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Abstract 

Discussing the national identity of Iranians, drawing its image, and criticizing its 

foundations have been among the controversial academic topics in recent decades. This 

controversial dialogue, especially in the shadow of the emergence of the theories called 

postmodernism, has opened new points of view in historiography and has prompted 

some people to critically look at the conventional narratives of Iranian history through 

the lens of these new perspectives and reveal their weaknesses. In this article, we have 

chosen one of the most referenced works of this kind of research; That is, “Vernacular 

Modernity and the Rethinking of History” written by Mohammad Tavakoli Targhi. We 

have shown that this compilation, despite relying on first-hand sources and their 

innovative reading, has theoretical and methodological flaws. To describe the 

shortcomings in independent chapters, we have criticized the form, theoretical 

foundations, and methodology of the work and tried to show to what extent these 

weaknesses affect the acceptance of the research results. Based on this study, it seems 

that the main shortcoming in the theoretical plan of the book is that it has not given a 

clear definition of tradition. Such ambiguity in the definition of tradition has influenced 

various aspects and has made it difficult to accept its arguments. 
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Extended Abstract 

There are not a few studies on the relationship between Iranian nationalism and the 

historical narratives that historians have presented in the last two centuries. The 

researchers of this field have used various theories in order to get a precise picture of the 

extent and manner of the impact of national history writing - as they call it 

historiography - in finding or shaping the national identity; for this reason, we are faced 

with a variety of opinions and different interpretations of the same texts. Among these 

works, the broad shadow of postmodern thought can be seen. Many of these 

theoreticians have tried to depict the structure of the national identity of Iranians, and its 

emergence in the beginning or middle of the 19th century, with the help of postmodern 

thinkers and their methodologies. As archeology and Foucault's genealogy have been 

philosophically desirable for these theorists, in terms of methodology, Benedict 

Anderson's theory about print capitalism and Eric Hobsbawm's theory of invention of 

tradition and less of these two Reinhart Koselleck's Conceptual histories 

(Begriffsgeschichten) has helped them in projecting their ideas. People like Firouzeh 

Kashani sabet (2014), Farzin Vejdani (2015), Ali M. Ansari (2012), Mostafa Vaziri 

(2013), Reza Zia Ebrahimi (2016) and Afshin Marashi (2008) are among those who 

discussed national identity with such an intellectual point of view. The book of Tavakoli 

Targhi's book on modernity is in this tradition and is one of the most important and 

referenced works. Although Tavakoli, from a perspective similar to the aforementioned 

authors, believes in the construction of national identity and the emergence of the 

national subject - or the modernist self -, in terms of content, he owes this modernity to 

native texts and the result of the daily struggles of native people with new-found issues. 

In Tavakoli's ideas, following Eric Hobsbawm, it is a tradition built by the modern 

dynamic era, and modern capable people have given it a special shape and given it a 

name. The neglect of the active and effective face of tradition in Tavakoli's work could 

be reduced by carefully distinguishing Hobsbawm himself between tradition and 

custom and led to the recognition of tradition in the sense of the engine that drives and 

limits the movement of society, which is custom. Hobsbawm considers tradition to be 

what modernity draws as a fixed and historical system, while this fixed set, its 

discovery, or its constancy is born of modernity and history does not testify to this 

stability (Ranger & Hobsbawm, 1993, p. 2). In Tavakoli's work, a serious weakness can 

be seen in dealing with tradition as a driving engine or limiter to changes. By confusing 

these two concepts, he has become unable to recognize the tradition that had an active 

presence in the minds and emotions of the Iranian society. In other words, it has mixed 
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two moments: The moment of encountering the world of tradition with modernity, 

which is evident in Hobsbawm's concept of custom, and the moment of the superiority 

of modernity and the shaping of tradition, which is expressed in the concept of tradition. 

The result of such confusion in the rereading of the tradition draws the author from 

Archeology to comparison in terms of method. To prove his point, he has to choose 

texts from the extensive history before the 18th century to show the change he believes 

has occurred. In some places of the book, this weakness of methodology reveals itself. 

In this article, following Tavakoli and his incorrect way of reading history, we select 

some examples of changes in Targhi's book and show that only by relying on another 

text, Tavakoli's assumption of change can be discarded. In other words, when we feel 

free to choose from old texts, our choice and taste are a criterion, not a methodological 

limitation. It seems that the author's refusal to accept the necessity of a clearly defined 

methodology, dialogue with other theorists, and not presenting an accurate and codified 

picture of the thoughts that represent the living and popular tradition, are defects that 

reduce the validity of the research findings. Among the obvious shortcomings in this 

work is that in this research, texts have come together to create a subject, while the basis 

of the formation of these texts, the way of reading and understanding them, and the 

basis of putting them together remain hidden from the reader. In other words, the 

vagueness of the meaning and not determining the limits of the concept of tradition has 

forced the author not to follow a precise methodology and turn to baseless choices from 

historical texts. 
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