
A Qashqai said to me … that in modern Persia the rifle is a sceptre and that every 
rifleman is a Shah

Arnold Wilson.1

As has now been well established, Iran’s modernizing elites in the late nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries saw overcoming the country’s supposed ‘tribal problem’ as 
crucial for national salvation.2 Central to the ‘myth of the saviour’ built around the 
person of Reza Shah was his ability to suppress the tribes after a period of so-called 
‘disintegration’ between 1911 and 1921, following the Constitutional Revolution.3 This 
was unquestionably partly due to the power possessed by the large tribal confederations 
that had the potential to undermine central authority. But it was also because on a 
more local level these pastoral nomadic groups seemed to represent the absence of 
authority, especially by virtue of their association with banditry on the country’s main 
trade routes.4 By their very nature, tribes were seen as a ‘dangerous class’ on the margins 
of society, culturally imbued with criminality.5 Indeed, such perceptions shared many 
similarities with the concept of a ‘criminal tribe’ existing elsewhere, which assumed 
tribespeople were habitually or even hereditarily inclined to a life of crime.6

Such a view has been reproduced in historiography, meaning banditry in modern 
Iran has often been explained away with culturally essentialist references to a 
supposedly traditional tribal culture of raiding, leaving little or no room for other 
contributing factors. For example, Mansoureh Ettehadieh, in her study of criminality 
in the late Qajar period, asserts:

We see that most of the robbery and looting was done by tribes, which was probably 
as much a way of life as due to economic circumstances. The worst affected areas 
were not necessarily those suffering most from economic regression.7

Granted, there had been a long-established culture of raiding amongst the tribes in 
Iran, as there had been across most of the Middle East and North Africa. Yet there are 
several problems with solely relying on this fact in explanations of banditry.
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Eric Hobsbawm’s work on ‘social banditry’ has been greatly influential in 
showing how, far from only being the result of a supposedly inherent propensity to 
steal, banditry could be a rational activity carried out as a form of survival or even 
social protest.8 Although there have been some powerful critiques concerning both 
Hobsbawm’s methodology and the content of his thesis, and indeed he himself made 
revisions to his own argument, the social banditry thesis has opened up a discussion 
allowing historians to point to the changing socio-economic and political factors 
behind banditry, especially in societies experiencing oncoming modernization. 
Moreover, like broader works on crime and society, it has revealed how subalterns 
viewed so-called criminal activities as legitimate – what historians have labelled ‘social 
crime’ – even when not explicitly framed as resistance.9 As historians in this field have 
shown, the very characterization of an act as a ‘crime’ delineates points of inequality 
and alternative notions of justice throughout history. For instance, Muir and Ruggiero 
argue: ‘what societies label crime usually represents perceived ruptures or breaks in 
the ties that bind people together, the little deaths of social life’.10 Crime, then, should 
be viewed as a ‘shifting moral concept’ largely – though not exclusively – defined by 
those in power.11

As Stephanie Cronin has pointed out, although the social banditry thesis has been a 
subject of much discussion concerning various geographical areas, it has been of little 
interest or value to historians of the Middle East and North Africa region examining 
it in the rural context.12 As regards the Middle East, historians have mostly stressed 
bandits’ links to state networks of power and their plunder of defenceless peasants, for 
example Karen Barkey on the Ottoman Empire or Nathan Brown on Khedival Egypt.13 
Thus, they have tended to agree much more with Anton Blok’s famous critique of 
Hobsbawm’s social banditry thesis.14 Blok argued that far from being a form of peasant 
resistance or ‘primitive rebellion’, banditry primarily preyed on and suppressed the 
peasantry. The association of pastoral nomadic tribes with banditry in the Middle 
Eastern context would, on the surface, seem to support such a view: tribes certainly 
were important in the maintenance of state power – especially in Qajar Iran – and 
they did predominantly live away from villages.15 Even Hobsbawm himself made a 
distinction between banditry proper and the raiding of nomadic tribes such as those of 
the Bedouin, suggesting the latter could never be seen as legitimate by the peasantry.16

In this chapter, however, by focusing on the southern Iranian province of Fars in the 
years between 1910 and 1915, I argue that banditry could be a rational form of protest 
or survival, and cannot be sufficiently understood solely with reference to the tribal 
culture of raiding. I show that banditry was not necessarily a tribal phenomenon but 
rather involved a variety of actors, including settled villagers, townspeople and even 
those charged with fighting crime. Such fluidity belies the notion of a static ‘dangerous 
class’, stemming instead from shared and similar lived experiences – especially 
destitution, dearth and disaster, all of which were becoming increasingly common. 
Even if one were to accept that tribal raiding had always been a conscious response 
to such phenomena, we must be aware of the qualitatively different scale of change in 
living conditions experienced at this liminal moment, shaped by a vibrant revolutionary 
and post-revolutionary political culture as well as Iran’s increasing integration into 
the world economy.17 To focus on raiding culture alone diverts attention away from 
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such historicity, meaning we are not able to understand why banditry was apparently 
increasing so rapidly at this time. It would also overlook many important concurrent 
processes such as state formation, the commercialization of agriculture and the loss of 
customary tribal rights.

These processes should not be taken to conceptualize banditry as symptomatic of 
a great divide between state and society. Such a view would seem to assume that rural 
society exists as an autonomous obstacle to statecraft, which, as scholars of the Middle 
East and North Africa region have warned, would lead us on the mistaken quest to 
uncover the lost perspective of the liberal humanist subject.18 As has been established, 
the agency of the popular classes in Qajar Iran was realized within the framework of 
the existing polity not externally in opposition to it.19 Nevertheless, as this chapter 
will show, although we need not romanticize banditry as a bastion of premodern 
resistance, its prevalence can still be understood as a survival strategy in response to 
the accelerating processes of modernization – especially when its near-universality is 
taken into account.

At the same time, it is necessary to understand how, more than being a mere 
survival strategy, banditry could potentially serve as a form of political protest. As John 
Chalcraft argues, it is too teleological to argue that capitalist development or socio-
economic modernization determined the nature of protest in the Middle East and 
North Africa.20 Rather, we should look to the agency and creativity of people to frame 
the forms of opposition that cannot be neatly explained by the context.21 I argue that, 
especially when understood alongside contemporary forms of articulation in the urban 
protests of the Qajar period, banditry could be linked to ideas of social justice. It was 
at this time that, distinct from the traditional notions of raiding, banditry increasingly 
functioned as a weapon against new state-imposed forms of justice. Modernization did 
not determine this outcome, but it helped undermine the existing system of consent 
and negotiation that had marked Qajar Iran, and it was this moment of ‘hegemonic 
contraction’ that enabled new forms of political articulation and a refashioning of old 
ones.22

To be sure, historians have acknowledged the political nature of banditry in the 
Iranian case. Stephanie Cronin reveals the fluidity of banditry and its links to forms 
of protest against the processes of modernization in the Bakhtiari lands around 
Isfahan, especially in the 1920s and 1930s, while Khazeni’s study on the same tribal 
confederation reveals some links between the notions of justice and highway robbery 
at the turn of the twentieth century.23 Concerning the Qashqai confederation in Fars, 
Lois Beck goes as far as arguing that ‘theft on the trade routes … was not a “tribal” 
problem’, while Safiri’s thesis on the South Persia Rifles draws some attention to the 
phenomenon of settled villagers taking to banditry.24 Finally, Nouraei and Martin 
provide a broader account of the rise of banditry across the country in this period and 
link it to the problems of scarcity and tribal notions of justice.25

In this chapter I build on these studies with a more micro-historical focus on 
criminality in Fars during a shorter period, especially in the final section examining 
the case of Kazerun. A micro-historical methodology, particularly in the way 
of Alltagsgeschichte (the history of everyday life), can provide a more qualitative 
picture of the anonymous ‘multitudes in their workaday trials and tribulations’.26 It 
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shifts attention to the lived experiences of everyday life where subaltern agency is 
realized. As Lefebvre argues, the everyday is the site in which forces of quotidian 
praxis ‘modify’ apparent structures in ‘perpetual movement’.27 It is this coming 
together of ‘noneveryday eventfulness’ with the repetition of the everyday that allows 
us to understand how participants were simultaneously ‘objects of history and its 
subjects’.28Adopting a micro-historical approach does not mean we are confined to 
telling a bounded, narrow story. Rather, micro-history enables one to demonstrate 
how spatial localities, far from being rigidly fixed, are constantly constructed by a 
plurality of material practices between the local and the global.29 As Jefroudi points 
out, it is the site of the local that is the setting in which even some of the most global 
processes, such as the development of capitalism, can be best discerned.30 I also argue 
that such fluidity of space also existed between town and country, which makes rural 
banditry understandable only in relation to practices in urban areas. Farzin Vejdani 
has successfully demonstrated how a micro-historical focus on crime in the Iranian 
context can map out the connection between social relations, space and daily practices, 
not just within a city but also its vicinity.31 In adopting a similar focus on crime ‘from 
below’, I aim to show how a micro-history of banditry in Fars can offer a bottom-up 
perspective of crime in Iran more generally, complementing recent informative studies 
on the views of Iranian authorities and intellectuals.32

Trade, tribes and banditry on the Bushehr-Shiraz Road

Because of its proximity to the Persian Gulf, Fars had long been one of Iran’s main 
trade regions. As early as 1763 Karim Khan Zand signed a treaty with the East India 
Company giving Britain a trade monopoly on woollens in the country as well as the 
sole right to have a trading station at Bushehr. As a result, trade along the road between 
Bushehr and Shiraz greatly increased, especially after the advent of steam navigation in 
the Persian Gulf and the creation of the Suez Canal in the second half of the nineteenth 
century made Iran’s southern ports much more accessible.33

The increase in trade along the road also provided opportunities for loot for those 
living in its vicinity. Thus there was a rise in robberies reported by many foreign firms 
at that time, so much so that a road toll system known as rahdari was developed to 
ensure safe passage of caravans along the route: this was levied at different toll stations 
and entitled each caravan to a night watchman and an escort of guards up to the next 
station.34 But as Beck points out, the continued delegation of authority along the road 
in the late nineteenth an early twentieth centuries saw the rahdari system become 
increasingly unregulated. Those responsible for collecting tolls competed against each 
other by raising the rate, often by way of organized robbery to artificially inflate the 
price of guards.35 In this context, rahdari increasingly operated as a form of blackmail, 
levied with the veiled threat of robbery if not paid.

Indeed, those who were tasked with guarding the road were often the ones accused 
of organizing the robberies that occurred along it. These were often the tribal chieftains 
of the Qashqai confederation, which many British traders considered to be the ‘most 
troublesome … of the bandit tribes’.36 Ever since 1865, when Qashqai nomads cut 
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several miles of telegraph wire, British authorities had condemned the ‘lawlessness’ of 
the confederation.37 In 1893 Edward Browne claimed an Armenian traveller had also 
warned him:

The only people that I have seen worse than the Lurs … are the Kashkais, for 
though the former will usually rob you if they can, and would not hesitate to 
murder you if you refused to give up your possessions to them, the latter, not 
content with this, will murder you even if you make no resistance, alleging that the 
world is well quit of one who is such a coward that he will not fight for his own.38

Nevertheless, British traders and authorities relied on the Qashqai khans – especially 
the head of the confederation, the ilkhani – to enforce order within the tribe to ensure 
security on the roads.39 By 1904 Ismaʿil Khan Sowlat al-Dowleh established himself as 
the ilkhani and all those possessing local authority for sections of the road, even if not 
members of the Qashqai, were nominally answerable to him.40

Yet under Sowlat’s authority, security on the road deteriorated, especially during 
the Constitutional Revolution. Already as early as 1909 the British firms Messrs Ziegler 
and Co. and Dixon and Co. complained to the Board of Trade that ‘in recent years, 
caravan robberies on a large scale have taken place, and certain tribes have made a 
regular and profitable business of stopping and robbing caravans’.41 This correlated 
with an increase in rahdari rates: they rose dramatically from 3.7 krans per mule in 
1907 to 11.15 in 1910.42 Such was the state of the road, and such were the security issues 
associated with the tribes, that the British embassy issued the so-called ‘British Note’ 
in October 1910. The note complained that ‘the principal channels through which 
British trade used to pass to the interior of the country are now practically closed by 
the depredations of tribesmen, who appear to be completely beyond the control of the 
central Government’.43

The rise in robberies also coincided with the reported increase in arms distributed 
throughout the province. In 1892 the Qashqai were said to be in possession of two 
hundred Martinis, but by 1900 this number was estimated to have risen to two thousand, 
increasing even more by 1910.44 When The Times correspondent Arthur Moore visited 
in 1909, he claimed that ‘every town possesses stores of rifles, and the bazaars are full of 
Mausers, Winchesters, Martinis, Mauser pistols, and Belgian Brownings, exposed for 
sale to any purchaser who will pay’.45 A major factor behind this trend was the growth 
in arms smuggling from Muscat, while many weapons were also acquired through 
robbing the caravans of foreign companies. British political officer Arnold Wilson, 
who was ‘impressed by the large supplies of arms and ammunition in the hands of the 
tribes between the coast and Shiraz’, found upon close inspection the majority of the 
arms seemed to have arrived in the area through arms trafficking by French firms.46

Yet despite the continued increase in robbery throughout the whole province as 
the Constitutional Revolution came to a close, it was rahdari along the Bushehr-Shiraz 
road that was consistently the main grievance of British authorities. Indeed, rahdari 
rates would go on to jump to 28.12 krans per mule by 1912.47 Thus, although many 
other tribes – such as the Khamseh Confederation (the other main tribal confederation 
in Fars) as well as smaller independent ones such as the notorious Boir Ahmadi – 
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were associated with robbery, it was the Qashqai who continued to figure as the most 
dangerous in the minds of British companies and authorities by virtue of Sowlat’s 
nominal control of the roads. Moreover, increasing rahdari rates was only possible due 
to the prevalence of robberies along the road, which was attributed to Qashqai raids 
and Sowlat’s unwillingness or inability to maintain security.

Iranian observers were equally damning of the tribes’ role in creating chaos. The 
pages of Vaqayeʿ-e Ettefaqiyeh – a collection of daily reports on Fars written by the 
Iranian staff at the British consulate in Shiraz – are replete with numerous episodes of 
banditry and complaints about the state of wickedness/villainy (sherarat) prevailing 
in the countryside because of the tribes, especially the Qashqai. For example, one 
report claimed that the Qashqai ‘rob everywhere without any regard for the states 
around Fars’ and for a month had established a situation of ‘disorder (eghteshash) and 
theft (dozdi), the severity of which worsens day by day’.48 By 1910, such views were 
becoming increasingly common in constitutionalist discourse, linking the ‘lawlessness 
and anarchy’ in the country to the power of the regional tribal leaders.49

A culture of raiding?

However, attributing this so-called lawlessness to the tribes and to a traditional, 
habitual culture of raiding would not be particularly helpful. First, it diverts attention 
from some of the many ongoing processes at the time that might have been crucial 
to the rise in banditry, especially the change in people’s access to subsistence. Since 
the mid-nineteenth century, both Iran’s increasing integration into the world market 
and the depreciation of its silver currency had caused a great shift in agricultural 
production from the growing of wheat – the country’s main subsistence crop – to 
more profitable cash crops for export, such as tobacco, opium and cotton.50 This 
‘commercialization of agriculture’ also exacerbated the rise in food insecurity: land 
was increasingly transferred from state ownership into the possession of profit-seeking 
landlords who usually forced the predominantly share-cropping peasantry to produce 
cash crops instead of subsistence crops.51 As the value of land continued to rise, 
sharecroppers became increasingly indebted and unable to pay rents. As a result, the 
period saw a higher degree of stratification within villages, including the rise in the 
number of landless peasants forced to either seek wage labour in the village or to move 
to nearby towns.52 In addition, as grain started to function more as a form of currency, 
many merchants periodically took to hoarding it and thus contributing to the dearth 
of foodstuffs.53 The commercialization of agriculture was particularly pronounced in 
Fars province because it was a key region for producing cash crops, especially opium 
and tobacco. This helps explain why the province – especially Shiraz – had been one of 
the most politically volatile parts of the country.54

As has been well established, there is a strong connection between banditry and 
dearth once rural populations become unable to meet their own subsistence needs.55 In 
the Iranian case, many settled villagers took to banditry as early as the great famine of 
1871 to 1872, while there was an increase in tribal plunder because of the severe loss of 
fodder for nomads’ animals at the same time.56 In the post-constitutional period, then, 
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it is hardly surprising that robberies should be so common in a region experiencing 
severe dearth, as sources indicate. In February 1911, for instance, one Western traveller 
reported that ‘in the last two years more than one quarter of the total corn-land of 
Fars has gone out of cultivation’.57 By 1913 the situation had apparently not improved, 
with the Shiraz consul reporting that ‘a general scarcity of grain of every kind prevails 
already all over the province, with correspondingly high prices’.58

As a result of such scarcity in the province, many settled agriculturalists evidently 
took to banditry. We see in various reports that whole villages were sometimes 
abandoned. Moir, for example, was struck on his return to the once ‘prosperous village’ 
of Mahyar to find that seven years since his last visit it was ‘practically deserted’, as were 
Maqsud Beik, Aminabad and Shurjestan.59 Whether this was a direct consequence of 
the commercialization of agriculture or mainly a response to increased plunder remains 
unclear, but it was unquestionably a rising trend correlating with the prevalence of 
dearth. And it is certain that these settled agriculturalists, once ‘peaceful villagers’, 
were now themselves ‘taking to brigandage as the only means of earning a living’.60 For 
example, in 1911 the settled Kordshulis had suddenly turned to cutting telegraph wires 
and blackmailing passing caravans at Tange-ye Bolaghi.61 In fact, in a list of claims made 
by British firms concerning robberies between 1908 and 1911, ‘villagers’ were recorded 
as the attackers on no less than fourteen occasions (in addition to settled tribes such as 
the Kordshulis, who were excluded from this category).62 The prevalence of robberies 
committed by non-nomadic elements explains Arthur Moore’s 1914 observation that 
‘Fars is full of masterless men who have cast off, or never had, any tribal allegiance, and 
live by plunder’.63 That the majority of British authorities and company officials should 
mistake these people for tribesmen is testament to their conflation of banditry with the 
‘tribal problem’, but this was far from reality.

Even when we do come across instances of banditry committed by tribal nomads, its 
nature hints at wider processes of change. One notable phenomenon in Fars at the time 
is the existence of inter-tribal bandit gangs. In the attack on the gendarmerie captain 
Eckford on 11 December 1912, for example, it was reported that a band of some two 
to three hundred tribesmen comprising Boir Ahmadis, Mamasanis and Kashkulis (the 
latter being a Qashqai sub-tribe, or tireh) was responsible.64 But why members from 
different tribes should work together can only be understood in the context of the 
eroding vertical relationships of tribal authority at the time. As Stephanie Cronin shows 
in her comprehensive account of the Bakhtiari confederation, the period following 
the Constitutional Revolution was marked by increasing intra-tribal stratification 
between more senior khans and junior khans as well as between these figures and 
more subaltern tribesmen under their authority. As senior tribe members came to buy 
and assert their right to land and be drawn more into urban politics, junior khans and 
subaltern tribesmen began to resist the inequalities in wealth and loss of customary 
rights.65 This was symptomatic of a wider process of ‘hegemonic contraction’, whereby 
the existing systems of consent and forms of authority were becoming undermined 
by the prevailing trends of modernization and integration into the world economy.66

Several sources testify to the hegemonic contraction within the Qashqai 
and Khamseh tribal confederations at the time. According to the Shiraz consul, 
Walter Smart, for instance, the Khamseh were reported to be in ‘a chronic state of 

9781788313711_txt_rev.indd   123 8/21/2019   1:53:32 PM



Crime, Poverty and Survival in the Middle East and North Africa124

insubordination’. Even Qashqai tribesmen – traditionally more coherent and loyal to 
their ilkhani – were said to be becoming ‘more and more insubordinate’, with kalantars 
(chiefs of tribal unites responsible for liaising with the ilkhani) creating ‘for themselves 
a position of independence against which no ilkhani, under present conditions, can 
successfully assert himself ’.67 One of the notable figures leading the wave of defection 
from Sowlat within the Qashqai at this time was Muhammad ʿAli Khan Kashkuli, 
hence the Kashkulis were operating independently or with other tribes and often 
directly against the interests of Sowlat. Thus, in contrast to the traditional function of 
raiding to secure vertical bonds of authority, these inter-tribal bandit robberies can be 
interpreted as evidence of linkages along more horizontal lines in opposition to senior 
tribal leadership.68

In addition, many robberies at that time reveal a struggle over inequalities 
in wealth, especially discernible when one examines reports of ‘plunder’ against 
landowners. In a report of 28 May 1912, for example, the Shiraz consul wrote that a 
number of landowners had ‘been threatening to take refuge in Consulate’ to protest 
the government’s inability ‘to protect their properties against tribesmen’.69 Such attacks 
were sometimes directed even against one’s own tribal leader: the Khamseh were said 
to not only be ignoring their ilkhani, Qavam al-Molk, in his ‘injunctions against their 
freebooting exploits’, but also going so far as to plunder his own estates.70 Furthermore, 
it is evident that the label of ‘plunder’ used in official sources could sometimes conceal 
acts of land expropriation. Occasional slippages in the sources reveal that far from being 
about the raiding for booty that the term ‘plunder’ would suggest, attacks on wealthy 
landowners’ property were in reality about controlling subsistence. For example, one 
report states that most landowners had seen their properties ‘pillaged’ by tribesmen 
that had in many cases ‘actually taken possession of the land’.71 Such acts can be read 
as attempts to tackle inequalities in access to subsistence, either by staying to cultivate 
land or deny its cultivation to others – much like the famous peasant uprisings in Gilan 
during the Constitutional Revolution.72

To be sure, plunder was still regularly committed against poorer villagers, who 
sometimes fought back. But, as has been shown, settled populations could also turn 
to plunder; as Cronin points out, there was no rigid boundary between sedentary and 
nomadic life in Iran, especially not in Fars because of the agricultural opportunities 
offered by the Zagros Mountains.73 Thus, in contrast to Hobsbawm’s view, plunder was 
not necessarily a tribal phenomenon targeted against the peasantry but rather it could 
be an endogenous aspect of peasant survival.74

Urban crime: Theft, protest and justice in Shiraz

If we situate banditry within a wider context of criminality by shifting the focus to 
urban crime in this period, we begin to see that theft could serve as a form of social 
protest, especially as sources covering the urban context provide greater voice to 
subaltern grievances.

Shiraz had long been considered a town full of disorderly elements.75 In the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries it experienced a huge number of protests 
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and uprisings in which supposedly criminal figures played a key role. They mostly 
comprised lutis – gangs of young men who undertook various prominent activities 
in public life, such as leading religious ceremonies or protecting neighbourhoods.76 
Their ability to enforce their will outside the law and their supposedly disorderly and 
improper behaviour made them a potential source of danger and criminality in the 
view of many authorities and foreign onlookers.77 Yet the lutis’ self-declared concern 
for social justice and their frequent involvement in protests meant they were often 
lauded by the popular classes as champions of the people against tyranny and injustice.78 
Central to the luti ethos was a value system combining the Islamic concept of chivalry 
(javanmardi or futuvvat) with Iranian heroic mythology.79 For many urban poor, this 
justified the acts of theft that lutis were so often implicated in, even if in reality they 
might target the poor from outside their neighbourhoods or be used by the authorities 
to crack down on popular protest.80 Thus, in their idealized form, encapsulated most 
famously in the figure of Sattar Khan during the Constitutional Revolution, lutis can 
be considered urban versions of Hobsbawm’s mythologised social bandits, stealing and 
fighting in the name of people’s justice, much like the popular conceptions of ʿayyaran 
in earlier times.81

In Shiraz during the period under study, British onlookers frequently attributed 
protests to the lutis’ opportunism and criminality. According to the British consul in 
Shiraz in 1910, the presence of a large number of lutis ‘who depend on the more or 
less prolonged agitations which … furnish not only a daily wage, but an opportunity 
for pilfering cartridges, making petty extortions, etc.’ was the ‘root cause’ of unrest in 
the town.82 Such conceptions understood the lutis as devoid of any genuine political 
motive or value system that might legitimize their actions; in other words, they were 
seen as nothing more than petty criminals using protest as a source of income. As 
recent works have shown, such perceptions were simplistic; although lutis were often 
paid to agitate and steal on behalf of the ulema or even the government authorities, 
they saw those actions as compatible with their own ethical code and sense of justice.83

It is also evident that the legitimacy of theft could extend to other actors and 
groups involved in popular protest. In reports on political demonstrations of the time 
we find regular incidences of looting existing side by side with articulations of dissent. 
In one Moharram procession of 1910, for example, it was reported that a large crowd 
went around the town singing constitutional songs, while at the same time ‘pilfering 
on the way’.84 Although the exact social composition of such crowds is rarely specified, 
research on protest in Qajar Iran has demonstrated the large number of non-lutis 
involved; women in particular often played a leading role.85 Large-scale looting also 
periodically targeted minorities, especially Jews: the famous pogrom in the Jewish 
quarter in October 1910 is a case in point.86 These incidents, all of which were centred 
on a major grievance, suggest that, far from being the preserve of opportunistic 
professional criminal gangs, theft could be used by the population as a political 
weapon. Of course, just like rural banditry, it might also be used against the most 
vulnerable. But as Martin finds, theft could be compatible with ideas of justice (ʿadl), 
balance (al-mizan) and order (nezam), which were so central to protests in Qajar 
Iran.87 These ideas were especially important in a town like Shiraz, where the political 
culture and discourse had been so vibrant during the Constitutional Revolution.88
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The compatibility of such ideas with theft in popular opinion is further supported 
by the fact that even those tasked with preventing theft (especially soldiers) could 
be implicated in it. According to the British consul, in 1910, soldiers were ‘doing 
a lot of thieving in the town’, even being so bold as to target the house of an agent 
of the foreign firm Ziegler.89 Similarly, the soldiers who had been ordered to put 
down the pogrom in the Jewish quarter later that year were said to have soon joined 
the looting.90 Such acts were unquestionably linked to the destitution the soldiers in 
Shiraz were suffering at the time, nearing starvation as their pay was often months 
in arrears. This is perhaps why the soldiers who had taken part in looting often 
took sanctuary (bast) immediately before or after. For example, on 11 March 1911, 
soldiers took bast in the Shiraz telegraph office demanding to be paid, yet they had 
fought with the townspeople and pillaged some shops in the bazaar just before that.91 
As Vejdani argues, taking bast often accompanied crimes because it offered a legal 
‘space of exception’ to delay or avoid punishment.92 In this sense, it directly appealed 
to public opinion and popular understandings of justice as an informal means of 
exoneration.93 Thus bast had to have at least some element of protest to justify one’s 
actions, especially as it had been such an important form of contestation during the 
Constitutional Revolution.

The timing of such incidents over the years, particularly in periods of dearth, 
suggests that the soldiers’ willingness to maintain order was linked to authorities’ 
capacity to provide subsistence for them.94 For instance, in May 1902 there was 
a severe grain shortage that meant most bakeries across Shiraz had to close. Large 
crowds of up to two hundred people scrambled for bread outside the few bakeries 
that were open, sometimes so frantically that several individuals were trampled and 
children were pushed onto bakery hot plates. On one occasion during this shortage, 
a soldier had quarrelled with a townsperson outside a bakery by Masjed-e Vakil and 
was subsequently hit, before retaliating by bringing his regiment to fight the locals 
and loot the local shops.95 The records mention a number of similar episodes, which 
suggests that attitudes to theft were not rigidly defined. If the very people responsible 
for preventing theft were themselves stealing because of their poverty, then theft could 
be entirely justified by one’s circumstances. Moreover, as Vejdani highlights, in late 
Qajar Iran what was considered a crime depended more on particular socio-spatial 
relations: for example, what neighbourhood someone came from or whether they had 
vertical relations to higher-status individuals.96

Thus, as the state’s imposition of justice was becoming increasingly formalized from 
the beginning of the Constitutional Revolution, it faced active opposition on a large 
scale. In Shiraz artefacts of state justice, such as gallows, were targets of attacks and 
robbery, building on a tradition of opposition to secular punishment.97 But whereas 
previously such opposition had targeted local law enforcement authorities, now it was 
also being levelled at the depersonalized justice system emanating from the central 
government. It was at this time, after all, that the Ministry of Justice (ʿadlieh) became 
popularly known as zolmiyeh (or the House of Oppression) across the country.98 
Evidence of such sentiment can be observed in Shiraz too, such as in November 1910 
when a crowd stormed and sacked the Courts of Justice, taking away or destroying all 
the legal documents in its archive.99
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The meaning of such acts can be better understood in the context of the changing 
nature of law. As Enayat points out, up until the Constitutional Revolution, acts 
defined as one of the ‘four crimes’ – murder, assault, rape and theft – were outside the 
domain of shariʿah courts. They were instead dealt with in the secular customary (ʿorf) 
courts, which were unstructured and informal and subject more to the decisions of 
local authorities than a codified law (not unlike shariʿah courts in this sense but with 
less popular authority).100 Thus, depending on one’s connections, one could escape 
punishment. After the Constitutional Revolution, however, the Ministry of Justice 
took over the responsibility for such matters through local courts and state-appointed 
judges.101 Theft was criminalized through the formal codification of the penal law. 
Popular opposition to the Ministry of Justice, then, can perhaps in part be read as a 
widely felt disregard for the state’s formal criminalization of theft – especially so, as 
Martin argues, given that theft had been a matter people would take into their own 
hands as it was outside the parameters of shariʿah law.102 Indeed, there was a great deal 
of debate about the role of shariʿah and ʿorf law during the Constitutional Revolution, 
which continued to be unresolved during the period in focus.103 During the decade 
after the revolution, several statesmen debated about what defined crime and how 
it should be punished, resulting in various abandoned attempts at passing a penal 
code.104 Even the very definitions of ‘theft’ and ‘thief ’ were matters for public debate 
well into the 1920s, becoming, for instance, a topic of a running essay competition in 
the Shefaq-e Sorkh newspaper.105

The contemporaneous wave of rural banditry in Fars must be understood in this 
context. Rural Iran was not shut off from the ideas of justice that so animated the 
political discourse in the towns, with there being much movement between urban 
and rural areas. Peasants and semi-pastoralists would regularly come to Shiraz to sell 
their produce and were exposed to the public life of the street and bazaar. Ordinary 
tribesmen were perhaps even more exposed to protests, as they were often brought 
into the town by their leaders to prevent them, for example by denying access to the 
British consulate to would-be bastis. However, sometimes tribesmen participated in 
bast themselves.106 In turn, urban actors, especially members of the ulema, travelled to 
the countryside to agitate the rural population. The communications infrastructure, 
particularly the telegraph system, was also important in disseminating ideas. At various 
places along the telegraph line people protested in ways similar to those in towns, 
making the same appeals for justice. For example, in February 1913, 250 villagers 
took bast in the telegraph office in Dehbid, while in March a group of muleteers did 
the same in Borazjan, leaving two thousand mules without oversight.107 It was by 
such communication means that constitutionalist urban politics, revolving around 
the creation of the majles, was transmitted to the countryside, allowing peasants to 
rearticulate and improve their rights (hoquq).108

This fluidity between town and country helps explain why the actions of rural 
bandits may be framed as a form of protest. Certainly, by their very status as outlaws, the 
bandits opposed any attempts to formalize the justice system. Even the country’s most 
notorious bandit, Nayyeb Hossein Kashi, went out of his way to attack the Ministry of 
Justice building in Tabbas in 1913 as protestors had done in Shiraz in 1910, setting fire 
to the local judge’s dossiers and taking away his seals.109 Of course, bandits did steal 
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from both the poor and the wealthy, but they also justified some of their actions by 
appealing to social justice. As Nouraei and Martin highlight, the nomads engaged in 
highway robbery, distinguished between plunder (gharati) and stolen goods, with the 
former seen as a legitimate means of restoring equality, especially when exacted from 
foreigners and the wealthy.110 Similarly, in his study of the Bakhtiari, Khazeni finds that 
tribesmen considered banditry a legitimate form of resistance to ‘oppression and unjust 
exaction’ by the government.111 Such conceptions of justice may have also derived in 
part from the bandits’ own rural traditions: for example, tribal custom or, for non-
tribal bandits, the notions of collective responsibility and ‘moral economy’ evident in 
many peasant societies (and traditionally articulated in the form of the ‘Circle of Justice’ 
in the Iranian context).112 Nevertheless, the bandits’ actions and values should not 
necessarily be seen as inherently opposed or external to the state’s authority even if they 
were against particular policies or failings. Rather, they should be viewed as appeals 
to the state authorities to restore justice and the balance that had underpinned the 
‘Qajar Pact’.113 After all, the discussion on justice in the countryside had been animated 
by the constitutionalist project. This political culture, combined with increasing state 
encroachment and the commercialization of agriculture, constituted a moment of 
hegemonic contraction that did help spur new forms of articulation, but they took 
place within the existing hegemonic framework.114

To be sure, even if it is clear enough that banditry was commonly accepted as a 
legitimate means of survival, the links between banditry and protest were not always 
articulated explicitly. Sources on the rural areas do reveal instances of protest but not to 
the same extent as in the cities. Thus, although for some individuals banditry was clearly 
a means of protest, it is difficult to generalize given the dearth of sources. Nevertheless, 
the next case study, on the town of Kazerun and its vicinity, will demonstrate that 
where sources allow, a micro-historical approach can elucidate a clearer link between 
theft and political protest in a rural location.

The fluidity of criminality: The case of Kazerun

Located approximately halfway along the Bushehr-Shiraz road, Kazerun county 
is situated in a large fertile valley in the southern Zagros mountains. This setting 
provided abundant opportunities for the production of grains, beans, fruits (especially 
oranges), tobacco and opium.115 The area was suitable for a sedentary lifestyle, having 
been host to the ancient Sasanian city of Bishapur. In 1912 it was home to a total 
population of 20,000 (12,000 in the city of Kazerun). Its location in the garmsir (warm 
zone), excellent grazing land and agricultural possibilities also drew pastoral and 
semi-pastoral nomads, especially during winter months. In particular the Kashkuli 
Qashqais, who Arnold Wilson described as ‘extensive agriculturalists’, spent a great 
deal of time in the area and were heavily involved in local politics.116 Overall, the 
boundaries between sedentary and nomadic life were especially porous.

The whole population was dependent on the trade flowing through the Bushehr-
Shiraz road. As eyewitness accounts testify, many people settled along the road 
evidently seeking to earn a living from it. This could be through various means, such as 
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employment as a muleteer or road guard; Kazerun was often cited as being notable for 
its large populations of muleteers. But one might also choose to take advantage of the 
situation by engaging in blackmail or robbing the passing caravans. Being a tofangchi – 
a gun-owner – enabled one to have flexibility of choice in such matters. There are many 
reports of instances when road guards suddenly turned to robbing or blackmailing the 
very caravans they had been paid to protect.

Rahdari proved to be especially lucrative, with the rates increasing rapidly in 1911 
and 1912. Such was its value that competition for nominal control over the road and 
the right to levy the road tax could be fierce, leading to the emergence of several rival 
groups in the area. Around 1905, the kalantar of Kamarej, Haidar Khan, took control 
of the road to Kazerun by force. When Haidar Khan died in 1909, power passed to his 
‘black confidant’, Khorshid.117 In spring 1911, Muhammad ʿAli Khan Kashkuli, with 
the support of governor general Nezam al-Soltaneh, attacked Khorshid in Kamarej 
and took control of Shahpur and Rahdar (north of the ‘no-man’s land’ of Tange-ye 
Torkan),118 which were important strategic positions for the control of rahdari.119 
After Khorshid re-established authority in Kamarej itself, he formed an alliance with 
Kazerun against the Kashkulis, resulting in a highly anarchic and unstable situation for 
the passing traffic, marked by an increase in attacks and robberies.120 But there were 
also other means to undermine rivals: in 1911 the Kashkulis began diverting traffic 
from the Tange-ye Torkan via Shahpur to Shiraz, bypassing Kazerun altogether and 
denying its population profits from the passing caravans. In response Khorshid and the 
Kazerunis avoided Kashkuli territory by directing caravans along a ‘very precipitous 
route’ from Kamarej to Kazerun through the mountains. Due to this state of uncertainty 
caravans needed additional protection, causing rahdari rates to rise even more and, in 
turn, further fuelling competition for the right to levy it.121

Muhammad ʿAli Khan Kashkuli in particular profited from this situation. His 
ilkhani, Sowlat al-Dowleh, had been expected to reap the greatest rewards from the 
attack on Kamarej, but Muhammad ʿAli defected from him soon after. This was no 
doubt in part because of Sowlat’s uncompromising levying of the maliyat tax whose 
rate he kept increasing, which caused widespread loss of support from other Qashqai 
tirehs. Sowlat’s redirection of the caravan route from Kazerun to Jirreh in 1910, 
denying the Kashkūlis income from the road, also caused resentment.122 In October 
1911, once Sowlat had been stripped of the title of ilkhani, Qavam al-Molk granted 
Muhammad ʿAli Khān nominal control of the Bushehr-Shiraz road.123

It was in this context that Muhammad ʿAli Khan engaged in a sustained campaign 
of banditry against both the local population and the passing caravans from late 1911 to 
1913. This included regular attacks on and looting of Kazerun, the capturing of various 
villages in the area as well as the building of forts. By 1913 he was said to have attained 
‘such an influential position that he had made himself practically master of large areas 
north and north-west of Shiraz’, and one of his letters reveals his intention to become 
the master of Mamasani county.124 Local resistance to his activities did occasionally 
occur. Sometimes villagers and townsmen attempted to fight off Muhammad ʿAli’s 
men; in other instances they protested at the local telegraph office, appealing to higher 
authorities for action.125 But it would be wrong to assume that there was a strict town-
tribe divide. Sedentary townsmen or villagers sometimes decided to take up arms 
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and join Muhammad ʿAli’s bandit gang; the most notable person to do so was ʿAli 
Muhammad Kamareji, who achieved notoriety among British authorities as a ‘brigand’ 
and ‘outlaw’ for his deeds on behalf of the Kashkuli khan.

Muhammad ʿAli Khan’s gang often targeted foreigners, a trend that can be 
understood within the wider context of growing xenophobia and anti-imperialism in 
the area. There were many reports of robbery committed against European travellers 
throughout 1912 and 1913, in conjunction with allegations of harassment at the hands 
of the Iranian road guards. The villages in the Konar Takhteh plain were said to be 
‘particularly notorious for the ill-treatment of caravans, extortion, general turbulence 
and insulting behaviour to Europeans’.126 Similarly, according to the Shiraz consul, 
Walter Smart, the attitude of ‘roadguards, especially at Rahdar, towards European 
travellers is disgraceful. Apart from being heavily blackmailed, European travellers 
must expect to be treated with violent discourtesy, even threatened with pointed rifles, 
by these servants of the Kashkuli Khans’.127 Indeed, Smart himself became the victim of 
an attack in December 1911, when eight hundred of Muhammad ʿAli’s men – reported 
to have been led by ʿAli Muhammad Kamareji – ambushed him and his accompanying 
troops from the Thirty-Ninth Central Indian Horse regiment near Kazerun. It is clear 
that although Smart was quickly given shelter by Muhammad ʿAli himself, the attack 
was fuelled by xenophobia, especially against Indians. In Muhammad ʿAli’s exchanges 
with Smart, he characterized Smart’s Indian companions as ‘black idolaters’ who had no 
right to be involved in policing the road because they were inferior to the Qashqais.128

But it is evident that Muhammad ʿAli Khan also especially resented the British 
presence. Muhammad ʿAli was reported to have told a German merchant robbed by 
his gang that ‘after the blood which had been shed, it was lucky for him that he was not 
an Englishman’.129 This cohered with a wave of anti-British feeling that was sweeping 
the countryside, largely moving from urban centres to rural areas. In Bushehr and 
Shiraz the ulema had already organized a boycott against the increased British 
incursion into the country.130 Soon some mullahs were travelling into rural Fars in 
order to mobilize local opposition: for example, Sheikh ʿAli Dashti went from Bushehr 
to Borazjan in January 1912.131 Such ideas were also transmitted via the telegraph, with 
messages lauding the Kashkulis’ recent actions against the British sent to Muhammad 
ʿAli Khan even from Tehran.132 The effect of such agitation is apparent in the crucial 
role that local villagers played in the attack on Smart, when ‘every village and tower’ 
along the retreat to Kazerun contributed riflemen to open fire on the foreign troops.133 
Thus as far as banditry committed against foreigners was concerned, there was a great 
deal of local support.

Furthermore, this support could also extend to resisting the state’s attempts to 
bring the roads under control. After the threatening ‘British Note’ of October 1910, the 
Iranian government agreed to create a gendarmerie to enforce law and order on the 
roads, but this was not realized in Fars until the summer of 1912.134 The gendarmerie 
was given the task of enforcing new governor general Mokhber al-Soltaneh’s policy 
of abolishing rahdari, but British intelligence at the time suggested that this would 
face popular opposition. For example in July 1912 Smart claimed that rahdari could 
be moderated but not abolished because ‘any attempt to abolish rahdari entirely and 
immediately would mean that the gendarmerie would be faced by the hostility of both 
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the Kashgais and the settled population along the road’, rendering ‘the task of the 
gendarmerie quite impossible’.135 Similarly the British Resident Sir Percy Cox asserted 
that despite the insecurity caused by rāhdāri, ‘a large part of the sedentary population 
along the road is vitally interested in the maintenance of the present condition of 
affairs’.136

Such claims were soon proven true: gendarmes were regularly attacked when 
attempting to apprehend prominent bandits. In one particularly notable incident 
in November 1913, gendarmes endeavoured to capture the now notorious ʿAli 
Muhammad Kamāreji. They encircled his gang at the Tūl-e Kolāh fort but ʿAli 
Muhammad and his companions managed to escape. When the gendarmes pursued 
the bandits to Kāzerūn, many villagers from along the way flocked into the town to 
attack them, soon followed by ʿAli Muhammad and his gang, who had been hiding 
in the neighbourhood.137 Meanwhile, those from other settlements such as Kamārej 
also began rising against the gendarmes: even a gendarme officer at the Rāhdār 
caravanserai defected to ʿAli Muhammad.138 It was reported by the Kāzerūn signaller 
that ‘all prominent local people are in favour of ʿAli Muhammad’, who had evidently 
framed his efforts as part of a national struggle by sending out letters all over the 
country that incited people to oppose the gendarmerie.139 Thus, there could have been 
some political purpose behind the actions of this so-called ‘bandit’, even if he so often 
engaged in stealing from the local poor. That he had popular support on this issue is 
testament to the depth of rāhdāri’s popularity and legitimacy in the eyes of many local 
people. Crucially, they also framed its defence as part of an anti-imperialist struggle; 
according to Safiri, the Kazerunis justified the attack of November 1913 by claiming 
the gendarmerie represented British interests.140 It can be argued, therefore, that in the 
area around Kāzerūn, the bandits seeking to defend rāhdāri shared similarities with 
Hobsbawm’s social bandits, insofar as they were conscious upholders of popularly held 
values against the social injustices of modernization, especially imperialism.

This, too, was certainly aided by the absence of commonly accepted legal boundaries 
criminalizing banditry in an abstract sense. As has already been pointed out, there 
was a great deal of fluidity between guarding and robbing the passing caravans in the 
area. Perhaps the greatest indicator of the ambiguity of law was shown in the way even 
gendarmes could move between the two. In February and March 1914, gendarmes 
and their hired tofangchis clashed with the locals again but on this occasion also 
took to looting parts of Kāzerūn for several days. Even the chief army instructor in 
Fārs, Colonel J. N. Merrill, testified that he witnessed most gendarmes engaging in 
widespread pillage and rape, especially targeting the Jewish neighbourhood.141 This 
soon spread outside Kāzerūn, and there were many reports of gendarmes stealing 
mules from muleteers in the town’s vicinity.142

Although these gendarmes were in opposition to the local population by virtue of 
their official posts, their disregard for law and lack of concern for criminality can, in 
fact, be considered symptomatic of the feelings held widely among the locals. This is 
because, in Fars at that time at least, gendarmes were largely recruited locally. Since 
1912, Major Siefvert had led a recruitment drive for the gendarmerie in villages along 
the road to Bushehr.143 In addition, many gendarmes complained about arrears in pay 
and also lack of food, making the same appeals to justice that we find in other protests 
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at the time. Their actions in Kazerun, then, should be understood within the context of 
local protest and socially accepted means of responding to destitution and starvation.

Despite the resistance to the abolition of rahdari, by late 1914 the practice had 
virtually stopped on the Bushehr-Shiraz road. The Gulf Residency Administration 
report from the end of the year states:

The last six months of the year have shown the province to be in a state of tranquillity, 
unparalleled any time these past five years. On the Bushire-Shiraz road, Rahdari 
has ceased, caravans and travellers have passed practically unmolested and credit 
must be given to the Gendarmerie for having brought about, for the moment, this 
satisfactory state of affairs.144

This had been helped by the British government offering the Iranian government 
£100,000 in 1913 for the maintenance of the gendarmerie in Fars.145 Not only did this 
money go towards recruiting and maintaining more troops, it also was used to pay 
subsidies to the khans holding authority along the road as a compensation for the loss 
of rahdari income. Another factor was the return of Sowlat al-Dowleh to the position 
of ilkhani; with the backing of the new governor general, he launched a campaign 
against the dissidents within his confederation, especially the Kashkulis.146

Nevertheless, such was the depth of anti-British feeling that when the First World 
War broke out, a large section of the population in Fars supported the German war 
effort by renewing attacks and robberies on British troops. This was accompanied by 
a wave of anti-imperialist agitation calling for the defence of both nation and Islam, 
spread in the region especially through telegraphs and newspapers.147 Both Muhammad 
ʿAli Khan Kashkuli and ʿAli Muhammad Kamareji evidently took part in this 
struggle. The latter continued his attacks until his death in 1915, and was subsequently 
remembered locally as an anti-imperialist fighter.148 According to the local nationalist 
newspapers of the time, the former was said to have joined the nationalist cause against 
the British, making ‘protestations of patriotism’ and expressing his ‘desire to guard 
Islam’.149 Although his later switch of allegiance to the British towards the end of the 
war may cast doubt on the genuineness of his anti-imperialist feelings, his connection 
to the nationalist struggle problematizes his designation as a mere ‘bandit’ or ‘outlaw’ 
living on the margins of society. Rather, both of these figures, much maligned in 
British sources, demonstrated an awareness of wider social sentiments and appealed 
to these to gather support; whether they did so instrumentally or not, their acts of 
theft and robbery had wider popular legitimacy, challenging any normative judgments 
regarding their criminal status.

Conclusion

Many of the themes that characterized the Fars province at the time can be observed 
in Kazerun on the micro-level. These include the fluid and temporary nature of 
criminality; the connection between banditry and socio-economic and political 
processes; the breakdown of tribal authority; the blurring of legal boundaries; as well 
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as the link between theft, protest and concepts of justice. Although there were local 
particularities in the Kazerun context, the parallels between this county and the wider 
province concerning banditry and theft can be explained in part by comparable levels 
of dearth, destitution and disempowerment resulting from state encroachment and 
the commercialization of agriculture. Added to this was a vibrant political discussion 
on justice during the Constitutional Revolution, which spread as a result of modern 
infrastructure and means of communication. Overall, Kazerun, like Fars and the 
rest of the country, was experiencing a moment of ‘hegemonic contraction’ that 
undermined the existing system of consent and authority. This meant that not only 
was theft becoming a survival strategy for an increasing portion of the population 
but it was also allowed to become part of new forms of political articulation. It was 
increasingly framed with reference to the social injustices perpetrated by the state and 
the imperial powers.

References to primordial cultural traditions, in this case tribal raiding, do not help 
us illuminate the changing context. That is not to argue that tribal politics did not 
figure at all in the prevalence of banditry in Fars; as has been shown, the rivalries 
between and within tribes, especially for control of the Bushehr-Shiraz road, were 
often very important in the outbreaks of banditry. But tribes are not static, unitary 
entities; rather, their politics are realized within a particular spatial environment and 
historical moment.150 In certain spatial-temporal moments, even an old tribal practice 
such as raiding could attain relatively new meanings and practitioners.

Above all, banditry was not a practice confined to a particular ‘dangerous class’ 
exogenous to ‘society’. Banditry was not committed against the peasantry or 
townspeople. To hold such an opinion would presuppose that banditry existed in an 
inherent opposition to law-abiding society. But in practice banditry had no normative 
attachment to law on the popular level; rather, it could be contingently legitimate in a 
given moment. It was in this sense that banditry was truly ‘social’, unlike the activities of 
the famous bandits discussed by Hobsbawm. Although we can detect Robin Hood-like 
traits in some Fars-bandits, the reality presents a more complicated picture that defies 
the romantic ideal of the ‘noble robber’: bandits did defend popular values against 
the authorities and yet still also frequently targeted the most vulnerable.151 In truth, 
banditry was most often a ‘weapon of the weak’ used against the weak, even if wealthier 
landlords and merchants occasionally fell victim to it or some notable bandits emerged 
to capture romantic imagination.152 Similarly, in this case we cannot point to a ‘straight 
world’ against which an ‘underworld’ of ‘antisocial crime’ can be defined – a distinction 
Hobsbawm makes in his cases of social banditry.153 In reality Iranian society was made 
up of many different groups with potentially conflicting attitudes towards crime. Thus 
we have to be open to the possibility that even when committed against the poor, crime 
may not have been just a means of survival for its perpetrators but also potentially a 
form of protest. When we speak of ‘social crime’, then, we must be aware of its potential 
to oppress other groups.

This raises the question as to whether we can delineate between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ 
crime at all and points to the related discussion concerning the possibility that all 
crime might hold the potential for protest, which Hobsbawm himself has addressed.154 
It is clear by now that we should not view the law as a mere instrument for the ruling 
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class to maintain power and only criminalize activities that directly threaten it. As 
Stuart Hall and Phil Scraton have remarked:

The undoubted role of the law in maintaining a particular set of economic 
relations, in establishing class hegemony and legitimating a system of power, does 
not adequately account for the real, historical complexity of its functioning. The 
‘rule of law’ is a contradictory social relation, an arena of struggle. It is something 
which the poor and the oppressed have struggled against, struggled within, and 
sometimes struggled for.155

Not only may laws be popularly consented to, they might even be used by the poor 
for personal gain.156 It is for this reason that the law must be studied in its particular 
historical moment rather than treated as a static, ‘silent constant’.157 Ultimately, however, 
only those with a certain degree of power have the ability to define acts as ‘crime’ in 
the legal sense. Thus it is easy enough to see how some illegal acts could be popularly 
viewed as direct forms of protest. It also means, more significantly, that illegal acts that 
were less obviously framed as protest could still be a form of defiance as they indirectly 
challenged the ruling authority. In this sense, although John Rule is correct to stress 
that the most important aspect of ‘social crime’ is the element of popular approval and 
legitimacy rather than protest, we should also acknowledge that the degree to which 
an illegal act is consciously a form of protest does not necessarily affect its subversive 
impact on the established order.158

For this reason banditry and theft in places such as Fars influenced wider nationalist 
discourse in Iran. By the end of the Constitutional Revolution, their prevalence across 
the spectrum of the disempowered popular classes presented a problem for the 
formalization of law and order. Even for the former democrat of the Constitutional 
Revolution, Hassan Taqizadeh, the masses were nothing more than ‘thieves and self-
interested people’.159 For the modernizing elites, theft was something that could only be 
remedied through a reform of the people’s character and mind. For them, democratic 
politics could no longer be entrusted to the population. Rather, what was needed was 
a turn towards discipline, governmentality and authoritarian control. Among the 
‘dangerous classes’ of society supposedly responsible for lawlessness, the tribes were 
to be one of the central targets in Reza Shah’s efforts to control the country, whether 
through means of suppression or co-option.160 The abstract rule of law, after all, 
demanded a legible and detectable population – something that the tribes seemed to 
inherently defy by their very existence. The ‘tribal problem’, then, would continue to 
live on in elite discourse until much later in the twentieth century.
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