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Abstract 

This article examines nostalgia and its political force around the Zayandehrud River in central Iran. 

Once seen as perennial and life-giving, the river is now dry for much of the year, turning its absent 

flow into an object of longing. This reflects a broader "restoration nostalgia" in political ecology—

seeking not only a healthy nature but also a reconstructed socio-natural order. Nostalgia for the 

Zayandehrud has shaped a strong social movement, by forging collective identity and mobilizing 

demands for water rights. Yet while protests politicized water, nostalgia also depoliticized it by 

projecting a utopian image of an ahistorical, conflict-free community, reinforcing the current 

deadlock of restoration efforts. Building on archival research and ethnography, the article revisits two 

key pillars of this nostalgia: the tumār, imagined as a rule of peaceful and just water distribution, and 

the reconstruction of a traditional weir, celebrated as an instance of self-contained collective 

participation. It first traces how a nostalgic narrative of the river was gradually constructed, and then, 

through archival history, deconstructs the very past that nostalgia claims. The aim is not to privilege 

archival history over nostalgia, but to read them together: nostalgia's imaginative force can still serve 

progressive ecological politics. By highlighting the antagonistic history of the Zayandehrud, today's 

protests can be understood not as noise but as part of a longer trajectory of water struggles, opening 

space for more plural nostalgias and potential pathways beyond deadlock. 
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Résumé 

Cet article examine la nostalgie et son impact politique autour du fleuve Zayandehrud, en Iran central. 

Autrefois perçu comme une source de vie permanente, le fleuve est aujourd'hui à sec une grande 
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partie de l'année, faisant de son absence un objet de désir. Ce phénomène reflète une « nostalgie de 

la restauration » plus large, inscrite dans l'écologie politique, qui aspire non seulement à une nature 

saine, mais aussi à un ordre socio-naturel reconstruit. La nostalgie du Zayandehrud a façonné un 

puissant mouvement social, forgeant une identité collective et mobilisant les revendications relatives 

aux droits d'eau. Cependant, si les protestations ont politisé l'eau, la nostalgie l'a également dépolitisée 

en projetant une image utopique d'une communauté anhistorique et sans conflit, renforçant ainsi 

l'impasse actuelle des efforts de restauration. S'appuyant sur des recherches archivistiques et 

ethnographiques, l'article revisite deux piliers essentiels de cette nostalgie: le tumār, imaginé comme 

une règle de distribution pacifique et juste de l'eau, et la reconstruction d'un barrage traditionnel, 

célébrée comme un exemple de participation collective autonome. Ce texte retrace d'abord la 

construction progressive d'un récit nostalgique autour du fleuve, puis, à travers l'histoire archivistique, 

déconstruit le passé même que cette nostalgie revendique. L'objectif n'est pas de privilégier l'histoire 

archivistique au détriment de la nostalgie, mais de les appréhender conjointement: la force 

imaginative de la nostalgie peut encore servir une politique écologique progressiste. En mettant en 

lumière l'histoire conflictuelle du Zayandehrud, les protestations actuelles peuvent être comprises non 

comme un simple bruit de fond, mais comme s'inscrivant dans une trajectoire plus longue de luttes 

pour l'eau, ouvrant ainsi la voie à une pluralité de nostalgies et à des solutions potentielles pour sortir 

de l'impasse. 

Mots-clés: Nostalgie, restauration du fleuve, mouvements sociaux, politique environnementale, 

Zayandehrud, Iran 

 

 انتزاعی

رود که زمانی پردازد. زایندهرود در مرکز ایران میاین مقاله به بررسی نوستالژی و نیروی سیاسی آن پیرامون زاینده
های زیادی از سال خشک است و غیاب جریان آب آن به  شد، اکنون در زمانبخش تلقی میای دائمی و حیاترودخانه

تری از »نوستالژی احیا« در اکولوژی  دهنده شکل گستردهموضوعی برای حسرت بدل شده است. این وضعیت بازتاب
طبیعی  -وجوی بازسازی نظمی اجتماعیای که نه تنها در پی طبیعتی سالم، بلکه در جستسیاسی است؛ نوستالژی
گیری یک جنبش  رود با ایجاد هویت جمعی و بسیج مطالبات مربوط به حقوق آب، در شکلاست. نوستالژی زاینده

رتمند نقش مهمی ایفا کرده است. با این حال، در حالی که این اعتراضات آب را سیاسی کردند، نوستالژی  اجتماعی قد
زدایی از آن نیز انجامید  تاریخ و عاری از تعارض، به سیاستای بیشهری از جامعه زمان با ترسیم تصویری آرمانهم

بن تداوم  به  تلاشو  در  کنونی  و  بست  آرشیوی  پژوهش  به  اتکا  با  مقاله  این  رساند.  یاری  رودخانه  احیای  های 
ای برای توزیع عادلانه و  مثابه قاعدهکند: طومار، که به نگاری، دو رکن کلیدی این نوستالژی را بازخوانی می مردم
ای از مشارکت جمعی خودبسنده تجلیل  شود، و بازسازی یک بند سنتی، که به عنوان نمونهآمیز آب تصور میصلح 

گیری تدریج ساخته شده است. سپس با بهرهرود بهشود که چگونه روایت نوستالژیک زایندهابتدا نشان داده می  شده است.
شود. هدف مقاله برتری دهد به شکلی انتقادی بازخوانی میای که نوستالژی به آن ارجاع میاز تاریخ آرشیوی، گذشته

بلکه خواندن آن دو در کنا برانگیزاننده  ر یکدیگر است؛ چرا که نیروی  دادن تاریخ آرشیوی بر نوستالژی نیست، 
زیستی قرار گیرد. با برجسته کردن تاریخ آنتاگونیستی  های مترقی محیطتواند در خدمت سیاستنوستالژی همچنان می

بی فهم عنوان بخشی از تداوم تاریخی منازعات آمثابه اختلال یا سروصدا، بلکه بهرود، اعتراضات امروز نه به زاینده
بست کنونی را فراهم  های متکثرتر و گشودن مسیرهایی برای عبور از بن شوند؛ امری که امکان ظهور نوستالژیمی
 .کندمی

 رود، ایرانمحیطی، زاینده های زیست های اجتماعی، سیاست نوستالژی، احیای رودخانه، جنبش  کلمات کلیدی: 
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1. Introduction 

 

My most vivid childhood memories are of summer evenings in the mid-1990s, when 

my grandfather would take us grandchildren to the historic Khaju Bridge over the 

Zayandehrud. We would sit on the steps of the bridge and watch the river's flow. During 

the drought of 1999–2001, the Zayandehrud dried up in the city of Esfahan. The first 

time the river went dry, my father took me, my brother, and my sister to its banks so we 

could take a commemorative photo. For us Esfahanis, the drying of the Zayandehrud 

was considered a rare event at the time, something that had to be recorded in 

photographs so it would remain in memory. When that drought ended, the river once 

again flowed continuously, and my teenage years were filled with sports and picnics in 

the parks along its banks. In 2007 I left Esfahan to study at university. Since then I have 

only returned occasionally—just as, since that year, the water of the Zayandehrud has 

reached the city only occasionally, leaving the riverbed dry for most of the year. For 

many Esfahanis, the ever-flowing Zayandehrud has become a source of nostalgia. 

(Author) 

 

Nostalgia derives from two Greek words: nostos (returning home) and algia (longing) (Boym, 

2001). Likewise, Zayandehrud in Persian combines zayandeh (life-giving) and rud (river)—literally, 

the "river that gives life." Yet with rising demands on its waters over the past decades, the river no 

longer flows continuously; for long stretches, it is absent from its "home." Since demand exceeded 

supply ("closure") in the basin (Molle & Mamanpoush, 2012), the Zayandehrud Dam managers have 

released only the amount of water needed for urban, industrial, and upstream agricultural uses. During 

wet years, short releases are made for downstream agriculture, and only in these brief periods does 

the river flow through the city of Esfahan. The city has also faced land subsidence linked to falling 

groundwater levels, itself attributed to the river's desiccation (Sharifi et al., 2024). 

Zayandehrud nostalgia is thus a response to this dryness and the looming risk of the city's 

collapse: a motivating feeling behind environmental action and the desire to sustain ties with nature 

(Albrecht, 2006; Higgs et al., 2014; Willson et al., 2019). Put differently, it expresses the longing to 

remember and restore a river that once gave life (Faeghi & Roche, 2019). At multiple protests for 

river restoration—such as the November 19, 2021 sit-in of tens of thousands by the Khaju Bridge—

chants evoked a beautiful past, demanded the river's revival, and warned: "Until the water returns to 

the river, we will not return home." Zayandehrud is thus not only the "home of the river" but also a 

timeless home for the past and future of Esfahan's people, to which nostalgia yearns to return. 

This longing has also taken on an explicitly political form. Within the Zayandehrud revival 

movement, nostalgia has become a force of identity-making, mobilization, and claims to lost water 

rights. Farmers' regular protests initially generated momentum, placing the Zayandehrud on the 

political agenda and in public debate. Yet, as with many other attempts to restore degraded water 

resources (Mirnezami et al., 2024), initiatives to restore the Zayandehrud have reached a deadlock 

(for an overview of some problems, see Mohajeri & Horlemann, 2017). The practical challenge is 

that it remains unclear how demands for revival relate to today's expanded water uses, existing 

infrastructures, and new social relations. In this deadlock, proposed solutions have largely narrowed 

to highly contentious  interbasin water transfers, but such projects have made little progress and, even 

if implemented, their volumes would fall far short of the basin's substantial deficit. Furthermore, 
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experience shows that new supplies often stimulate further development (Molle, 2008; Gohari et al., 

2013). 

I argue in this article that approaching the Zayandehrud through the lens of nostalgia renders 

the current deadlock intelligible and may even open pathways beyond it. At the very moment when 

the revival movement, through its protests, politicized water, it also cultivated a utopian longing for 

a home imagined as wholly depoliticized; a home without conflict, where the past was imagined as 

ahistorical, and society was imagined as self-contained, democratic, and just. Such a past never 

existed, and could not be restored. Here nostalgia reveals its Janus-faced character (Boym, 2001): it 

motivates action while distorting history. It has no single essence (Stewart, 1988; Smith & Campbell, 

2017); it can be sceptical or critical, yet also naïve or utopian (Stewart, 1984; Davies, 2010). Nostalgia 

empowers agency and carries critical potential: resisting, forgetting and shaping political and cultural 

struggles (Appadurai, 1996; Atia & Davies, 2010; Walder, 2012; Bonnett, 2016). Yet it also misuses 

history, relying on comforting and selective images of the past while suppressing its diversity and its 

darker sides (Shaw & Chase, 1989; Haukanes & Trnka, 2013). 

Rather than dismissing nostalgia as unreal or obstructive, I aim here to reveal the fractures and 

conflicts of interest concealed within the imagined "golden past." A perspective on nostalgia that 

shifts from its essence to its operations must attend to its uses, aims, and conditions (Dames, 2010; 

Skoda, 2023). Such an approach moves beyond a simplistic utopian image of the Zayandehrud, 

turning nostalgia into a force that complicates how the past is explained (Atia & Davies, 2010). 

Tracing nostalgia's role in narrating the Zayandehrud's past, and juxtaposing it with archival history, 

creates openings for silenced memories to emerge and for more plural, individual nostalgias to be 

voiced. Eric Wolf's guidance has been instructive here: his call for ethnographic sensitivity in 

history—attending to small-scale details to illuminate large-scale processes and to the heterogeneity 

within a single community (Wolf, 1999, 2004). 

Building on this conceptual framing, the second section examines how nostalgia—particularly 

ecological restoration nostalgia—engages with both past and future. Following this, the study's 

methodological orientation comes into focus (Section 3). The subsequent sections then turn to the 

case of the Zayandehrud, approached along two complementary paths. The first is, in Foucauldian 

terms, a genealogy of Zayandehrud nostalgia, drawing on narratives about the river's past found in 

written accounts, oral histories, and my ethnographic research (Section 4). The second is an archival 

approach that offers an alternative reconstruction of the past narrated through nostalgia (Section 5). 

Two main cases illustrate this: the Sheikh Bahai rule (tumār)—a Safavid-period (1501–1736) 

regulation for distributing the river's water among villages—and the reconstruction of an old weir, 

where ideas of collective participation and a self-contained farming community were emphasized. 

The article concludes by outlining the contribution of this analysis to political ecology. 

  

2. Past and future in the nostalgia for hydro-social restoration 

Nostalgia in general, and ecological nostalgia in particular, is caught between being backward-

looking—often dismissed as reactionary—and being future-oriented, framed as progressive politics. 

Boym (2001) offers a key distinction between restorative and reflective forms of nostalgia. 

Restorative nostalgia emphasizes nostos (home) and seeks a transhistorical reconstruction of the lost 

home. Reflective nostalgia, by contrast, dwells on algia (longing itself), wistfully, ironically, even 

desperately postponing the homecoming seen as irretrievable. For Boym, restorative nostalgia is 

paranoid and reactionary: a literal-minded attempt to preserve an illusory wholeness just as it slips 

out of sight. When Boym (2001) draws attention to the future-oriented dimension of nostalgia, she 

describes an off-modern sensibility that embraces nostalgia—one that unsettles our sense of direction 
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and invites us to explore sideshadows and back alleys rather than the straight road of progress, 

offering a detour from deterministic histories while critiquing modernity's simultaneous obsession 

with novelty and the reinvention of tradition. 

Yet in conditions of ecological crisis, Davies (2010) argues, Boym's distinction collapses. He 

reclaims restorative nostalgia positively, applying it to environmentalists who defend sustainability 

on unsentimental humanitarian grounds. The same literalism condemned by Boym becomes, in this 

context, the means by which civilization protects itself. Elementary moral commitment thus demands 

something closer to restorative nostalgia than to reflection. From this perspective, sustainability 

becomes a form of "nostalgia for the future"—a desire for a stable home free from the losses of time. 

Here the present and its way of life are imagined as a satisfactory home, while the future is framed as 

a continuous return to this stable now. In this way, the idea of homecoming (to a sustainable earth) is 

preserved, yet reframed through a future-oriented politics that frees it from being reactionary. What 

emerges is a new category of nostalgia: at once reflective and active, restorative yet progressive (De 

Vroey, 2023). 

Davies's account of sustainability-as-nostalgia in water restoration can be considered 

problematic in several respects. He defines sustainability as a promise that vital resources will always 

remain available. When considered against the apocalyptic framing of the Zayandehrud movement—

where the city faces imminent subsidence and destruction—this vision may appear fitting and 

motivational: the city still possesses a vitality worth preserving. Yet the dried-up Zayandehrud 

represents nothing but absence for the people of Esfahan. If sustainability is conceived as a desire 

that presumes the absence of loss, it falters when confronted with ecological limits and the tangible 

realities of disappearance (Goodhead, 2017). 

Furthermore, in linking sustainability to restorative nostalgia, Davies (2010) draws on Stewart's 

(1988) idea of "erasure of the gap between nature and culture," suggesting an imaginary in which 

"culture will allow itself to be determined by the demands of nature." Such a perspective risks 

naturalizing culture and politics, positing an allegedly "natural" form of human life. These conceptual 

tensions become even more complicated once restoration is situated in landscapes that are already 

thoroughly transformed. As studies of ecological restoration show, defining what "restoration" means 

in such contexts is inherently political (Hughes et al., 2011; Cantor & Knuth, 2019; Barra, 2020; 

Ureta et al., 2020; Usher, 2022). Here the question immediately arises: to which baseline should 

restoration be aimed? This is not a license for relativistic moral judgments or utilitarian, human-

centered approaches. Rather, it requires situated judgment—grounded in specific possibilities and 

social histories, and developed through open collective debate (Cantor & Knuth, 2019; Usher, 2022). 

In the context of water restoration, nostalgia takes on new forms shaped by both the water cycle 

and the hydro-social cycle. Unlike the extinction of species or the destruction of many natural 

landscapes, the restoration of a dried-up river can be imagined through the continued production of 

water within the hydrological cycle—as if nature itself longed for its own renewal. This cyclical 

understanding of water shifts the linear time of historical progress into a hydrological temporality that 

continually begins again. Beyond this natural view of the water cycle, flows are hybrid socio-natural 

processes (Latour, 2012; Swyngedouw, 2014) that constitute what is called the hydro-social cycle: a 

socio-natural process in which water and society shape and reshape one another (Linton & Budds, 

2014). From this perspective, water-sustainability nostalgia does not merely offer an image of a 

healthy resource; it situates that image within a hydro-social regime, depicting an intertwined relation 

of water and society. Restorative nostalgia, while it may be useful in imagining a healthy resource, 

simultaneously projects a longing for the return of a particular social order—one that may reproduce 

exclusionary or conservative social imaginaries. 
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3. Methods 

The prominence of nostalgia as a theme emerged through my ethnographic engagement with 

the movements for reviving Zayandehrud between 2021 and 2024. In this ethnography, I immersed 

myself for a total of one year in the everyday life and practices of the activists, through participation 

in the social movement for revival and the policy-oriented and expert-driven initiatives surrounding 

it. The data generated through conversations with Esfahani activists revealed two important features: 

a striking similarity in people's narratives, and their frequent recourse to a nostalgic past to 

substantiate claims about their present rights. At the same time, being situated within the everyday 

hydrosocial life of Zayandehrud made visible the many struggles that shape this waterscape. This 

raised a problem: how could the past have been so devoid of struggle—and if it was not, then how is 

such a nostalgic account of it produced today? 

One trajectory in this research, using a genealogical approach, addresses the question of how 

nostalgia, as a form of knowledge, has taken shape and how, and toward what ends it has depoliticized 

the past of Zayandehrud. To explore this, I placed two events at the center of my analysis: the 

reconstitution of the tumār attributed to Sheikh Bahai and the reconstruction of Shanzdah-deh Weir. 

Both of these date originally to the 1920s. Scholarly works on nostalgia produced over the past two 

and a half decades have had access to a corpus of publications from different historical periods that 

contain information on Zayandehrud and these two events. Moving back and forth between recent 

studies and earlier writings made it possible to trace what, at various moments, entered the nostalgic 

discourse and what was left out of it. 

Another trajectory of the research involved accessing and working with a set of archival 

materials that had remained untouched by previous scholars—perhaps because the nostalgic narrative 

presents itself as complete and self-sufficient, leaving little room for new problematizations. These 

archives provided the empirical foundation for constructing an alternative history of Zayandehrud, a 

history motivated by a theoretical sensibility that understands water as political and constituted 

through struggle. It is precisely this antagonism within the water–society configuration that generated 

a substantial archival record: the antagonistic dynamics of Zayandehrud in the 1920s produced 

numerous petitions and protest letters from landowners, peasants, and village headmen across 

different districts, addressed to high officials—including Reza Shah, the king of Iran, the prime 

minister, and several ministers—while members of parliament, representatives of landowners and 

right holders, and clerics in Esfahan pursued the matter through correspondence, government decrees, 

and reports written by contemporary experts and officials. To examine the tumār attributed to Sheikh 

Bahai, I consulted approximately 1,200 pages of archival documents from the National Library and 

Archives of Iran and Library, Museum and Document Center of Iran Parliament (documents nos. 

291/3645, 310/63282, 240/28488, 240/71477, 240/58332, 240/61198, 1011-5/131/24/1/127, and 

1011-6/43/20/1/117). For the reconstruction of Shanzdah-deh Weir, I examined roughly 150 pages of 

documents (nos. 310/33350, 240/97110, 310/64742, 240/24563, and 1011-7/101/14/1/41). 

 

4. Constructing nostalgia for the Zayandehrud  

Nostalgia in the case of the Zayandehrud can be situated within the broader tendency to 

generate nostalgia in contemporary Iran. Nostalgia is a twin of modernity (Appadurai, 1996; Boym, 

2001); for this reason, many narratives of modernization are saturated with nostalgic returns. 

Historical sociology of Iran has shown a particular fascination with narrating the transition from 

tradition to modernity (Towfigh et al., 2019). Historians of the Pahlavi period (r. 1925–1979) 

portrayed modernization as the product of an all-powerful state that, by its own will, single-handedly 
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transformed Iranian society—thereby overlooking the roles of local actors, informal networks, and 

the complex dynamics of governance, and reducing history to a paradigm of state action and societal 

reaction (Schayegh, 2010). After the 1979 Revolution, another group of scholars—including 

anthropologists and researchers of water and the environment—responded to top-down 

modernization by idealizing tradition as peaceful, sustainable, and self-sufficient. Although this mode 

of studying the past positioned itself against modernity and its triumphalist narratives, it often 

reproduced Pahlavi historiography in another register: while the latter nostalgized a glorious pre-

Islamic past that Qajar kings allegedly failed to revive, the former nostalgized an imagined pre-

modern continuity. Both narratives are elitist and leave no room for subaltern agency: in one, history 

is driven by kings and courtly elites; in the other, change appears only through what Tannock (1995) 

calls an "external and intrusive cut"—such as Truman's Point Four Program, land reform, or Western 

technologies. Like the Eurocentric histories criticized by Wolf (2010), both formulations render local 

people ahistorical, locked into static and uniform lifeworlds within fixed boundaries. This is a form 

of self-dehistoricization. A clear example in tradition-oriented literature can be found in Farhadi's 

(2009) conceptualization of hamyari (mutual aid). Farhadi describes hamyari as a long-standing 

tradition arising from the material difficulties and cultural potentials of life in Iran, which—especially 

in water management—created a peaceful and self-sufficient community of shared destiny. In this 

account, competition and conflict emerge only after the external and intrusive cut (Farhadi, 2017). In 

what follows, I trace this approach in nostalgic narratives of the Sheikh Bahai tumār and the 

reconstruction of an old diversion weir on the Zayandehrud. 

 

The Sheikh Bahai tumār as a natural rule of water distribution 

In writings on Esfahan before 1920 that mention the Zayandehrud, neither the "tumār" nor its 

attribution to "Sheikh Bahai" appears. Tahvildar (1877) noted that "the sealed order of Shah Tahmasp 

(r. 1524–1576) is still preserved in the registry office of Esfahan, but now exists only in name and is 

officially abandoned." It describes widespread injustice, protests, bribes, and oppression among 

landowners, and stresses that while returning to the old law was necessary, it was difficult to know 

and implement that law. In 1882 Esfahani reported that in times of shortage, most of the water in 

Lenjan was used for rice, while some went to Marbin and Jey for gardens and other crops, and for 

nearly four months of the year Kararaj, Baraan, and Rudasht were deprived (Figure 1). Ali Jenab 

(1907) similarly described the oppression of downstream peasants and the monopolization of low-

water flows by upstream state lands in Lenjan. All three accounts pointed to inequity, framing this 

distribution as a deviation from the old law they invoked—an order they said allocated water among 

the districts every fifteen days, quite different from what would later be codified as the Sheikh Bahai 

tumār. 
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Figure 1: A schematic view of the Zayandehrud in central Iran: the city of Esfahan and 

its adjacent agriculture in the 1920s (with rice as the dominant crop in the west and 

wheat in the east). Source: author 

 

The use of the terms tumār and "Sheikh Bahai" became common in writings from the 1920s 

onward (Jawaher al-Kalam, 1934; Nafisi, 1937; Lambton, 1938; Jaberi Ansari, 1943). Unlike earlier 

historiographies, these works had direct access to a text of the tumār and, in addition to evidence and 

observations on the river's use. They also made references to the document itself. By this time, the 

flaws and later alterations in the tumār had been recognized. The year noted at the beginning did not 

correspond to the reign of Shah Tahmasp, who was said to have ordered its drafting; moreover, Sheikh 

Bahai had not yet been born at that time. There was also awareness that the language of the tumār 

was of a later period, and that some names and places mentioned in it belonged to the late nineteenth 

century rather than to the era of Shah Tahmasp or Shah Abbas. Lambton, in addition to pointing to 

older interpolations in the tumār, also referred to the government's 1936 policy prohibiting rice 

cultivation in Lenjan in order to promote cotton, noting that the tumār was altered accordingly. 

Jawaher al-Kalam took a critical stance toward the tumār, stating that the original was not available 

and regarding it as a product of an earlier time that "was not drawn up according to precise scientific 

principles," and argued that since conditions had changed, it should be set aside and a new rule for 

water allocation written according to modern sciences. Nafisi, while doubting the attribution of the 

tumār to Sheikh Bahai, reported that, according to popular belief, a delegation under Shah Abbas (r. 

1587–1622) and Sheikh Bahai had established a just and precise distribution still in use, with the 

tumār serving as the operative manual for officials and the basis of rights for hundreds of thousands 

of landowners and peasants. A common thread across these accounts was a persistent skepticism 

toward the tumār, which appeared not as a sacred authority but as a contestable and revisable 

document. 

In the 1960s, Homa'i (1960) and Mahmoudian (1969) presented the tumār both as a document 

that had undergone historical modifications and as the operative rule governing the distribution of the 
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Zayandehrud in recent decades. Homa'i traced the original agreement to the time of Shah Tahmasp, 

noting the addition of new canals under Sheikh Bahai and subsequent adjustments to village shares 

in the mid-nineteenth century, while emphasizing that water allocation had continued to follow the 

tumār. Mahmoudian, by contrast, argued that after the fall of Esfahan to the Afghans in 1722 the 

tumār fell out of use until its revival in the late 1920s; a period when, due to a sharp decline in 

population, detailed allocation rules were deemed unnecessary. Responding to repeated petitions from 

landowners, 500 right-holders – represented by one upstream and one downstream landlord – met to 

ratify the tumār, obtain gubernatorial approval, and issue official copies. Administration of the river 

then passed to the Finance Office, later to the Esfahan Governorship, and subsequently to the 

Agricultural Department. With the establishment of the Registry Office, people sought to record their 

shares; however, to avoid disruption, deeds referred only to "customary water rights (haqqāba) in 

accordance with local custom," without specifying volumes. Mahmoudian described the return to the 

tumār as a moment when elders and wise men gathered to make a decision that satisfied all. 

With the construction of the Zayandehrud Dam in 1971, followed by modern irrigation, urban 

supply networks, inter-basin transfers, and deep wells, a hydraulic mission of modernization began 

(Beaumont, 1974; Molle et al., 2008). Until the late 1990s this provided abundant water, and the new 

administrative-technical order could authoritatively dictate "optimal" distribution (Molle et al., 2009; 

MacLachlan, 1988). During these years, the tumār was marginalized in both technical discourse and 

customary practice, and was gradually forgotten. From 1999 onward, with the onset of drought, it 

became clear that modernization's promised access was not permanent: some users and the 

environment lost water (Molle et al., 2008). The failure of the hydraulic mission created an opening 

for recalling the tumār and reinventing it. 

After three decades in which the Zayandehrud could be spoken about only through engineering 

and economics, the tumār reentered scientific discourse. Mehryar (1999) viewed it as a reform of 

older tumārs, rewritten under Shah Ismail (r. 1501–1524), and argued that its later attribution to 

Sheikh Bahai (a "scholar and polymath fully accomplished in all matters of his time") was intended 

to shield it from alteration; "and this has indeed been the case." Mehryar (2001) further claimed that 

the tumār had environmental provisions, noting that from late November to early May the river was 

left free to carry floods and excess water to the Gavkhuni wetland: "a rule whose violation has 

produced the current situation." Hosseini Abri (1999, 2000, 2008) offered a contextual reading of the 

tumār, explaining how it was tailored to regional conditions through detailed knowledge of both 

nature (soil, distance from the source, seasonal changes) and society (population, landownership, 

cropping). He thus offered scientific and environmental justifications for the logic behind the shares 

assigned to each district in the tumār. He explained, for example, why the document allocated fewer 

irrigation days to districts such as Baraan and Kararaj than the number of shares they nominally held, 

while granting Lenjan more—and he attributed this to the need to prevent the risk of soil salinization 

in the eastern districts of Esfahan. Drawing on the priority of accumulated experience, he argued that 

such reliance prevented operational innovation: rules were fixed, infrastructure aligned with nature, 

and droughts or wet years required no adjustment, as the traditional system was understood to allocate 

haqqāba automatically. 

Over time, the tumār became increasingly nostalgic in scientific discourse. Hosseini Abri 

(2000) still acknowledged changes, viewing them as updates or temporary distortions, but subsequent 

writings made no mention of such alterations. Farhadi (2009) asserted that the tumār had, for centuries 

– even millennia – defined the haqqāba of each canal and district, along with ownership forms. 

Harandi (2016) likewise described it as the Zayandehrud's natural 500-year rule, proposing that while 

the old order cannot return, its values should be revived. In his view, Zayandehrud's order rested on 

two pillars: the mirāb, a trustworthy and ingenious water master, democratically chosen to distribute 
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water fairly; and the tumār, precise, adapted to technical and social conditions, based on holistic and 

just norms inherent to the semi-arid climate, and inclusive of wetland rights. The virtue of mirāb and 

tumār depended on each other, together making Harandi's envisioned past of the Zayandehrud fair, 

sustainable, and trustworthy. Metaphorically, this account depicted nature as God, the tumār as 

scripture, and the mirāb as its prophet, with the state merely observing. He argued this system endured 

until the Zayandehrud Dam (1971), nationalization, and land reform brought the traditional river 

regime to an end. 

  

Hamyari of a self-contained community in the reconstruction of the Shanzdah-deh Weir 

The Shanzdah-deh weir, built centuries earlier on the Zayandehrud at the end of the Rudasht 

district, was destroyed by a flood on March 11, 1929 (Figures 3 & 4). The wheat had already sprouted 

and needed water to continue growing, but with the collapse of the weir, water could no longer reach 

the farmers' canals. Its destruction was a major disaster, threatening not only that year's harvest but 

also the very survival of the villages that depended on this weir for irrigation in the years to come. 

Based on a document he obtained from villagers, Hosseini Abri (1997) wrote an article on the 

reconstruction of the weir that has attracted attention in Iranian literature on water management. 

Drawing on Morteza Farhadi's concept of hamyari he used this case to show how a rural community, 

as a self-sufficient group, addressed collective problems through cooperation. The document in 

question is a contract which, in Hosseini Abri's words, "contains the principles and rules governing 

traditional management of the renewable natural resources of the country, especially water 

resources." It begins with an agreement reached on July 29, 1929, between urban and local 

landowners to rebuild the weir, specifying each party's share of the costs. It also details the 

responsibilities of the builder and his assistants, the safekeeping and use of collected funds, the 

procedures for recording expenses, and the means of informing landowners. Subsequent notes on the 

same sheet record reconstruction costs between August 23 and December 11 of that year. 

From this contract, Hosseini Abri concluded that the defining feature of traditional rural water 

management was its popular and hamyari-based, cooperative character. Economic, social, cultural, 

religious, and ethnic conditions of the community were all considered; the users of the Shanzdah-deh 

weir formed a self-sufficient group that financed the project proportionate to their shares and benefits, 

relied little on the state, and saw the government's role as limited to judicial and security matters 

involving outsiders, with no sign of the state as a supporter or director. The choice of individuals was 

democratic, grounded in trust, mutual oversight, and transparent communication, and the contract 

was comprehensively drafted. For the treasury, the community selected a man named Sadrolsadāt, 

who had sufficient financial credibility, did not need the funds himself, and had no direct interest in 

the project, ensuring impartiality. Hosseini Abri interpreted this contract as a routine practice before 

land reform and what he called the "collapse of the social system of Iranian villages," arguing that 

the principles reflected in it could serve as a model for rural participation in natural resource 

management and rural development more broadly. 

 

Nostalgia and the movement for the restoration of the Zayandehrud 

The nostalgic narrative that emerged after the drying of the Zayandehrud was not limited to the 

scientific literature. In other words, academic efforts to frame nostalgia around the Zayandehrud and 

the collective memory of a flowing river – and of the necessity of its revival – developed in close 

connection with broader societal currents. The farmers' movement in Esfahan, which began in the 

late 2000s, played a central role in this process. To press their claims, farmers appropriated and 

reinvented the tumār. Although its content detailing the temporal and spatial regulation of water 
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distribution and the roles involved bore little relevance to present conditions, what mattered for 

farmers was that they could, by interpreting it through law and religion, frame the tumār as a 

document affirming their liberal ownership rights over the river. They argued that the state had 

destroyed a desirable past and its rules, and that their haqqāba had been violated. 

Nostalgia for the Zayandehrud has multiple "baselines" (Appadurai, 1996) spanning different 

periods, and it is often claimed that the tumār encompasses all of these temporal layers. It is not 

limited to memories lived by current generations; it reaches further back, crafting a premodern past 

of peace and stability; an always-flowing river, ever-green fields, and traditional rules and structures 

that fairly distributed water.  

At the same time, this nostalgia looks forward. Warning of aquifer depletion, land subsidence, 

and the depopulation of Esfahan, it carries what Davies describes as a longing for a durable home in 

the future (Davies, 2010). These baselines were collaged to produce a coherent, transhistorical image 

of the river's past. Yet the basin's water-development history shows that the nostalgic vision of "ever-

flowing canals" and "ever-green fields," framed as "500-year rights," chiefly recalls the 1970s–1990s 

when the river had been modernized, not the eras before or after (Molle et al., 2009). Lambton (1953) 

noted that waterlogged lands were a major agricultural problem east of Esfahan; in those decades, 

however, land leveling, drainage, groundwater pumping, tractors, and chemical fertilizers brought 

large new areas under cultivation. The river's seemingly regular and continuous flow resulted from 

regulation by the Zayandehrud Dam, new inter-basin transfers, and numerous urban weirs that kept 

the river looking full even under low flows. The farmers' liberal claims to ownership over water – 

also part of this nostalgia – only gained relevance in the early twentieth century, when liberal legal 

institutions began to take shape. With the 1968 law on "Water and its Nationalization," that 

understanding of private water ownership was abolished (Beaumont, 1974). Ultimately, this history 

shows that the tumār has been reshaped in different historical moments, and does not embody a single, 

fixed essence. 

The importance of nostalgia for the Zayandehrud lies in two dimensions: 1) mobilizing the 

public to restore the river and 2) transforming this nostalgia into a taken-for-granted reality within 

Iran's water governance regime. For Esfahanis, nostalgia has forged identity and solidarity, producing 

a shared image of a river to which everyone longs to return, and a powerful basis for reclaiming lost 

rights. With this identity, farmers framed themselves as rightful owners and constructed an "other" 

through the keyword "mafia," pointing to the collusion of the state, rentier projects, and water 

usurpers in other provinces.  

A striking feature of this nostalgic discourse is the exclusion of industry. For while Esfahan 

once took pride in being the "Manchester of Iran" and it's "steel capital," industry is now portrayed 

as part of the water mafia, even though its share of basin consumption is only about 6 to 7 percent 

(Raber & Mohajeri, 2017). Such is the strength of nostalgia that it has become common sense, shaping 

a regime of truth about how one should speak of the Zayandehrud. Beyond social knowledge of water 

management, the tumār and its accompanying nostalgias now shape technical studies, hydrological 

modeling, legal literature, and even legislation (such as the 10th, 13th, 23rd, 40th, and 41st sessions 

of the High Council on Water) and court rulings (Talebi Eskandari, forthcoming). Without imagining 

history as "what really happened," we can say that nostalgia for the Zayandehrud, through the images 

it constructs, its fictions, and its drive for revival, has blurred its boundaries with science and history. 

While Boym (2001) called nostalgia a rebellion against reality and the laws of nature, in the case of 

the Zayandehrud this rebellion has prevailed. 
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5. The Zayandehrud's history through the archives 

Can a water-society that is constantly marked by struggle nonetheless be managed for centuries 

on the basis of a single, fixed rule? Is the local community a self-sufficient group whose problems 

arise and are resolved entirely within its own boundaries: through cooperation, without internal 

conflict, and disconnected from larger contexts such as the state and global relations? In this section, 

two issues raised earlier – the Sheikh Bahai tumār and the reconstruction of the Shanzdah-deh weir 

in the 1920s – are revisited through documents from the National Archives of Iran. The question is: 

if we read this period of the Zayandehrud's history not as one of peaceful stability but through the 

lens of change and struggle, what kind of river emerges? 

 

Context and background of the 1920s 

The situation of the Zayandehrud, and water management more broadly in the 1920s, must be 

understood through the conditions in which Iran entered that decade. From the late nineteenth century 

onward, the Qajar state increasingly sold state lands to cover its expenses, gradually privatizing a 

large portion of the country's arable lands (Khazaei, 2026). This policy produced a new bourgeois 

class of landowners, who gradually gained considerable political influence. Internationally, Russia 

and Britain, who had occupied northern and southern Iran during World War I, withdrew after the 

war, and in the emerging postwar order preferred negotiating with a consolidated central government 

rather than with local tribes (Ehsani, 2014). 

In this context, the new Pahlavi state was able to place developmental policies on its agenda. 

The aridity of Iran and its long struggle with water scarcity meant that development depended heavily 

on capturing and controlling water. At the time, Britain's dam-building in India, Iraq, and Egypt (the 

Aswan Dam) was well known, while Russia not only constructed dams within its own territory but 

also planned projects on the border rivers of Aras, Atrak, and Tedjen. Nation-building in Iran required 

that the country not remain passive in these border projects, and domestically, public imagination 

increasingly called for dams to harness water and promote prosperity. Efforts toward bureaucratizing 

state-led river management had begun about a decade earlier, but they had hardly extended beyond 

rivers near Tehran. At this time the state viewed rivers primarily as sources of taxation and revenue, 

a view that was gradually shifting from enriching the state to promoting national wealth. Beyond 

expanding irrigation, national wealth was now also tied to industry, and agricultural products that 

supplied raw materials for industrial production became a focus of attention. To support Esfahan's 

textile industry and reduce cloth imports, the government ordered landowners in Lenjan to switch 

from rice to cotton cultivation (Lambton, 1938), though this was never fully realized. At the same 

time, two international health programs, one targeting malaria and the other opium addiction, placed 

obligations on the Iranian state (Schayegh, 2009). Rice cultivation in western Esfahan was blamed 

for malaria, while in the east opium was cultivated; state attempts to prohibit it led to clashes with 

farmers. 

The state sought to expand its role in river administration through the Ministry of Finance and, 

in doing so, relied on the advice of the American expert Arthur Millspaugh. Redefining the state's 

role in water and rivers took place at a time when, first, the government was no longer a major 

landowner, and second, it lacked the financial resources to invest directly. Instead, in pursuit of water 

modernization, the state increasingly sought to create institutional and legal frameworks for private 

investment in small-scale infrastructure rather than funding it itself. The passage of the Civil Code 

and the Registration Law in 1928 consolidated liberal rights to water, with the state pledging to 

safeguard them (Lambton, 1953). Within this new discourse of liberal rights, landowners themselves 
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were responsible for building or restoring their own infrastructure, assisted by state loans or technical 

support, while their water rights were stabilized as property rights (Ashraf & Banozizi, 1993). 

Drawing on Foucault's (2007) concept of "governmentalization," this period can be described as one 

in which the Iranian state – like the landowners – was reluctant to allow peasants that were 

concentrated in a village and engaged in a productive system to easily depart. Earlier, by contrast, the 

collapse and depopulation of villages, caused in part by the ruin of water structures such as qanats or 

weirs, had been commonplace (Millspaugh, 1925). 

 

Antagonism in the reconstitution of the Sheikh Bahai tumār 

Mahmoudian described the return to the tumār as an agreement advanced by local elites and 

implemented with broad consent among water users. Yet if this shift truly altered water flows and 

consumption, could it really have been met with such consensus? In this section, I draw on archival 

documents to show that the answer is no. This was the period in which the Water Distribution Bureau 

(WDB) was established under the Esfahan Finance Office (EFO) and the tumār was reconstituted; 

something that brought with it a chain of long struggles. 

In the archived documents of this period, frequent reference was made to the state of the 

Zayandehrud in earlier years. The shared narrative evoked an old rule for dividing the river's water 

and allocating shares to each district. Over time, however, downstream populations and cultivation 

had declined, while villages in Lenjan expanded and rice cultivation increased. In such conditions – 

especially in low-rainfall years – little water was reaching the lower districts, provoking protests from 

peasants and landowners. The head of the EFO reported that  

 

…a downstream district which once had 15,000 households now has fewer than 1,000, 

while rice cultivation in Lenjan causes malaria. The water used for one jirib (one tenth 

of a hectare) of rice would suffice for five jirib of tobacco or cotton, and rice cultivation 

inflicts major harm to other crops of Esfahan and on tobacco and cotton exports. 

 

 While Finance Office officials, like downstream landowners and peasants, accused Lenjan and 

Elenjan of expanding cultivation and water use, farmers of Elenjan and even Lower Lenjan 

distinguished themselves from Upper Lenjan, portraying themselves as victims of its expansion. In a 

telegram, they claimed that in earlier years state agents surveyed and controlled rice cultivation in 

Upper Lenjan, but gradually, through bribes to local governors, disorder spread and all the water was 

consumed there. Among the downstream districts, only Rudasht (the lowest) was managing to receive 

water relatively regularly. Both Lenjan and Rudasht contained former government estates, and after 

privatization significant parts of their lands came into the hands of powerful families: Lenjan to Qajar 

princes, Rudasht to clerics. Wheat and opium in Rudasht required irrigation in winter and spring, 

while rice in Lenjan needed more water in summer. In winter and early spring, abundant flow and 

lower demand meant fewer conflicts. According to an old rule still observed, the entire river flow was 

assigned to Rudasht for two fifteen-day periods each year; one in mid-winter and another in late 

spring. In practice, however, during the low-flow months (from early summer to mid-November), 

most of the river's water was being consumed upstream, especially in Upper Lenjan.2 

While Upper Lenjan was accused by other districts of encroachment, its inhabitants also put 

forward their own narrative to justify their rights. In this account, the geography of Upper Lenjan was 

 
2 Ministry of Finance (1927), document no. 240/71477, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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portrayed as distinct from the downstream plains: it had only narrow strips of land along the river, 

where humidity allowed rice cultivation, and there was little possibility of expanding farmland. They 

described Lenjan as a district of valuable villages with 150,000 inhabitants, arguing that such a large 

population and prized settlements existed there precisely because water had always been abundant 

and easily available. By contrast, the downstream villages were depicted as barren, water-scarce, 

unhealthy, sparsely populated, and of little value. These accounts, in addition to those voiced by 

Lenjan's peasants, landlords, and village headmen, were also conveyed to certain state officials and 

echoed by a number of influential figures from Esfahan. 

The shared narratives of Lenjan's prosperity and the decline and abandonment of the 

downstream districts diverged on one key question: when did Lenjan's situation become distinct from 

the rest? The answers spanned a wide temporal range. Downstream inhabitants regarded the present 

condition as recent, while people of Lenjan claimed it had a much longer history. This disagreement 

had important implications: it determined whether the tumār had been a standing rule until only a few 

decades earlier (disrupted by disorder such as the Constitutional Revolution of 1906 and subsequent 

encroachments on downstream haqqāba), or whether it was a rule from 200, 400, 600, or even 1,000 

years ago, long since obsolete, with new customs and uses having replaced it. Or, in a third narrative, 

history was seen to be always changing, with each rule valid only for its own time, and its acceptance 

and implementation proof of its own rationality. In addition to Lenjanis' claims of either a long-

standing new order or continual change in rules of river use, one of the clerics supporting them argued 

that pre-constitutional rules were merely the decrees of despotic rulers, lacking both legitimacy and 

accurate record. With the separation of powers after the Constitutional Revolution and the rise of 

liberal logics of property, they maintained that changes to haqqāba were not within the government's 

discretion but could only be made by the judiciary in accordance with law. 

In this context, the passage of the 1922 law authorizing the interbasin water transfer of Kuhrang 

water to the Zayandehrud created an indirect and contingent opening to challenge Upper Lenjan's 

priority in water use. The law required landowners drawing from the river to contribute financially to 

the transfer project. Shokrollah Khan, a constitutionalist from Esfahan, took the lead in forming a 

thirty-three-member commission representing the riverine districts in proportion to their shares. 

Although the commission failed to raise the necessary funds, it became a vehicle for reshaping water 

distribution, and by 1926 steps were taken in this direction. Peasants from the districts of Jey, Kararaj, 

Baraan, and Rudasht (the central and eastern districts of Esfahan) submitted their complaints to Reza 

Shah about the injustices of influential figures in water allocation. Residents of Lower Lenjan also 

appealed to the state, requesting that control of the river and its distribution be removed from the 

governorship and placed under the Finance Office, to be managed according to the tumār by a 

commission of representatives from all districts. On the basis of these petitions, the newly established 

commission persuaded the Finance Office in Esfahan to take over Zayandehrud water distribution 

from the provincial government and to administer it under its own supervision. 

In June 1926 the Finance Office established the WDB, taking as its basis for allocation the 

copy of the tumār that had been handed to it by the thirty-three-member commission (Figure 2). 

Shokrollah Khan, who had also been one of Lenjan's representatives in the commission, was 

appointed as mirāb. Under this arrangement, the necessary budget was collected from village 

landowners and placed at the disposal of the WDB, to be spent solely on the expenses of the river's 

mirābi (i.e., the act of managing and distributing water). Oversight of the mirābi by a commission of 

landowners, and the presentation of proposals for managing the river, represented a new development. 
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The document handed to the WDB was not an old manuscript but an uncertified copy that was 

referred to as the Sheikh Bahai tumār. We have no reliable information on how this version was 

produced. Amini (1978), in an article titled "Shokrollah Khan", cites vague remarks from Shokrollah 

Khan himself about the circumstances of its discovery. According to his claim, he once learned that 

the original tumār was in the possession of a "well-known Esfahani family" and, through the 

"persuasive words and recommendation of a contemporary cleric," temporarily borrowed it as a trust. 

The ambiguous nature of this account, along with archival documents from the 1920s all noting efforts 

to locate the original tumār and the failure to find it, casts doubt on its authenticity. At that time, 

according to an old rule still remembered, the river was divided into thirty-three shares, with each 

district allocated as follows: Lenjan 6 shares, Elenjan 4, Marbin 4, Jey 6, Kararaj 3, Baraan 4, and 

Rudasht 6. Water was apportioned during the 165 days from late spring to mid-autumn, when the 

river's flow decreased and demand increased, and in principle each share entitled a district to 5 days 

of water. However, the version of the tumār presented reduced the shares of Baraan and Kararaj from 

35 to 7 days, transferring their allotments to Lenjan. Even so, Lenjanis, following their established 

practice, were only willing to release water to the downstream district of Rudasht for two fifteen-day 

periods – one in June and another in November – and expected that throughout the low-flow summer 

months all water would remain under their control. 

After the 1926 summer distribution, the head of the EFO reported to the Ministry of Finance 

that "according to the confirmation of representatives and downstream users, never in the past thirty 

years has the river's water been distributed so justly and in accordance with the tumār … a great 

service has been done to the people, agriculture, and economy of Esfahan, and within five years the 

Finance Office will achieve fundamental reforms of the river." The ministry, echoing this optimism, 

praised the diligence of the Finance Office and its vigilant officials in ending past disorder, 

commended Shokrollah Khan, and dismissed his critics as Lenjan and Elenjan residents intent on 

"stealing water." This portrayal of the tumār, the WDB, and the 1926 distribution was highly 

optimistic: the summer had not been as smooth as claimed, and the following years would prove no 

easier. Protests against the tumār, the mirāb, and the commission of haqqāba representatives began 

immediately and quickly spread. After Rudasht's spring fifteen-day turn, Lenjanis expected the river 

to be theirs alone, but the mirāb divided water among other districts. Lenjanis, in petitions, accused 

the Finance Office of incompetence and downstream landowners of conspiring to dry up their canals, 

stationing guards to seize Lenjan's share and divert it to deserted lands whose revival, they argued, 

would take decades. They warned that the result was the flight of Lenjan's peasants. Seeking to 

normalize the unrest, the Finance Ministry argued that the WDB had begun its work in a drought 

year, whereas Lenjanis insisted that rainfall and river flow had been unusually high and that the 

bureau had nevertheless denied them their rights. Their grievances can be grouped under two 

headings: (1) opposition to Shokrollah Khan's mirābi and the commission of haqqāba holders; and 

(2) rejection of the tumār and the new procedures it introduced.3 

 
3 Ministry of Finance (1926–1927), document no. 240/28488, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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Figure 2: The first page of a copy of the tumār used during the 1920s (Source: Office 
of the Presidency. (1934–1943), Document no. 230/42121, National Archives of Iran, 
Tehran) 

 

The composition of the commission was such that its decisions inevitably went against Lenjan. 

In response, Lenjanis questioned its legitimacy. Lenjan (both Upper and Lower) together with Elenjan 

held ten of the thirty-three seats, six of them from Lenjan. Lenjanis insisted they had not elected 

anyone and denounced the delegates as charlatans serving their own interests. In 1927 the head of the 

EFO confirmed that the six Lenjan representatives were not recognized by the people of Upper 

Lenjan. Yet by 1926 the first commission of haqqāba holders had managed to win the confidence not 

only of the Finance Office but also of downstream districts and government officials On 3 November 

1926, all three of Esfahan's members of parliament sent a letter to the finance minister complaining 

that the head of the EFO had failed to implement the commission's decisions, and urging the minister 

to pressure him to comply. 
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More than the commission itself, Shokrollah Khan, as mirāb, became the main target of 

opposition. For Lenjanis, he was a central cause of the crisis; they claimed the commission was his 

creation and under his control. He was accused of bearing resentment toward them for failing to win 

their votes in parliamentary elections and of leasing estates in Lower Lenjan to which he diverted 

water. The representative of the Lenjan Farmers' Union, writing to Reza Shah, reminded him that 

Shokrollah Khan had previously incited unrest during the state's opium restrictions, leading to 

bloodshed, and warned that his actions now risked another such catastrophe. Lenjanis also saw EFO 

officials as either complicit with or deceived by him. Protests from Upper Lenjan gradually shifted 

the Ministry of Finance's view. In autumn 1926, the EFO claimed to have dismissed Shokrollah Khan, 

though this was not in fact carried out. Four months later, the ministry wrote to the EFO in forceful 

terms, ordering his removal and the formation of a new commission through public notification and 

elections. Yet Shokrollah Khan remained in office. By summer 1927, even the EFO acknowledged 

he was leasing land in Lower Lenjan and diverting water for himself and his associates. He was finally 

dismissed after a mass protest in Esfahan that summer, variously reported as 500 to 3,000 people 

gathered at Reza Shah's statue. The EFO appointed another mirāb, but Lenjanis immediately opposed 

him, leading to his resignation after the sit-in. The ministry then appointed Ostwan, a provincial 

inspector, as mirāb, assuring Lenjanis that Shokrollah Khan would never return to the office or 

commission, and persuading them to end their protest. Ostwan, under pressure, tilted water 

distribution back toward earlier practices, but this could not quell the wave of discontent. Even 

months after Shokrollah Khan's dismissal, Lenjanis continued to complain that he had "seized control 

of Zayandehrud's water distribution." In 1928, the EFO reported to the ministry that disorder and 

unrest were being stirred by a handful of figures, including Shokrollah Khan, who, lacking real 

ownership, leased land and tried to secure water for it by fomenting agitation.4 

The content of the tumār and its implementation became another site of conflict in the new 

Zayandehrud regime. Questions arose over access to the original document, the accuracy of the 

available copies (which themselves differed in details) and its applicability after so many years. On 

the one hand, the tumār was the only document most stakeholders accepted in principle; on the other, 

its details and feasibility were constantly challenged. While no one denied the existence of the tumār, 

doubts surrounded the authenticity of the surviving copy, and another rule referred to as the "recent 

customary practice" had also taken hold, with its own logic as well as its own flaws and 

encroachments. By this time three different copies of the tumār were in circulation, each slightly 

different. Had the "real" version been found, its authority could have strengthened calls for 

implementation. For this reason, higher authorities repeatedly instructed the EFO to obtain the 

original, but without result. On 27 September 1928, the head of the EFO wrote to the minister of 

finance: "Whatever inquiries are made, nothing can be found of the original tumār – it may not even 

exist." Jawaher al-Kalam (1934) likewise noted that despite extensive searches, the original could not 

be located and no one claimed to have seen it, which itself cast doubt on its authenticity. This was 

enough reason for Lenjanis to demand the tumār be abandoned and water allocation follow the recent 

customary practice. As the head of the EFO reported, those who benefited from the tumār supported 

it vigorously, while those whose haqqāba it contradicted opposed it using other documents.5  

The EFO was ultimately forced to retreat from its claim that distribution followed the tumār, 

limiting itself to its general outlines and the general district shares (33 shares), while admitting that 

 
4 Ministry of Finance (1926–1927), document no. 240/28488, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
5 Ministry of Finance (1927–1932), document no. 240/61198, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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implementation at the level of individual shares was impossible. Yet even at the level of the actual 

delivery of water according to these general district shares, the days of delivery did not match those 

shares. In practice, applying the copy of the tumār – whether in its details or even in its general 

outlines – produced irreconcilable contradictions with recent customary practice. Under the latter, 

Lenjan received more water, and some of its villages did not appear in the available copy of the tumār. 

Among these were smallholder villages referred to at the time as off-water villages, which, though 

not recognized as haqqāba holders, nevertheless received water under the recent customary practice. 

While contemporary accounts often spoke of "encroachments by powerful landlords and influential 

notables of Esfahan against smallholders downstream," it was in fact these off-water villages that 

were most directly threatened with elimination, alongside the broader losses suffered by all Lenjan 

villages. In this situation, enforcing the tumār, even in its general provisions, would have meant either 

the disappearance of these villages or widespread water scarcity across the district of Lenjan. 

The 1927 introduction of haqqāba registration in official deeds fanned the flames of disputes 

over water rights and the tumār in the Zayandehrud. Downstream landowners, seeking to register 

their haqqāba on the basis of the tumār, pressured the Registration Office to accelerate the process, 

and even threatened to bring their protest directly before Reza Shah during his visit to Esfahan. This 

intensified debates over the validity of the tumār. The Registry Office requested the tumār and its 

files from the EFO and quickly discovered the conflicts and inconsistencies surrounding it. Similar 

issues arose in the registration of haqqāba elsewhere in Iran, prompting the government to decree 

that property deeds should not specify the amount of haqqāba (Lambton, 1953). 

The EFO and the Ministry of Finance gradually lost their initial confidence in the tumār and in 

Shokrollah Khan, becoming more sympathetic to the Lenjanis, or at least more aware of their capacity 

to obstruct its enforcement. In 1928, the EFO acknowledged that Shokrollah Khan had leased certain 

villages and was diverting water to his own estates. Regarding the tumār, the Ministry of Finance 

wrote to the EFO: "These drafts cannot serve as definitive documents or administrative orders, since 

their implementation contradicts the recent customary practice and would require a major upheaval 

in the agriculture of lands irrigated by the Zayandehrud. If you have no objection to carrying out this 

plan, act according to the present instruction and report the results." In response to the mounting 

challenges, the vague idea of sending experts to survey lands and issue technical opinions gained 

traction. Officials favored it as a way to postpone the issue indefinitely or to find a compromise 

between the tumār and the recent customary practice, while landowners and peasants welcomed it as 

a means to assert their own entitlements. Numerous expert reports were written, and each party in the 

dispute cited those that supported its claims.6 

Amid these disputes, two of Esfahan's representatives outlined the problems and their history 

to the finance minister, proposing several solutions. One suggestion was to form a fourteen-member 

body of knowledgeable and trusted figures – mostly former parliamentary representatives from 

Esfahan – to take charge of the Water Distribution Commission and agree on water allocation and the 

prevention of encroachments. The minister approved this idea, and in 1928 the fourteen-member 

committee was established to decide on river shares and distribution. After lengthy meetings, it 

proposed a simpler method and submitted it to the minister. News of this, however, sparked protests: 

why had commission members not been invited to decide, and why had authority been given to men, 

some of whom held no property in Esfahan? The wave of objections even drew in several members 

 
6 Ministry of Finance (1927–1932), document no. 240/61198, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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of the fourteen. In practice, the committee's decision failed to provide a consensual basis for 

distribution. 

The protests against the tumār and the new arrangements, which had begun in 1926, were also 

present in other districts in the following years. With the drought of 1928 and reduced river flow, 

discontent intensified. In a telegram to the finance minister, the people of Rudasht complained: 

"Rudasht of Esfahan, the most important district for supplying foodstuffs, has dried up this year due 

to the misconduct of the WDB and the lack of water, and crops have been lost." The representative 

of the Shanzdah-deh weir likewise protested: although the aim had been to end past encroachments, 

"unfortunately the result has been fruitless, and once again the weak remain at the mercy of the strong. 

The authorities do nothing to stop the abuses. Shanzdah-deh has not planted seed, and other weirs 

have reaped the benefits of its costs." Residents of Varzaneh, the last village on the Shanzdah-deh 

canal, also complained of upstream villages diverting canals and taking more water. In Marbin too, 

similar petitions were made: water users accused the EFO and their local mirāb of collecting money 

for irrigation while diverting water to his own estate.7 

Yet Upper Lenjan, Lower Lenjan, and Elenjan remained the main arenas of conflict over 

Zayandehrud's water. The new mirāb, Ostwan, sided with Upper Lenjan, inflaming anger in Elenjan 

and Lower Lenjan. In the drought year of 1928, the EFO warned landowners not to cultivate all their 

land, but even what was planted often went unirrigated and was lost. Disputes constantly flared along 

canals, with peasants clashing with river guards, until the EFO called in the military to maintain order 

through the irrigation season. The unrest soon spread to the city: on 4 July 1928, some 2,000 peasants 

from Lower Lenjan staged a sit-in in Esfahan against Ostwan, who in turn incited Upper Lenjanis to 

come to town and complain against their rivals. Dissident clerics also joined, sparking an urban riot. 

Ostwan resigned as mirāb, and even the EFO wavered in holding the office. At first the Ministry of 

Finance resisted withdrawing, but as protests continued during the autumn irrigation, it decided to 

abandon the position and asked the Governorship to take it over. The Governorship, aware of the 

risks, initially refused, but in March 1930 it agreed with the Ministry of Interior to assume control of 

the WDB, restoring Shokrollah Khan as mirāb. The transfer of mirābi to the Governorship did not 

end disputes. Until 1941, when river affairs were handed to the newly established Ministry of 

Agriculture, debates persisted between the Governorship, the municipality, and the EFO over who 

should manage the river, with different groups of peasants backing one authority or another while 

continuing to protest their haqqāba. Throughout these years, the permanent solution was thought to 

lie in diverting water from Kuhrang, a goal finally achieved in 1954. But a noticeable reduction in 

conflict came only with the extensive modernization of the river in the early 1970s, which enabled 

users to have access to adequate water for several decades thereafter. 

 

The state and the reconstruction of the Shanzdah-deh Weir 

Contrary to Hosseini Abri's account, archival records from the Iranian National Archives show 

that the reconstruction of the Shanzdah-deh weir was, from the outset, coordinated with the EFO. 

Immediately after the weir collapsed (Figure 3), landowners and peasants reported the matter to the 

head of the EFO, who in turn described his actions in building a temporary weir in a report to the 

Ministry of Finance. He noted that the structure, already decades old, had been weakened by lack of 

maintenance by water users, despite repeated requests from the EFO for repairs. Once notified of its 

collapse, the office acted at once "to safeguard the life of the inhabitants and the wealth of the 

 
7 Ministry of Finance (1927–1932), document no. 240/61198, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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landowners." Landowners with initiative came forward, while peasants and villagers pleaded for help: 

their young crops needed water to survive. Before plans for a new permanent structure, a collective 

effort began to build a temporary weir to channel water into the canals (Figure 4). The head of the 

EFO "assembled a group of skilled men and sent them with finance officials to the site." The work 

cost 1,500 tomans, funded by landowners. The necessary equipment was assembled, skilled 

carpenters and laborers from Lenjan were hired for their expertise in temporary wooden weirs, 

peasants were mobilized to bring stones and brushwood, and village headmen were appointed to 

coordinate. The entire project was supervised by an officer of the EFO, described as an experienced 

and steadfast man. "The foundation of this work rested on the misfortune of poor peasants, yet through 

the labor and dedication of the finance officials an incredible feat was accomplished." The head of 

the EFO himself frequently inspected the site, later writing that "after seventeen days – during which 

fifty workers stood immersed in water – the weir was completed, and amid the hopes and fears of 

thousands of peasants and hundreds of landowners, water returned to the canals."8 

The temporary weir was expected to sustain two more irrigation cycles that spring, and possibly 

the autumn sowing, while work on a new permanent structure could begin to prevent the displacement 

of three thousand peasants and residents and major losses for landowners. After its completion, the 

head of the EFO urged landowners to proceed with a permanent weir. At the same time, he wrote to 

the minister of finance that this would depend on government assistance: i.e., dispatching an engineer 

to determine the site and estimate costs, and providing at least 25,000 tomans in credit. In his view, 

"there is no doubt that since this is a public and agricultural need, the request will be considered. The 

government's aid may take the form of a loan to landowners, to be repaid over three or five years 

from their shares of land."9 

The temporary weir failed much sooner than the head of the EFO had expected, and, as 

landowners and peasants of Shanzdah-deh made clear in their in petitions for tax relief, their crops 

were lost. From then on, Shanzdah-deh landowners and peasants sent letters, telegrams, and 

delegations of complaint to the Shah, the prime minister, the EFO and Ministry of Finance, the 

Governorship and Ministry of Interior, and the speaker of parliament. In a petition to Reza Shah dated 

8 July 1929, they wrote:  

 

We, the loyal landowners and peasants of the Shanzdah-deh canal, were unable last year 

to irrigate our villages due to the shortage and disorder of the Zayandehrud. With 

unbearable effort and expense we built a temporary wooden weir, but it too failed, the 

water never reached our crops, and everything dried up. Of our twelve thousand 

miserable peasants, some have already dispersed and the rest are preparing to flee. The 

landowners cannot sustain them, and building a permanent weir is beyond our means. 

We beg Your Majesty to order the immediate construction of this weir, so that by mid-

winter it may be completed and we may sow seed and preserve our wretched peasants.10 

 

 
8 Ministry of Finance (1929), document no. 240/97110, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
9 Ministry of Finance (1929), document no. 240/97110, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
10 Prime Ministry, (1929), document no. 310/64742, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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Figures 3 & 4: Shanzdah-Deh weir after its destruction (left) and after the construction 
of a temporary weir (right). (Ministry of Finance (1929), document no. 240/97110, 
National Archives of Iran, Tehran.) 

 

In a letter dated 10 August 1929 to the prime minister, the landowners reiterated these conditions. 

They promised that if the state financed and built the new weir, "we will cultivate these villages, and 

in the future pay taxes and installments for the purchase of state lands; otherwise, from a barren desert 

without peasants, water, or crops, what taxes can be expected?"11 

The urgency of rebuilding the Shanzdah-deh weir created expectations of action from multiple 

institutions, each responding from its own position. The prime minister's office and the royal court 

pressed other officials to act. The Governorship, seeking to keep some distance, merely relayed the 

villagers' petitions to higher authorities. Direct responsibility, however, fell to two ministries: the 

Ministry of Finance (and the EFO) and the Ministry of Agriculture, Trade, and Public Benefits 

(ATPB). The Ministry of Finance (through the EFO), which had been assigned responsibility for 

administering the river in previous years, was still formally in charge, and because of its fiscal role it 

was keen to see the Shanzdah-deh weir quickly rebuilt to prevent villages from collapsing, peasants 

and smallholders from dispersing, and revenues from being disrupted. Yet the collapse occurred at a 

 
11 Prime Ministry, (1929), document no. 310/64742, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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time when Finance sought to reduce its responsibilities over the river and shift them to the 

Governorship.  

With the sale of Shanzdah-deh state lands, its obligations had already diminished, and officials 

expected landowners themselves to fund reconstruction. By contrast, as the state shifted toward a 

developmental role emphasizing agriculture and public works, the ATPB was tasked with applying 

new technical expertise to water structures. The overlap between Finance and ATPB, and their 

attempts to shift the burden onto each other, became a central issue in correspondence over Shanzdah-

deh. The EFO, however, was more directly engaged and more sympathetic to villagers, insisting that 

state action was necessary. Its head noted that "major landowners lack sufficient capital, let alone the 

smallholders who face hardship in every aspect of livelihood." Finance repeatedly asked ATPB to 

send engineers to survey and estimate costs. Eventually, with the prime minister's intervention, an 

engineer was dispatched, producing a plan for a fully "scientific and technical" reconstruction costing 

88,504 tomans. In parallel, a local architect submitted a lower estimate of 33,888 tomans for a more 

modest weir. Upon reinspection with a provincial inspector, his plan was also deemed viable. Finance 

and the Governorship favored the latter option, arguing that "the state has no credit available on such 

short notice, and the people cannot afford it."12 

After the reconstruction plan for the Shanzdah-deh weir and its cost had been determined, 

landowners began petitioning for funds. In a new letter to Reza Shah, Shanzdah-deh landowners and 

peasants asked the state to assume the main share of the expense and allow them to repay the 

remainder in installments. Sadrolsadāt, owner of the trading house where the collected funds were 

kept and, contrary to Hosseini Abri’s account, also a landowner in Shanzdah-deh, spent August 1929 

moving between the Finance Ministry and the ATPB to secure support. Writing to the minister of 

finance, he requested that the state cover 15,000 tomans – or at least 10,000 – of the 30,000-toman 

cost, with the landowners contributing the rest through laborers and pack animals. 

Despite such appeals from farmers and officials in Esfahan, the dominant government view 

held that investment in estates should be borne by their owners, with the state's role limited to 

providing loans and technical support. Within the Ministry of Finance there was also a conviction 

that, if loans were granted to Esfahani landowners, they would – as past experience suggested – refuse 

repayment. Although the prime minister, responding to the call for support, asked the ATPB to 

prepare a program for weir reconstruction, in September 1929 he declared that however beneficial 

such works might be, no budget was available that year. Following this statement, government offices 

informed Esfahani landowners definitively that no assistance could be provided. Disillusioned with 

the futility of their petitions, the landowners of Shanzdah-deh raised funds themselves and completed 

the reconstruction by that winter. Their subsequent petitions over the next four years focused instead 

on requests for tax remission, deferment of installments for the purchase of former state lands, and 

even free seed. 

In the document that Hosseini Abri used as the basis for his article on the Shanzdah-deh weir, 

reconstruction costs were estimated at 8,300 tomans, and the final expenditure was reported to be 

roughly the same. It remains unclear whether the work was carried out at a much lower cost (roughly 

25 percent of the local architect's estimate), whether earlier estimates were deliberately overstated to 

shift the main burden onto the state, or whether landowners found another source of funding. One 

possibility, reported only in the village of Qurtan, is that its landowner contributed a larger share of 

the reconstruction costs in order to secure additional haqqāba. In the copies of the Sheikh Bahai tumār 

dating from the 1920s, Qurtan's right is listed as six out of seventy-seven Shanzdah-deh shares, 

whereas later oral history in the village recalls it as twelve. No documentary evidence from the period 

 
12 Ministry of Finance. (1929), document no. 240/97110, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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confirms the claim that Qurtan's landowner increased the village's water share in return for covering 

a larger portion of the reconstruction costs, nor do later petitions from Qurtan or other villages for tax 

relief in 1929 mention it. Still, the very existence of this narrative is significant: it challenges the 

notion of the tumār's immutability, even in this period. 

The reconstruction of the Shanzdah-deh weir opened the door for the new bureaucracy to take 

up dam construction and repair projects nationwide. The Prime Minister asked the ATPB to identify 

cases similar to Shanzdah-deh and to prioritize them. In its response, the ministry noted that such 

cases were numerous, the interbasin transfer from Kuhrang to the Zayandehrud and several other 

projects. In addition but that priority was to participate in dams Russia had already begun on border 

rivers, that would "enhance the nation's standing and bring pride to its people." Alongside these, the 

ministry also highlighted, it listed thirty-three further dams for which no studies had yet been 

conducted but which "would likely benefit the country." With this list, the ministry requested budget 

allocations from the cabinet. Over the following decade, Iran gradually established its first modern 

institutions dedicated to dam construction, with a dedicated budget allocated for this work.13 

 

6. Discussion and conclusion 

This article has shown how Esfahani society built a shared identity around a nostalgic narrative 

of the Zayandehrud and the city of Esfahan, forming a movement to confront what they describe as 

the "mafia." In this nostalgia, mismatched images and different baselines were woven together as if 

coherent, producing a utopian vision of the river and the city. The Sheikh Bahai tumār and older 

practices of hamyari played a central role, enabling resistance against the forgetting of the river's 

perennial flow and affirming that water rights belong to Esfahan and its farmers. The nostalgia of 

reviving the Zayandehrud is thus a longing for a "home" where these anachronistic images coexist, 

at once natural and social, a hybrid of both. Yet this movement, in pursuing its goals and policies of 

river restoration, has encountered deadlock and stagnation. 

Rancière (2010) defines politics as the "redistribution of the sensible." In this sense, a nostalgic 

movement around the Zayandehrud emerged that, through gatherings, sit-ins, and diverse forms of 

protest, exposed conflicts over water use, challenged the status quo, and politicized water. Yet at the 

very moment it politicized water, it also pushed it toward a utopian, depoliticized image; one that 

denied conflict and cast the current antagonistic situation as merely noise and a temporary disruption. 

This disruption was framed as having broken an older order in which the state had not yet entered the 

river's affairs, and in which the Zayandehrud's users were self-sufficient and lived in peace. In this 

nostalgia, the past was reconstructed as static and ahistorical: the tumār was portrayed as a 

harmonious, participatory rule accepted by all, on which an ideal future could be built. That future 

was imagined as the restoration of a common home for all Esfahanis, without acknowledging that 

what for some is a return home may mean dispossession for others.  

Treating the past as a timeless peace allows centuries of history to be explained through 

reference to a single image, such as the reconstruction of a weir or the reconstitution of the Sheikh 

Bahai tumār. This picture is unintentionally elitist, since order here is not the product of ongoing 

struggle, but rather of a "police order" and the genius of a few with superior knowledge of nature and 

their consensus. Nostalgia insists that such an order always existed in the past and therefore could be 

realized again today. This is where nostalgia deceives and leads to deadlock. An important lesson that 

emerges here is the need to recognize the natural–social entanglement at the core of ecological 

nostalgias of restoration; what is longed for is not simply a "healthy nature," but an order in which 

 
13 Prime Ministry (1929), document no. 310/33350, National Archives of Iran, Tehran. 
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politics and society are present as well. This makes ecological nostalgia more complex than can be 

captured by simple dichotomies such as reactionary/progressive or enabling/constraining. 

The archival research underpinning this article turned to a new narrative of the Zayandehrud's 

history in order to show where nostalgia misleads us, but not with the intention of dismissing nostalgia 

because of its inaccuracies. Nostalgia is not meant to offer a correct representation of the past; indeed, 

no historical account can claim to fully recount reality. Its significance lies not in mirroring what 

happened but in the force it generates; a force that can be mobilized for environmental agendas or for 

the struggles of subaltern farmers. The historical study presented here demonstrates that the tumār 

was neither a fixed, five-century-old rule guaranteeing a peaceful and uniform distribution of 

Zayandehrud's water, nor did the community govern its affairs through a self-sufficient form of 

hamyari insulated from internal hierarchies, state interventions, or interactions with its broader 

surroundings. This archive-based historical inquiry revisits the dynamic and antagonistic scenes of 

earlier periods to illuminate what the nostalgic narrative leaves out, with the hope that placing 

nostalgia alongside this renewed historical account might bring forth new potentials within the river's 

past for imagining future pathways toward its revival. 

When I shared archival materials and historical data with friends in the farmers' movement, 

silenced memories found space to be voiced. In Bourdieu's terms, the archives created a heterodoxy 

against the doxa of nostalgia (Bourdieu, 2002): struggles over haqqāba, local conflicts, lands dried 

out by scarcity, and the grand collective march of Varzaneh farmers in the 1990s and 2000s, when 

they moved toward Esfahan and removed illegal pumps from the river. This experience showed that 

sharing archives and historical narrative can provide forgotten resources for collective storytelling 

and bring new memories into nostalgia. Rather than abandoning nostalgia, I propose defending 

"individual memories" and embracing their plurality, much as Boym's tradition of the "off-modern" 

opens side paths. Linking present-day actions to the historical continuity of agrarian struggles 

(Tannock, 1995) allows current protests not to be seen as an isolated "crisis" but as part of a historical 

extension; nostalgia can be used as a tool for ecological repoliticization. As Davies (2010) has argued, 

sustainability must provide room to pursue complex and potentially conflicting goals. By rearranging 

nostalgia to include diverse and sometimes contradictory individual memories, its creative force can 

be put in the service of progressive environmental politics. One possible starting point is to attend to 

present-day conflicts where the unified identity of Esfahan fractures: when water is released and 

disputes break out over its diversion into urban canals, to the wetland, or among farmers of different 

districts. Boym suggests, "Algia – longing – is what we share, yet nostos – the return home – is what 

dividcs us" (2001, xv-xvi). Yet the deadlock of Zayandehrud nostalgia indicates that, alongside 

collective mobilization, such divisions are not to be feared but rather recognized as part of the political 

terrain. From this perspective, nostalgia is not an obstacle to sustainability, but part of the field of 

environmental politics: one that must be taken seriously with all its complexities and contradictions. 
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