding of themselves amid war and remakings of their country.

In summary, Television and the Afghan Culture Wars poignantly critiques discourses of fail-
ure and immutability, bringing to the foreground the dynamism and talents of an Afghan
population that is well-integrated with global flows of consumption and entertainment.
Nuanced and deeply researched, this book breaks new ground in the exploration of global
media’s entanglements with war, empire, and democracy in the Global South. It will be of
particular interest to students and scholars of international and global communication and
media studies, and it also will appeal to a broad spectrum of fields across the humanities
and social sciences, including anthropology, development, gender studies, history, and theory,
among many others. The self-reflective tone and interwoven accounts of the author make
Television and the Afghan Culture Wars a rarity among scholarly works. It is both readable and
theoretically rigorous, and it will be an excellent addition to undergraduate syllabi and grad-
uate reading lists. That the publication of the book coincides with the US troop pullout and the
recent streak of violent and deadly attacks on journalists and media producers inside the coun-
try makes Osman’s work not only timely, but essential for anyone interested in this critical
moment of “peacemaking” for Afghans, Americans, and their international interlocutors.
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Across eight chapters, Chelsi Mueller narrates a detailed diplomatic history of the Persian
Gulf between the two World Wars. By sifting through an array of sources, including
British colonial records, published Iranian foreign ministry documents, and Arabic sources,
she identifies this quarter century as pivotal, casting a shadow over relations between
Iranians and Arabs to the present day. Reading these materials more with than against
the grain, she concludes that the interwar era was “a watershed separating millennia of
interconnectedness and interdependence in the Persian Gulf from an era of geopolitical
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rivalry and Arab-Iranian conflict” (p. 229). The reason for this was the Iranian state’s “intro-
duction of nationalist policies,” which both fueled the development of Arab nationalism in
the Gulf Arab shaykhdoms and “invited” (p. 191) British “imperial intervention” into the
affairs of what were then protected colonial formations.

After a concise introduction, The Origins of the Arab-Iranian Conflict begins with four
lengthy chapters. The first is a synthetic and sweeping history of the Persian Gulf across
many centuries. The Persian Gulf is described as an “integrated societal unit” and the
focus of the chapter is on tribalism, “the absolute powerlessness of the Qajar government”
(p. 37), and “the rise of the British” (p. 9). This background history does not depart from
standard accounts, but its discussion is light on the forces that many historians evoke
when representing the waters of the Gulf and Indian Ocean as a bridge instead of a boundary:
the socioeconomics of pearling, trade, and seafaring; the circulation of religion, law, kin, and
credit; and environmental and ecological patterns, including the climatic metronome of the
monsoon winds. Later chapters gesture to the centrality of these matters, as well as the
founding of industries for oil extraction, which sits squarely in the time period covered
by the book.

Chapters 2 through 4 detail Iranian-British relations in the context of Iranian state-
building and British imperial strategies to argue that “the Persian Gulf comprised a central
theme in anti-colonial nationalist discourse in Iran” (p. 78). We learn a lot about the “zeal of
local officials” (p. 47), the “shrill pitch” (p. 80) of Iranian nationalism, and “anti-British feel-
ing in Iran” (p. 49). Mueller is interested in outlining how nationalism infused Tehran’s pol-
icies and informed actions of local agents of the foreign ministry (kargozar), moving the
discussion of nationalism from intellectual history to the machinery of the emerging central
state through a close reading of the diplomatic record both before and after the coronation
of Reza Shah. However, she does more than this. Iranian nationalism, the prime mover of
this story, does not stop at Iran’s borders. Some of the most engaging moments in these
chapters are observations that Persian-speaking communities (both Sunni and Shi‘a) in
the port cities of Eastern Arabia held ideas about Iranian sovereign territoriality and
national belonging, and at various moments sought protection from Tehran. By the 1920s,
some members of this highly differentiated population had organized and coalesced around
newspapers, schools, and political parties, anchoring a sense of national identity at a
moment of economic instability (i.e., the global depression, collapse of the pearling industry)
and political and legal restructuring (i.e., decolonization, creeping bureaucratization of gov-
ernance in these protected states). Armed with the vocabulary of nationalism, these “Iranian
immigrants” (p. 181) or this “diaspora” (p. 159) made claims on officials in Tehran, Shiraz,
and Bushehr for protection against both British regulations and the rulers of these protected
Gulf Arab states. Meanwhile, journalists “churned out” articles for Tehran’s and Shiraz’s
newspapers calling on the shah to defend Iran’s claims on islands, ports, and shipping chan-
nels (pp. 80, 84). These bottom-up pressures may not have ensured Iranian rule over Bahrain
or protected the rights and economic well-being of laborers, seafarers, shopkeepers, and
merchants, but they did shape what Reza Shah and his court could accept after the infamous
1919 Anglo-Iranian Treaty collapsed and Iran engaged in negotiations with Britain about the
oil industry, naval bases, customs regimes, quarantine procedures, and buoys and lights on
the waterway. “The introduction of Iranian nationalism into the Persian Gulf waterway”
resulted in Britain agreeing to some of Iran’s demands (p. 157). Conversely, Britain
responded to this nationalist posture by adopting more interventionist policies in the
Eastern Arabian shaykhdoms, which gradually had been turned into protected states through
a series of treaties and compacts during the nineteenth century.

Chapters 5 and 6 forgo the largely chronological arc of the previous chapters to move the
narrative across the Persian Gulf and examine two distinct places. The first of these chapters
examines the Trucial States (the United Arab Emirates after independence in 1971), and the
subsequent chapter considers the archipelago of Bahrain, which was claimed by Tehran until
Mohammad Reza Shah’s 1971 about-face. Mueller contends that the reactions to Iranian
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nationalism gave birth to conflicts between the Iranian state and Arab shaykhdoms and
“forged an acute dichotomy between Persian and Arabs” (p. 157). This hardening of ethnic
boundaries and the coupling of Iranian and Arab nationalism is an important observation,
and 1 would have liked greater elaboration of the adoption of Arabism across Eastern
Arabia and its dialogue with Iranianism.

Some of the most compelling moments in Mueller’s book occur when she sheds light on
the Iranian immigrant communities in Bahrain, Dubai, and elsewhere, and in particular how
they expressed Iranian patriotism, solicited the support of Tehran, and occupied positions of
economic power and political vulnerability in these British-protected shaykhdoms. Mueller’s
careful tracking of the delicate diplomatic maneuvers and occasional moments of spectacu-
lar violence around symbols of authority are detailed and original. Passports and the loca-
tion of anchored warships generate anxieties, but so do the hauling down and flying of one
flag or another (e.g., pp. 72-75). These cases, as well as overlapping customs procedures and
battles over the recognition of travel documents issued by various authorities, gesture to the
incomplete and relational nature of sovereign territoriality and the carving up by Britain of
sovereignty between itself and a series of recognized shaykhs. Nationalisms, Iranian and
Arab, and British imperialism, capitalist and racialized, aspired to more abstract and frac-
tured conceptions of sovereignty, but they were forced to confront complexities of textured
social life as much as geopolitical rivalries. Mueller nicely illustrates this in her description
of the less-discussed conflicts over the island of Hengam, the port of Basidu on Qeshm, and
Bahrain, but also the more well-known and ongoing disputes over the islands of Abu Musa,
Greater Tunb, and Lesser Tunb. As I finished the book, I was left with a sense that British
policy in the 1920s and 1930s was one of partition, in which Arabs were protected and
Iranians were rendered independent, yet foreign. Considering how Britain navigated its
imperial exit in South Asia and Palestine, the partitioning of the Gulf into two distinct shores
chimes with the broader constellation of sovereignty, territoriality, nationalism, and the late
British Empire.

It was not always clear if Iran’s actions and the mobility of the array of “Persians” were
viewed as a threat by rulers, peoples of Eastern Arabia, or British colonial officers. Mueller
points to moments of “reconciliation” between ruling shaykhs and Tehran (p. 200), shifting
sectarian and class alignments, and many moments when British officials and rulers adopted
distinct approaches on these matters (pp. 184-85). Further elaboration is left to other
researchers, as is the question of what this era tells us about sovereignty, territoriality,
nationalism, sectarianism, and decolonialism as the world shifted from imperialism to inter-
nationalism. Some of this analysis exists in secondary literature on the Gulf, including works
by Omar AlShehabi, Nelida Fuccaro, Laurence Louér, and Kaveh Ehsani, among others.
Mueller does not grapple with this. Similarly, it is not clear if the interwar period is a useful
framing for what Mueller identifies as an epochal reconfiguration. The quarter century was
not only an interregnum between great wars, but also entailed the collapse of the pearling
sector, the formation of oil industries, the founding of modern absolutism on both shores,
the era of anti-colonialism and global decline of the British empire, and the rise of interna-
tional law and international organizations. To be sure, world wars mattered for the people
and societies of the Gulf because the littoral was a battlefront and logistics hub (something
surprisingly omitted from the book), but further reflection is called for in defining this
period and refining Mueller’s causal claims centered on an Iranian nationalism that shaped
the actions of the British Empire, the ruling shaykhs, and the peoples living and working on
the Gulf littoral.

The conclusion summarizes the book’s arguments by exploring how they constitute the
origins of the current moment of rivalries and military posturing between Iran, Saudi
Arabia, the UAE, and the US. The reader is encouraged to see the events of eighty to one
hundred years ago as the source of what is unfolding today and to draw analogies between
Britain and the US as outside security guarantors. Yet, this is heavily teleological, and the
book leaves little room left to ponder alternative possibilities and hidden trajectories. The
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Origins of the Arab-Iranian Conflict will be a key ingredient and conversation partner for those
pondering these pathways and the legacies that make the Persian Gulf so fraught for so
many.
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Hamid Dabashi’s The Last Muslim Intellectual: The Life and Legacy of Jalal Al-e Ahmad constitutes
the first sorely needed monograph in English on a figure who perhaps more than any other
of his generation epitomizes what it has meant to be a committed intellectual, embodying a
critical, frenetic, and searching intelligence grounded in everyday observations, incessant
movement, and intuitive flashes of brilliance. Al-e Ahmad “contain[ed] multitudes,” to
quote Whitman, and Dabashi does an admirable job of bringing them to light.

As is known to anyone with a perfunctory knowledge of Al-e Ahmad, he cuts a controver-
sial figure to this day. On the one hand, his legacy is one that has found itself conscripted by
Iran’s ruling theocracy to justify its recoil into reactionary cultural particularism, anti-
intellectualism, and authoritarian forms of social control. On the other, Al-e Ahmad has
been subject to summary judgement and put on trial as the intellectual who poisoned the
well — Iran’s own Pied Piper, more abhorred than even Ayatollah Khomeini, because he
bewitched not only the “common folk” but the secular intelligentsia. His alleged lambasting
of the verities of Enlightenment rationalism and “European modernity” paved the way, we
are told, for medieval clericalism, and engendered among intellectuals an infatuation with a
“jargon of authenticity.” He was a confused rabble-rouser who jettisoned reason for the pol-
itics of identity and wanton irrationalism, a romantic who fed on despair to conjure up an
obscurantist and mystifying image of the past. Rather than seeking to understand the fits
and starts immanent to his thinking in situ, Al-e Ahmad has been faulted for being a false
prophet who propagated bad history and half-baked ideas. There is of course some truth
to these accusations, especially if one’s expectation is that Al-e Ahmad provide a sober,
objective and comprehensive account of historical events, instead of a critique of the prevail-
ing ideas of his own age and provocation to thought. The historical baggage of the 1979 rev-
olution and the bloody consolidation of the Islamic Republic have obscured the ability to
read him in ways free of a liberal juridical episteme that mandates one to sit in judgement
and condemn and relegate him to a better forgotten past or to see him as the progenitor of
our ongoing calamity.

Dabashi’s book sets out to liberate Al-e Ahmad from these limiting strictures, which elide
the myriad ambivalences, the self-questioning, the tentativeness, and the reversals that
characterize the form and content of Al-e Ahmad’s thinking as he collided with both
unknown and familiar worlds. In Dabashi’s own words, “what later generations of critics
faulted in Al-e Ahmad as contradictory were in fact palpitating signs of a robust critical
mind in action” (p. 26). Dabashi powerfully argues that interpreters left, liberal, and
Islamist have misread Al-e Ahmad, because they almost invariably see his work as a key
that makes events that transpired decades after his death intelligible. In contrast to this
approach, Dabashi seeks to capture the constant movement and the unrelenting dialectic
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