. New Geopolitics Research E@ .

Bi-Quarterly Journal

e z‘“&

L3 r
Geopolitics Re®

LORESTAN UNIVERSITY

E. ISSN: 3060-7140

The Discursive Components of Sheikh Khaz'al Territorial Divergence in
Khuzestan (1920-1924) in Pursuit of Autonomy in Confrontation with the

Centralizing Policies of the First Pahlavi Government

Ehsan Lashgari Tafreshi™

Corresponding author; Associate Professor, Department of Geography, Faculty of Humanity, Yazd University, Yazd, Iran. E-

mail: lashgari@yazd.ac.ir

Article Info

ABSTRACT

Article type:
Research Paper

Article history:

Received 20 February 2026

Received in revised form 09
May 2026

Accepted 08 Jun 2026

Keywords:

Discourse,

Territorial Divergence,
Sheikh Khaz‘al,
Autonomy,

Khuzestan.

Examining the discursive practices of political actors in constituting identity for territorial
claims, whether in the form of demands for autonomy or separatism, constitutes one of
the key analytical approaches within critical geopolitics. From the viewpoint of Laclau
and Moulffe, the territorializing act is formed as a geopolitical text; its meaning and
legitimacy are derived at a particular historical moment, under a specific discourse and
through its distinction from a totalizing discourse. In this context, following the 1921 coup
and Reza Shah Pahlavi's endeavors to establish a centralized state, a constellation of
regional autonomous forces in Iran, representing the defenders of the persisting
fragmented model of governance, contested the discursive territorialization of the early
Pahlavi centralizing discourse. Among the forces mentioned above, a local leader in
Khuzestan, Sheikh Khaz'al sought to advance a territorial claim against the centralizing
project of Reza Shah Pahlavi by establishing the equivalence among a set of elements and
articulating the central signifier of "Khuzestan's autonomy". Drawing on historical
records and employing the framework put forward by Laclau and Mouffe, this research
analyzes the articulation of Sheikh Khaz'al's discourse, which aimed at legitimizing his
territorial project in Khuzestan. Findings reveal that within this discourse, the efficacy of
regional autonomy in Iran was emphasized based on Constitutional Law and within the
structure of Qajar dynasty's feudalistic governance. The centralizing policies of Reza Shah
were construed as antithetical to both democracy and Constitutional Law. Moreover, the
very context of Sheikh Khaz'al's relations with Britain was made equivalent to the point
that, until 1924, his autonomous leadership in Khuzestan was actively endorsed and

strengthened by Britain.
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Introduction

With the advent of the First Pahlavi government, the elimination of autonomous regional power
was recognized as among the most critical priorities of the First Pahlavi state in Iran. So, the
consolidation of nationalism and the institutionalization of social relations under the concept of
the nation-state were met with resistance and the construction of otherness by a cohort of
regional tribal leaders. These figures had benefited from increasing operational autonomy
within the geographic confines of their habitats, a consequence of tribal confederation
governance structure of the Qajar era. In this way, each of these figures emerged as actors of
resistance within a distinct discourse, seeking to de-legitimize the authoritarianism and
centralism of the First Pahlavi state. In this regard, one of the most significant opposing forces
at the outset of the emergence of the First Pahlavi Government was Sheikh Khaz'al in
Khuzestan, who sought to pursue his model of territorialism and separatism under the discourse
of demanding autonomy for Khuzestan by organizing the 'Qiyam-e Sa'adat' (Union of
Prosperity) coalition. Although the developments surrounding the Allied occupation of Iran
during World War I and the resultant power vacuum due to the absence of a strong central
government had made Sheikh Khaz'al's potential for divergence feasible, his political action of
demanding autonomy for Khuzestan was shaped within the framework of a relationship among
a set of discursive components, which endowed the divergence with a singular and distinct
form. The confrontation between Sheikh Khaz'al and Reza Khan was not merely a political or
military conflict, particularly when viewed through the theoretical lens proposed by Laclau and
Mouffe. Rather, it constituted a clash of two discourses concerning the signification and
legitimation of territorial divergence. In this vein, the present study endeavors to investigate the
manner in which the discursive elements of Sheikh Khaz'al's territorial claim in Khuzestan were
articulated at the onset of the First Pahlavi state.

Method

In this study, the initial step was defining the concept of ethnic divergence from a discursive
perspective within the theoretical framework proposed by Laclau and Mouffe. Subsequently,
through the examination of the historical documentation pertaining to this territorial claim, the
study elucidates how the discursive components of Sheikh Khaz'al's territoriality in Khuzestan
were articulated into a chain of equivalence to legitimize the central nodal point of the
discourse, namely autonomy, while simultaneously constructing its opposition and otherness
vis-a-vis the Pahlavi state’s centralist discourse.

Results

The discursive construction of a negative imaginary of Reza Shah’s authoritarianism and
centralization within Sheikh Khaz'al's discourse: Within Sheikh Khaz'al's territorial discourse,
the authoritarianism and centralizing tendencies of the first Pahlavi were not signified as efforts
aimed at creating the administrative order or establishing security in Iran; rather, they were
discursively framed as oriented toward the accumulation of wealth, the consolidation of
dictatorship, and the displacement of the Qajar dynasty from power. Likewise, Khaz'al
conceived the objective of his uprising as the protection of Ahmad Shah’s throne and the
safeguarding of Iran’s constitutional order, asserting that these principles should serve as the
basis for preventing the subjugation of regions and minorities under the Pahlavi regime’s
authoritarian nationalism. Khaz'al's discourse actively and strategically sought to construct a
negative representation of Reza Khan’s state-building project, portraying his centralization
efforts not as an attempt to establish order but rather as a negation of local identities and an
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assertion of domination by the political center. Within this discourse, the quasi-feudal
governance of the Qajar era was interpreted as a period marked by the emergence of democracy
through the spatial distribution of political power and respect for local autonomy, while Reza
Khan was depicted as the violator of this historical equilibrium.

Legitimizing the effectiveness of the spatial distribution of political power under quasi-
feudal governance within Sheikh Khaz'al's discourse: In Reza Khan’s authoritarian discourse,
disorder, insecurity, centrifugal tendencies, separatism, and Iran’s economic collapse at the end
of the Qajar era were construed as the outcomes of quasi-feudal governance during the Qajar
era. The autonomy of regional notables was also regarded as a contributing factor to Iran’s
disorder. In contrast, within Sheikh Khaz'al's discourse, in a country such as Iran, characterized
by ethnic and geographical diversity, the centralization of power in the capital is inefficient.
The distribution of power among local rulers, in turn, contributes to relative stability, order, and
cultural-local cohesion. In his discourse, tribal bonds and loyalty-based relations to local
notables were perceived as more capable than a centralized bureaucratic system of preserving
Iran’s territorial integrity; consequently, Reza Khan construed the quasi-feudal order not as a
form of backwardness but as a system with effective capacity for the distribution of power.

Sheikh Khaz'al's quest for territorial autonomy for Khuzestan in the context of British policy
in Iran: With the onset of World War and the occupation of Iran by the Allied powers, alongside
the establishment of complete British influence over Khuzestan, the regional notables and
sheikhs of Khuzestan gained greater legitimacy and autonomy. Among them, Sheikh Khaz'al,
supported by Britain, enjoyed full independence within Khuzestan. In recognition of Sheikh
Khaz'al's extensive cooperation with Britain in securing the oil-rich region of Khuzestan and
his endeavors to undermine the Ottoman Empire, the British government consequently awarded
him the decoration of the Knight Grand Commander of the Order of the Indian Empire in 1917.
Upon the ascent of Reza Shah Pahlavi to power, British political representatives also
endeavored to restrain him from exercising political sovereignty over Khuzestan. This support
consequently compelled the first Pahlavi to refrain from a confrontation with Sheikh Khaz'al
during the years 1920—-1924. The confluence of the 1917 Communist Revolution in Russia, the
ensuing threat of communist diffusion within Iran, the opposition of Iranian nationalists to the
1919 Agreement, and Britain’s unfavorable position in international relations collectively
necessitated a shift in British policy towards Persia. Consequently, the consolidation of a
powerful central government in Iran became a primary focus for Britain.

Conclusions

Sheikh Khaz'al's territorialization in Khuzestan, framed within the discourse of preserving
regional autonomy, constituted one of the most significant uprisings by peripheral forces
against the first Pahlavi. This movement was manifested through the convergence of various
components, including support for Constitutional Law, backing for the nation’s legitimate
monarch, and the demand for the continuation of regional self-governance and federalism in
Iran. Accordingly, the central signifier of Sheikh Khaz'al's territorial discourse stemmed from
an emphasis on the continuation of regional autonomy under the framework of tribal/local
dynastic rule, and the demonstration of this governance model's efficacy against centralism.
Within this discourse, the centralization of power was represented as an existential threat to
local authority, existing social structures, and the historical precedent of Khuzestan's autonomy.
This negative representation provided the foundation for the production of a counter-hegemonic
discursive narrative, which possessed the capacity to mobilize a segment of the local elites and
the tribes under the authority against Reza Shah.
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