
ووگو با آآقایی ددکتر ررجالی سوووااالتت گفت  
 

رراا اانتقالل آآنن اازز مالء عامم  رااننيیوو مدررنن ددرر اا کيینقطه اافترااقق شکنجه کالس »یشکنجه وو ددموکرااس«* شما ددرر کتابب 
موااجهه مجرمم با مرددمم) به  ییوو براا یعموم ییها شکنجه (ددرر مکانن »ینيیآآئ«گذرر اازز ووجه  یبه نوع د؛يیدداان یبه خفا م

قرنن  رااننيیاا«ااست که:  دههيیعق نيیقائل به اا» گانن شکنجهااعتراافاتت «ددرر کتابب  اننيیآآبرااهام روواانديیآآنن. ااما  »ینيیبال«ووجه 
فلکه دااننيیااغلب ددرر م –ددرر مالعامم  یررسم ییها بسته نگاهه ددااشت، مجاززااتت ییرراا پشت ددررها ییفريینوززددهم شکنجه ک - 

 ايی. آآشد یددرر خفا ااعمالل مهم شکنجه  ینظر ااست که ددرر ددووررهه مجاززااتت علن نيیااوو بر اا یبه عباررت.» ديیگردد یااجراا م
ددرر نظر گرفت؟ اانتقالل شکنجه وو » شکنجه«وو » مجاززااتت« نيیب یکيیتفک شد، یددرر مالعامم ااعمالل م نچهددرر آآ ديیبا

آآغازز وو اانجامم شد؟  ییاا مجاززااتت به خفا اازز چه ددووررهه  
 

I think you mean my first book, Torture and Modernity: Self, State and Society in 
Modern Iran – not my second book, Torture and Democracy.  As I am travelling, I don’t 
have access to Dr. Abrahamian’s book. Although we use different words, I don’t think 
we disagree on the facts. I think it is just that our two books have very different historical 
scopes and different scholarly goals.  Abrahamian’s book is a narrow study of prison 
memoirs from the 1920s onwards, with an eye towards public confessions. My first work 
is a broad sociological study of violence throughout Iranian society from the early Qajar 
period onwards, of which prison and torture was only a part.  In fact I build on 
Abrahamian’s important argument that one pillar of Qajar rule were spectacular public 
deaths, like Sham’ Ajin.  I pointed out that by the late Pahlavi period, there were no such 
public deaths; torture had moved to hidden prisons and out of public view; and that what 
informed the way blows fell on a body was not law or ritual. This violence was more 
informed by knowledge of medicine and science, and so more clinical.  There were many 
trends that led to this tendency to hide violence, so it wasn’t any single cause or political 
decision.  
 
So one can’t point to a specific date. One can only document trends. Clearly there was a 
transitional period – roughly from the death of Nasser id-Din Shah onwards – when some 
flogging and falaka were public and this coincided with hidden violence that was not 
particularly scientific – again flogging and falaka were quite common.  It may be that 
Abrahamian prefers to call what happens in public in this period “punishment” and what 
happens in private “torture.” He uses a legal and moral distinction, terms that distinguish 
between justifiable and unjustifiable violence.  But from a social scientific perspective, 
these words simply point to certain practices – in this case flogging and falaka.  When 
people approved of them (and so did them publicly) they called this violence punishment 
– as Abrahamian rightly says – and when they did not approve of them (and so did it 
privately to avoid protest and outrage) – people called it torture.  
 
As a historian, one must document to what people say. But this does not change the fact 
that the same actions were often used in both places and simply be called different things, 
and the same principles guided the violence whether it was public or private. It is a 
methodological precaution then not to call one thing torture and the other punishment – 
rather one needs to study patterns of violence comprehensively – as I was doing in my 
first book – regardless of what it is called – whether it is a teacher hitting a student, a 
factor owner striking a worker, an interrogator striking a prisoner, a sergeant striking a 
soldier, darugha striking a criminal in the public square. If in all cases, they are using a 



falaka – the same instrument striking in the same place - it is the same practice regardless 
of whether the teacher calls it “education, the sergeant “discipline,” the prisoner “torture” 
or the darugha “punishment.”  We should not confuse words with practices in the world. 
“Punishment” and “torture” are not real things in the world, but simply records our 
human judgments.  The study of these words is interesting and worth studying, but it is 
not my concern.  
 
  
  

 
 شودد، یشمرددهه م  ییررفتارر عادد  که یررفتارر ااجتماع اازز ییاا گونه تيیتثب ییااست براا ینظر شما که شکنجه ررااه نيی* اا
 نيیبلکه همچن ست،يین  مقاوومت ددرر براابر شکنجه تنها مباررززهه با حکومت«ررفتارر شهروونداانن وو  ییسازز ییعادد ییبراا یررااه
 نيیچونن اا ؟یسنت ايیااست  کيیشکنجه کالس یژگيیناظر به وو» ] ااست. [جامعه  کرددنن یعقالن ییها وههيیبر ضد ش یاميیق

 يییارروويیددرر رروو زيیدداارردد وو ن »ینيیآآئ« تيیکه به گفته شما ماه کند یرراا به ذذهن متباددرر م یشکنجه سنت بالفاصله فيیتعر
ددرر شکنجه  یوول اانجامد یکرددنن جامعه م یرروو به عقالن نيیوو اازز اا ددهد یمجاززااتت شوندهه وو اافراادد ااجتماعع ررخخ م ميیمستق

مقبولل وو  ییکرددنن ررفتارر وو هنجارر نهيیاددنه« ديیآآنن بتواانن اام یبرشمردد که ط تواانن یرراا م ییاا شاخصه چهمدررنن وو ددرر خفا 
رراا ددااشت؟  »ییعادد  

 
I don’t think that captures the contrast I had in mind, if I understand your question 
correctly. In the Qajar period, for the most part, punishment and torture did not play an 
important role in shaping people’s identities.  The public punishments were largely 
symbolic, laying out a system of signs for everyone to read, but there was no attempt to 
use punishment to transform prisoners and make them new kinds of people and build a 
new society on those kinds of personalities.   
 
At a critical point in Iranian society, as in many other societies, punishment became one 
location where statesmen tried to use it to generate new kinds of identities, and so new 
societies. They hoped to generate people who identified themselves in new ways, as 
reformed men or disciplined men.    That is the main thesis of my first book. Certainly by 
the time of the Constitutional Revolution, people came to adopt the legal idea that 
punishment could be a way of forming rational law-observing citizens, by offering a 
stable and reliable legal system with predictable punishments. They did think properly 
regulated punishments, and proper trials, could create a rational community of citizens.  
And this is why they invested in prisons and policemen.  
 
The Constitutionalists may have been the first to express the idea that punishment could 
be a vehicle for transforming personalities to create a new social order. But they were not 
the last.   As my first book documents, there were other groups who didn’t want rational 
law-abiding citizens, as much as disciplined citizens, and they used punishment to create 
this kind of personality. And one can see this idea quite clearly during Reza Shah’s rule. 
And there were others, who wanted neither discipline nor law. They wanted citizens who 
knew their place (whether they were disciplined or not), and who behaved circumspectly 
because they feared the consequences. And this was how SAVAK used torture. 
 
All three modalities can be found in the late Pahlavi period. What is important is that all 
three share the notion that punishment can be used to transform personalities – and this 



was a notion that was pretty much alien to how Qajar rulers and their subjects understood 
punishment. So there is a contrast between modern violence and classical (what you call 
traditional or ritualistic) violence, but not the one you point to.   
 

 
 فيیتوص» شکنجه هيیعل یاانقالب«رراا  ١۱٩۹٧۷٩۹ – ١۱٩۹٧۷٨۸ ییها ددرر سالل رااننيیاا یاانقالبب ااسالم يیی* شما ددرر گفتگو

وو شکنجه عامل  کردد یم تيیهداا وننيیمم رراا به صف اانقالبشاهه وو ددستگاهه ساووااکک، مردد ميیررفتارر ررژژ نکهيی. ااديیاا کرددهه
ددرر  چگاههيیه رااننيینست که شکنجه ددرر اايیاا یبه معن ايیآآ یخيیتارر افتيیرره نيیشاهه بودد. اا هيیعل روويیجذبب ن ییبراا ییقدررتمند

ديیچنانکه نوشته اا – یااجتماع ییبه نهادد ليیوو تبد رفتهيیعرفف جامعه پذ نشد؟  -  
 

 
Well yes. But it worth observing that there are many revolutions in which people protest 
against torture.  Even the Constitutional Revolution protested Qajar torture. So I meant 
something a bit deeper.  As I have said, one can understand torture in the Pahlavi regime 
not as simply a political tool, but as a part of the process of modernizing Iranians along 
certain norms, and to fix these as true or authentic traits of oneself, and building a society 
around them.  If that is the true, then rejecting torture was not simply rejecting 
dictatorship.  Rebelling against torture was also rejecting the fear that drove people to 
conform to all the norms of modernization, what Al-e Ahmad called Gharbzadegi, and 
towards creating new possibilities of self-hood. People contested not just the government 
and society, but the kinds of selves they had developed through the process of 
modernization. And that does set this revolution apart from many revolutions that simply 
protested torture as a political tool of the government.  

 
شکنجه رراا به  ییها کيیتکن ايیگفته که ساززمانن س کايیآآمر ییساززمانن ااطالعاتت مرکز نيیشيیپ لگريیتحل ف،يیل یج ی* جس

متنفرند، تنها  کايیاازز آآمر اننيیراانيیبدااند چراا اا خوااهد یم یااگر کس: «ديیاا . شما هم گفتهدداادد یآآموززشش م یراانيیمامورراانن اا
چه بودد. شکنجه نه تنها اانقالبب رراا شکل دداادد،  اننيیراانيیاا جهددرر شکن کايیااست که بپرسد نقش اامر نيیبکند اا ديیکه با ییکارر

وو  ايیس شودد یااست که گفته م يییها نظر برگرفته اازز کمک نيیاا» وو غربب رراا مسمومم کردد. رااننيیاا نيیرراابطه ب قايیبلکه عم
 دههيیدد يییکايیآآمر ییساووااکک با متدها ییها شکنجه نيیب يییها شباهت ايیااند  ساووااکک ددااشته زيیوو تجه ليیموسادد ددرر تشک

دد؟شو یم  
 
I think Americans generally have little memory of the role of the US government in Iran 
from the end of the Mossadegh period onwards, and so what I was trying to do in the 
interview you mention, was remind them of that. I was trying to remind them that torture 
in the war against Osama bin Ladin would not help them any more than it did in Iran, and 
not to make the same mistake twice.    
 
I think at the time I wrote Torture and Modernity (1994), I had no reason to question Mr. 
Leaf’s view; he had knowledge of the CIA. But in Torture and Democracy (2007), I did a 
precise, empirical mapping of torture techniques worldwide over a two hundred year 
period including a study of CIA torture.  I had to conclude that Mr. Leaf was mistaken. 
There is an Anglo-Saxon tradition in torture that goes back two hundred years, and most 
CIA techniques come from this tradition. If the CIA taught torture techniques to 
American client states, then the techniques in all these states – Iran, Philippines, Brazil, 
South Korea, etc. should be the same or similar.  But they are not anywhere except in 
Brazil. SAVAK techniques draw more on a French tradition than an American tradition, 



and even within that context, SAVAK was terribly inventive with unique machines not 
found elsewhere in the world.   This does not change the fact that the US government 
assisted SAVAK in other respects and either encouraged or turned a blind eye when the 
SAVAK tortured, so I think my general point is still true.  
 
 

 
من با شکنجه وو هرگونه ااقداامم «پروويیز ثابتی، معاوونن ساووااکک ااخيیراا ددرر کتابب خاطرااتی که منتشر شدهه گفته ااست: * 
 ییکه فردد اامم دههيیند چگاههيی. خوددمم، هکرددمم یم ییريیمخالف بوددمم وو تا آآنجا که ددرر تواانن ددااشتم، اازز آآنن جلوگ یرقانونيیغ

 کرددمم، یسواالل م يییکه اازز سرپرستانن باززجو ی. موقعممديیشن یم ارريیباررهه بس نيیاالبته ددرر اا یوول ردديیمورردد شکنجه قراارر گ
قبل اازز  ايیمجرووحح شدهه ااست وو  جهيیبه ززدد وو خورردد پرددااخته وو ددرر نت نيیبا مامورر یبودد که ززنداان نيیاا ااببغالبا جو
ما هم ممکن  نيیاازز مقاماتت ساووااکک: مامورر یکيیخودد مورردد شکنجه قراارر گرفته ااست. ( ییررفقا لهيیبه ووس ییريیددستگ

ددرر » مقاوومت؟) شد یها م آآنن للوو ما شد یبه خاطر ززدد وو خورردد، ااما مالل ما شکنجه محسوبب م دززددن یااست کتکشانن م
تر دداانست يیا نوعی ررفتارر قابل  اانکارر شکنجه اازز سویی ثابتی بايید عامل تحريیف تارريیخ وو تطهيیر خويیشتن رراا پرررنگ

ددرر شدتت وو عمق آآنن  شوند تا گر ااست که ااصل موضوعع رراا منکر می ددررکک وو تکرااررشوندهه اازز سویی نهاددهایی شکنجه
جواابگو نباشند؟  

 
 
In her recent book called Unsettling Accounts, Leslie Payne has studied many books like 
Mr. Sabeti’s.  She points out there is a huge variation – some are repentant, some are 
angry and blame others, some are unrepentant. She argues persuasively that what former 
torturers or their directors say depends entirely on the political context that they think 
exists around them.  The decision is strategic and rhetorical decision, not a psychological 
expression.  If the writer writes after a recent democratic transition, they tend to 
emphasize their professionalism as police officers – something the new government 
values. If they know they are appearing before a truth commission, they are repentant.  If 
they know their will be no public accountability, they write words for their families to say 
about them after they are gone.  Seen in that context, Mr. Sabeti’s statement is probably 
in that genre of writing.  If he knew he was likely to face legal action, he might have 
written something quite different.  
 
In the case of the torturers Mr. Sabeti describes, that is a different matter. It is well-
documented that torturers use their own language to describe what they are doing when 
they are torturing.  This language does serve to not simply serve to keep the violence they 
do at a distance. It also serves to establish a division between “them” and “us.” If one 
questions this language, one does not belong to the group, and therefore at risk of being 
attacked.  In this case, it is a matter of social psychology, and not strategy.  
 


