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INTRODUCTION

Parrhesia is often explored within the framework of democracy, with the idea
that they are closely intertwined, as emphasized by Dyrberg' when citing
Foucault, who argued that “there must be parrhesia; for there to be parrhesia
there must be democracy. There is a fundamental circularity.” This underscores
the interdependency between parrhesia and democracy, indicating a mutually

reinforcing relationship between the two.

However, this self-reinforcing dynamic can potentially be disrupted when



examining instances of parrhesia in non-democratic societies, where freedom
of expression is rare. Nevertheless, as noted by Goodnight,> the analysis of
cases of parrhesia offers valuable insights into the ever-evolving complexities of
critical discourse - a process aimed at reconciling belief, obligation, opposition,
and communication. In this context, discourses of parrhesia serve as enduring

platforms for understanding the inherent challenges of expressing dissent.

Applying a similar line of reasoning, an examination of instances of parrhesia
in the recent history of Iran would enrich our comprehension of this concept.
Furthermore, it would illuminate a facet of the discourse that has received limited

attention: how autocratic states respond to acts of parrhesia?

In Foucault’s perspective,? political parrhesia can be defined as a scenario in
which a citizen openly and honestly addresses their superior or ruler to criticise
government policies. In essence, it involves a politically engaged individual
who speaks with sincerity. Such an individual prioritises the issue at hand and
is willing to confront challenges or imminent dangers directly, setting aside
irrelevant particularistic considerations. This notion of parrhesia is viewed as a

modern concept.

However, it’s noteworthy that Laurent Pernot, as reported by Townsend,* argued
that political parrhesia, much like rhetoric, serves as the foundational form of
ethical parrhesia, which was the primary focus of Foucault’s exploration and
revolves around candid truth-telling in a dialectical format. According to Pernot’s
perspective, rhetoric can be traced back to its origins as the foundational form
of political discourse, harking back to the days when Athenian citizens delivered
speeches in the senate. Pernot suggests that ethical parrhesia represents a more
recent evolution within the realm of political parrhesia. In ethical parrhesia, a
citizen boldly confronts their superior or ruler to critique government policies.
Unlike addressing a general audience, ethical parrhesia specifically targets the
ruler in question. Pernot argues that even though political speakers may not

directly criticise the ruler, they still face certain risks. Their reputation could be
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tarnished, they might be susceptible to exile on charges of corruption, or they
could lose their speaking privileges. In this context, the speaker does not directly

challenge the ruler but instead takes on the “ruling majority.”

In the examples presented in this paper, we can discern the presence of parrhesia
in both of its dimensions. Firstly, there is what Pernot terms political parrhesia,
which pertains to politicians critiquing the ruling majority. Secondly, there is
Foucault’s political parrhesia and involves citizens openly critiquing those in

positions of power.

Furthermore, I would like to introduce another facet of parrhesia that has arisen
within the context of autocracy in Iran. Here, the state’s discourse justifies its
decisions and wrongdoings by emphasising the notion of resistance against
enemies and crafting a narrative of victimhood. This narrative serves to redefine
parrhesia as bold criticism of Western countries while absolving high officials
of any blame for the hardships faced by the nation. This demonstrates how the
concept of parrhesia can be co-opted and manipulated within the specific political

and ideological framework of an autocratic regime.

In the following, we can categorise cases one and two, which occurred in the first
two decades after the revolution, as examples of what Pernot refers to as political
parrhesia. Conversely, case three, which transpired before the 1979 revolution,
and case four, which occurred four decades later, are instances of parrhesia in
line with Foucault’s understanding, as demonstrated by certain writers and social

activists.

Finally, this paper includes an interview in which two distinct interpretations
of parrhesia become evident. While one person embodies genuine parrhesia,
the other side represents the government’s discourse, characterised by themes
of resistance, victimhood, and bold criticism of Western countries to explain
the nation’s hardships. This discourse often exonerates high officials from any

responsibility for mistakes or wrongdoing.
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CASE ONE: LETTER OF THE NINETY

Following the 1979 revolution in Iran, various political groups and officials
conveyed their concerns to the Iranian leadership through letters, advocating
for political reforms. Of particular significance are two notable letters written
at different junctures: one by prominent political activists in 1990, twelve years

after the revolution; another by reformist Parliament Members in 2003.

The initial letter, bearing the ominous declaration “the nation and the country
have reached the edge of the abyss!”, was part of a significant document known
as the “Letter of the Ninety.” This letter, composed in 1990, was signed by a
group of activists from the Freedom Movement and opposition figures operating
under the banner of “The Society for the Defense of Freedom and National
Sovereignty of Iran.” The letter was published in four distinct sections, each
addressing critical aspects of Iranian society and governance. These sections
were titled “Economic, Social, and Living Conditions,” “Freedom, Security, and
Moral and Administrative Aspects,” “Independence, Survival, and Reassessment
of the Country,” and “International Relations and Foreign Policy.” The primary
objective of this letter was to issue a comprehensive critique of the country’s

prevailing circumstances and to challenge the status quo.°

The individuals who authored and signed this letter were prominent figures
within the 1979 revolution, with some holding official positions at the time.
The letter primarily served as a compilation of suggestions aimed at improving
conditions and safeguarding against the emergence of dictatorship. Considering
the revolutionary climate and the potential risks involved, it can be viewed as
a remarkable exemplification of parrhesia. The act of expressing their candid
opinions and confronting the prevailing power structures carried significant
personal risks for these activists. In the aftermath, many of the signatories
encountered difficulties and faced consequences that resulted in the loss of their

political statuses or positions.
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CASE TWO: THE CUP OF POISON

The second letter was written by members of Parliament. They wrote a letter to
emphasise the need for reconciliation with the people in the face of challenges
and whispers of using referendums as a means to change the system. It rejects
the idea of creating a monolithic society and resorting to authoritarian methods.
Instead, it advocates for embracing true democracy, establishing a practical
model that upholds freedom and dignity, and empowering the people. The
letter acknowledges the legitimacy of decisions based on national will and the
votes of the people, but highlights the importance of engaging with the public,
addressing their concerns, and providing a democratic framework that aligns
with their aspirations. Furthermore, the letter calls for a sincere and transparent
approach from the government, focusing on the eradication of poverty, ensuring
the well-being of the people, and strengthening the economic foundations of
the country. It recognises the need for political and economic stability, achieved
through a government derived from the people, and emphasises the importance

of following the path of truth.”

The “Cup of Poison” letter, as it came to be known, serves as a powerful
embodiment of parrhesia. Despite being aware that signing the letter could lead to
their disqualification from participating in the upcoming election by the Guardian
Council, many of the signatories, who were members of parliament, decided to
put their names on it. It is worth noting that some of the notable signatories,
including Fatemeh Hagiqatju, Ali Akbar Musavi Khoeni, Rajabali Mazrooei,
Jamileh Kadivar, and Nouraldin Pirmoazen, have since left Iran. Nonetheless, this
letter stands as a remarkable testament to parrhesia, showcasing an unwavering
dedication to speaking truthfully and openly, even in the face of adversity. Despite
the personal risks involved, these individuals exhibited courage in expressing
their convictions and shedding light on critical issues within the socio-political

landscape of contemporary Iran.

ANALYSIS
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A more appropriate approach for understanding the mentioned instances of
parrhesia, namely the “Letter of the Ninety” and the enigmatic “Cup of Poison,”
is to apply Pernot’s concept of parrhesia. Pernot® posits that political parrhesia
encompasses individuals, including officials, who fearlessly speak the truth from
within the system, even when faced with potential consequences like tarnishing
their reputation, the threat of exile due to corruption charges, or the loss of their
right to express themselves. In this context, the speaker is not directly challenging
the ruler but rather daring to confront the prevailing “ruling majority” with their

candid expressions of dissent.

As observed, the authors of these letters were individuals actively involved
during the revolutionary period and also held positions within the parliament.
Their correspondence predominantly took the form of cautionary messages,
wherein they openly critiqued the policies of the Islamic Republic. It’s important
to note that their criticism was directed at the policies themselves and not at
the Supreme Leader personally. This aligns perfectly with Pernot’s concept of
political parrhesia, wherein politicians courageously confront the governing

majority while being fully cognizant of the potential repercussions.

In 2023, the Supreme Leader made reference to these letters and characterised
them as unfair. He also framed his own response to these letters as an act of

“resistance.” He stated:

Following the passing of Imam Khomeini in 1989, a declaration was issued. This
declaration involved some intellectuals, including prominent figures within the
system, who had previously worked within the regime and asserted that the
system was on the brink of collapse. When did this occur? In 1989. Also, in 2003,
a group of parliamentarians penned a letter to me. It was an undeniably unfair
letter, extremely unjust. They made certain assertions and posed questions
that they themselves should have answered, considering their control over
the parliament and government. They were the ones obligated to provide the

answers. They posed questions to me. The essence of that letter implied that we
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should surrender, or else our efforts would come to an end. It was in 2003. We did
not surrender; we stood steadfast, and with the grace of God, we will continue to

stand firm.

In this statement, the Supreme Leader portrays these letters as unjust and
critical of the regime’s leadership. He asserts that their intent was to pressure
the leadership to yield, but the leadership chose to resist and remain resolute in
his course. This framing underscores the idea of “resistance” and portrays the
government’s response as a form of resilience in the face of criticism, aligning with

the government’s narrative of confronting challenges from Western countries.

Indeed, in these cases, the concept of “resistance” served as the response
of the Supreme Leader to calls for democratic changes. This resistance was a
prevailing narrative in the first two decades following the 1979 revolution and
was prominently featured in national television and state propaganda. Over time,

this narrative evolved and culminated in the notion of the “Axis of Resistance.”

The “Axis of Resistance” refers to an anti-Western, anti-Israeli, and anti-Saudi
political and informal military alliance. This alliance encompasses Iran, various
militant groups in Palestine, the Syrian Government, and the Lebanese militant
group Hezbollah. It represents a coordinated effort against what these parties
perceive as external threats and influences, particularly from Western countries,
Israel, and Saudi Arabia. This concept highlights the continuation of the discourse

of resistance in Iran’s foreign policy and regional relations.
CASE THREE: TEN NIGHTS OF GOETHE

In October 1977 (about a year before the Revolution), the Writers Association of
Iran, in collaboration with the Goethe Institute, organized a 10-night program
called “Ten Nights of Goethe,” which was unprecedented in Iranian contemporary
history. During these ten nights, fourteen writers and forty-three poets, including
some who were banned from writing and whose works were prohibited from being

published, gathered among thousands of cultural enthusiasts who sat in the rain.
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They insisted on the elimination of censorship and the recognition of the right
to freedom of expression in Iran. Furthermore, this was the first movement and
announcement of the revival of the Writers’ Association of Iran after its closure
in 1970, which indicated that in a time when the Pahlavi government sought to
demonstrate the existence of political openness in Iran to the world, there was
also agitation and unrest within society and beneath the surface of the city. One

year later, those agitations, of course, took on a revolutionary character."

The most prominent writers and poets of that era gathered and spoke for
thousands of people about freedom of speech. On the first night, a statement
was read by the secretariat of the Writers’ Association, stating that the most
important demand of the association was “freedom of thought and expression,”
followed by “preserving the financial rights of writers.” According to the writers,

the statement declared that”

... everyone is free to express and interpret what they think or create in the form
of poetry and literature, publish it, and present it to others. And if, in the exercise
of this freedom, harm is done to someone or the entire society, then after proving

the occurrence of harm, it should be judged according to legal standards.

Therefore, the association considered “pre-publication censorship” as a practice
contrary to the principle of freedom and contrary to the constitution. For this
reason, while opposing book and press censorship, they demanded the abolition
of censorship and the dissolution of the relevant institutions and organizations,
as they regarded it as the “sole condition for nurturing talents and elevating
the level of culture in Iran.” They believed that Iranian society was a mature,

independent society with the right to choose its own “intellectual nourishment.”

During the event, all the courageous speakers advocated for freedom of thought
and expression, each expressing their demands to lift censorship in various ways;
great example of the practice of parrhesia. However, what happened to these

individuals years after the 1979 Revolution, which had the slogans of independence
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and freedom? Now that four decades have passed since the 1979 Revolution, it
is essential to investigate the lives of these individuals. I have discovered that
among the 13 most prominent organisers and speakers, almost all of them either
left Iran or faced worse conditions regarding freedom of expression after the

revolution.

Shams Al-e Ahmad, Simin Daneshvar (brother and wife of Jala-e Al Ahmad,
favourite thinker of the Revolution) and Hoshang Golshiri stayed in Iran despite
the widespread censorship. But Rahmatollah Moghaddam Maraghe’l, Bahram
Beyzai,” Golam-Hossein Saedi,” Bager Momeni,* Kazem Islamiye,s Dariush
Ashoori,* Ismail Khoei,” Bager Parham,”® and Mahmoud Beh-Azin® left Iran -

and Mostafa Rahimi*® who stayed was imprisoned and suspiciously died.

Many other individuals who were members of the Writers Association suffered a
similar fate. Unfortunately, the situation of the Iranian Writers Association today,
46 years after the Nights of Goethe’s Poetry, has not seen any improvement. It
can be claimed that the censorship and pressure on writers have worsened. For
example, two prominent writers were victims of serial murders, later revealed
to be carried out by security institutions, and so were in truth assassinated
(Mohammad Mokhtari and Jaafar Pouyandeh). Commemorating the anniversary
of the renowned poet Ahmad Shamlou has always been accompanied by
difficulties. And according to the American PEN Center, Iran has the second
largest prison for writers and the largest prison for female writers in the world.
In one of the most significant recent incidents, Baktash Abtin, an Iranian poet
who was detained during the 18th anniversary ceremony of Mohammad Mokhtari
and Jaafar Pouyandeh, lost his life in detention under tragic and symbolic

circumstances.*

“Ten Nights of Goethe” stands out as a significant occurrence within the
chronicles of modern-day Iran, wherein numerous instances of parrhesia can be
discerned. However, regrettably, subsequent to the revolution, these aspirations

and concepts gradually waned, giving rise to a new interpretation of parrhesia. A
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perceptive speaker had already alluded to this altered connotation of parrhesia.
Golam-Hossein Saedi, who was the speaker on the fourth night, mentions the
“pseudo-artists” in his remarks. Sa’adi considers these artists as opportunists who
constantly appear in the media and festivals. He describes them as sycophantic,
obsequious, servile, and submissive to the powerful, while being oppressive,
tyrannical, self-satisfied, and arrogant towards the people. He believes that
pseudo-artists are the product of hypocrisy and a consequence of falseness. They
undermine true artists and spread the seeds of false art everywhere. “When there

is censorship and falsification, why shouldn’t there be pseudo-artists?”>

Following the revolution, this warning materialised, and artists were classified
into distinct categories, namely Committed and Revolutionary Artists, as well
as Non-committed, Non-revolutionary Artists. In Iran, the anniversary of the
death of Morteza Avini (a documentary filmmaker and journalist, particularly
known for his coverage of the Iran-Iraq war) has been officially designated as
“Committed and Revolutionary Art Day” on the national calendar. An official has
stated that committed art is characterised by its alignment with national and
religious beliefs, a concept that emerged in Iran following the Islamic Revolution.
Committed and Revolutionary artists receive support from the government
and claim to boldly criticise the capitalism and Iran’s main enemy, namely the
United States, while speaking the truth. “Islamic Revolutionary art is committed
to truth and anti-capitalism, and martyr Avini was an exemplary figure of this

revolutionary art.”?
CASE FOUR: THE 14TH STATEMENT

Finally, the last letter I would like to mention is called the 14th Statement, also
known as the Declaration 14, that is a statement released by 14 social activists
in 2019 which coincided with the anniversary of the 2009 presidential elections
in Iran. The statement was issued by a group of civil activists and political
campaigners inside and outside Iran, with the aim of presenting a series of

political and civil demands. The signatories of this statement criticized the
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situation in political, social, and economic aspects, addressing the economic,
civil, and political problems in the country. They called for constitutional
reforms, the departure from power of Ali Khamenei, the Supreme Leader of
the Islamic Republic, and a transition to a republican system. The signatories
cited reasons for their demands, including “widespread violation of civil rights,

s

especially women’s rights,” “incompetence in leadership and proper governance
of the country,” and “authoritarianism of the ruling system, lack of separation
of powers, and the impossibility of holding free elections.” The mentioned
statement addresses the “people of Iran” as its audience and concludes with a

call for the people to rise up.*

Following the release of the statement, 14 Iranian women activists who were
living abroad expressed their solidarity with the 14 individuals by signing a
supportive statement. At the same time, 14 female activists within Iran published
a letter outlining their civil and political demands and showing support for the 14
individuals. This letter received a warm reception from the public, artists, writers,
prominent social and political activists, and even sparked a campaign called “I am
the 15th person,” which aimed to further raise awareness and support. However,
a number of signatories of the statement and their supporters were collectively
sentenced to a total of 72 years in prison, 6 years of exile, and a 6-year ban on any
form of activity. And the state called their action a “conspiracy and collusion to

»” «

act against national security,” “propaganda against the system,” and “disturbing

public order.”
THE ANALYSIS

These two incidents match the modern definition by Foucault of parrhesia, as
a situation in which a citizen openly and candidly communicates with their

superior or ruler to criticise government policies.

Additionally, the state’s response to these letters follows a recurring pattern

observed in its reactions to most criticisms of government officials. The state
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frequently dismisses these letters as Western propaganda, aiming to quell the
people’s optimism. Parrhesiasts are often accused of forsaking the ideals and values
of the revolution and lacking the “insight” possessed by the Supreme Leader.
The state’s narrative attributes the nation’s hardships to Western conspiracies,
portraying the Iranian populace as victims of these schemes, with a particular
emphasis on the notion of a “cultural attack.” By employing these discourses, the
state consistently evades giving direct responses, as illustrated in the subsequent
example. The summary of the state’s response can be discerned in the following

instance.

During a gathering attended by a select group of filmmakers and writers, a
courageous artist confronted the Supreme Leader, expressing concerns about

perceived discrimination and noting a lack of responsiveness to official scandals.

Inresponse, the leader’s statement framed the situation within a broader context,
emphasising his affection for all individuals and including them in his prayers.
He acknowledged the presence of injustice and discrimination in the world,
attributing them to the influence of capitalism. He then positioned the Islamic
Republic as a beacon of resistance against capitalism, highlighting the challenges
faced but maintaining that these challenges did not undermine the fundamental

principles of the Islamic Republic.

These responses by the state to acts of parrhesia have given rise to two distinct
factions within the artistic and literary community. One faction comprises
artists and writers who occupy a relatively disadvantaged position in the power
structure and reject the narratives of resistance and victimhood. They assert that
the nation’s hardships are a direct consequence of the actions of high-ranking

officials in power. The other faction has internalised the state’s narratives.

Both groups enjoy the freedom to engage in outspoken criticism of various
aspects of Western countries and culture, as this is actively encouraged by the

state as a form of parrhesia. However, individuals who dare to critique high-
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ranking officials in Iran often face accusations of lacking insight, abandoning the
values of the revolution, or aligning themselves with the enemy. This illustrates
how parrhesia, when employed by the state, provides a platform for bold criticism

of the West while discouraging criticism of domestic leadership.
CASE FIVE: TWO INTERPRETATIONS OF PARRHESIA

The last illustration of parrhesia examined in this paper is an enlightening
interview featuring representatives from both interpretations of parrhesia
previously discussed in the Iranian context. This interview* serves as a forum
for individuals who critique the state while occupying a subordinate position,
as well as those who primarily focus their criticisms on the West and mid-level
officials. Through this interview, a diverse array of perspectives on parrhesia
surfaces, providing valuable insights into various methods of expressing candid

and critical viewpoints within the Iranian socio-political sphere.

One notable figure on one end of the spectrum is Mr. Nourizad, who has garnered
recognition for his fearless criticism of the Iranian leader. He has become well-
known for writing numerous critical letters, including the aforementioned “The
14th Statement.” Mr. Nourizad’s remarkable courage and audacity in openly
expressing his critiques towards the leader and the underlying power dynamics
are worthy of commendation. Interestingly, it is noteworthy that he was initially
a fervent supporter of the leader during the revolution, adding an intriguing

dimension to his story.

On the other side of the spectrum, the interviewer in this scenario exemplifies
individuals who claim to practice parrhesia while still aligning themselves with
the government. Although the interviewer’s background and reasoning suggest
his affiliation with government supporters, subtle shifts can recently be observed
in his stance. While he asserts his commitment to truthfulness and loyalty to
the truth, it becomes evident that he avoids direct criticism towards the highest

ranks in Iran, possibly due to his devotion to those in power, mainly the Supreme
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Leader.

I will make an effort to report the key points presented by each speaker. In order
to maintain impartiality, my focus will be on understanding their respective
perspectives on truth and truth-telling, particularly in relation to power and

power dynamics.

Mohammad Nourizad is an Iranian filmmaker, journalist, and political activist.
He gained recognition for his critical views on the Iranian government and his
involvement in various forms of artistic expression. Nourizad has written several
letters to the Supreme Leader of Iran, expressing his opinions and concerns
regarding the state of the country. Throughout his career, Nourizad has faced
consequences for his outspokenness. In 2009, he was imprisoned for allegedly
insulting the Supreme Leader and promoting propaganda against the regime.
Duringhisincarceration, he went onahunger strike as a form of protest. Nourizad’s
activism and his willingness to openly criticise the government have made him a
symbol of dissent in Iran. Despite previously supporting the revolution and the

government, he later became disillusioned and voiced his discontent.””

Hossein Dehbashi, the interviewer, has had a multifaceted career with significant
involvement in governmental organizations and the media industry in Iran. His
notable positions as a deputy in the Special Occasions TV Group, which serves
as the national media authority and oversees other media outlets, demonstrate
his expertise and influence in the media landscape. Additionally, his work as a
writer and director in the Narration of Victory TV Group further highlights his
contributions to the media industry. Dehbashi’s affiliations with Imam Sadegh
University, an institution focused on preparing individuals for governmental
roles, signify his close ties to the government sector. This connection suggests
his involvement in strategic communications and his understanding of the
intricacies of government operations. Moreover, Dehbashi has made notable
contributions to historical documentation through projects such as the Oral and

Visual History Office of Contemporary Iran and the Oral History of the Leaders
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of the Islamic Republic of Iran. **

During the interview, Nourizad shares insights into the various stages of his life,
which have shaped his perspective and led to significant transformations. He
describes two distinct phases that have influenced his worldview. In the early
stages, Nourizad was an ardent supporter of the leader and actively engaged in
revolutionary activities. He deeply admired figures like Morteza Avini,* who
played a pivotal role in promoting the ideals of the revolution and was a staunch
supporter of its founder, Imam Khomeini. Inspired by these ideals, Nourizad
participated actively in revolutionary endeavours, including contributing to
infrastructure development in remote areas of Iran. He dedicated his talents
to filmmaking and writing, using these mediums to propagate the virtues and
principles of the revolution. However, a turning point occurred when Nourizad
witnessed the government’s repression of the 2009 protests. This experience
profoundly impacted him and caused him to re-evaluate his beliefs. He began
questioning the actions and policies of the government, including the Supreme
Leader and the Revolutionary Guards. This critical self-reflection led him to
recognize the unintended consequences of his earlier support and involvement,
realising that his actions unwittingly contributed to the establishment of a
religious dictatorship. Regrettably, Nourizad’s vocal opposition to the regime
came at a cost. He faced significant hardships, and his family also bore the
repercussions of his dissent. Nonetheless, Nourizad’s transformation and his
courage to openly criticise the government and its repressive practices serve as a

testament to his unwavering commitment to truth and justice.

In contrast to Nourizad’s perspective, Dehbashi adopts a different approach
in the interview. While giving Nourizad the opportunity to express himself,
Dehbashi intermittently challenges his assertions and highlights what he
perceives as errors or over-generalizations. Dehbashi openly expresses support
for Hezbollah*® and criticizes Nourizad for attributing all of Iran’s challenges
solely to the Revolutionary Guards,” neglecting the role of other countries.

Notably, Dehbashi consciously refrains from criticising the Supreme Leader
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and the Revolutionary Guards, instead attributing a significant portion of Iran’s
issues to Western countries and former Iranian presidents. Dehbashi asserts that
he presents specific facts and considers his perspective to be the truth, which
diverges from Nourizad’s viewpoint. He accuses Nourizad of adopting a radical
approach and merely engaging in criticism, regardless of the group or individual
targeted, suggesting that Nourizad’s method remains consistent while the

subjects of his criticism may change.

Indeed, Nourizad exemplifies parrhesia as he fearlessly criticises the central
sources of power, fully aware of the risks and repercussions involved. On the
other hand, Dehbashi represents a group of individuals who perceive themselves
as victims of Western conspiracies. He presents himself as a bold critic of Western
countries and certain factions within the country, notably excluding the leader
and primary power holders, but rather targeting former presidents or lower-

ranking officials.

Before proceeding to the next section of this essay, it’s noteworthy to emphasise
a significant point that surfaced during the conclusion of the interview. Dehbashi
raises a pertinent question concerning the decline in Nourizad’s influence on
the public and the comparatively reduced responses to his speeches and actions,
especially when compared to the past. Nourizad acknowledges the validity of
this observation and attributes it to people’s apprehension about associating

themselves with him. This point will be revisited later in this paper.
PARRHESIA AND STATE’S RHETORIC

In this section, our objective is to initiate a dialogue between the state’s responses
and acts of parrhesia, taking inspiration from Goodnight’s perspective. We regard
parrhesia as a rhetorical instrument, allowing us to delve into the state’s reactions
to these acts. As a result, by using the examples of parrhesia mentioned earlier,
we aim to investigate the state’s narrative of resistance and victimhood, assess

the element of kairos, and analyse the unique effects of parrhesia on the state’s
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stance.

Goodnight’s analysis of parrhesia offers a valuable framework for understanding
the state’s responses to cases of parrhesia.?* Goodnight defines parrhesia as
a “figure of thought associated with speaking truth to power.” This concept
encompasses the expression of bold and potentially risky statements, which can
take two forms: (1) direct and impassioned declarations made spontaneously,
and (2) statements that may be accompanied by qualifications or explanations,

either spontaneously or as a habitual response to equivocation.

Goodnight underscores that parrhesia consistently denotes the act of expressing
a communicative argument that questions entrenched beliefs held by the broader
populace or those in positions of authority.?® As a result, parrhesia emerges as
the essential rhetorical tool of dissent. This viewpoint on parrhesia aids us in
examining how those in authority react to truth and perceive parrhesia as a mode

of argumentation.

According to Goodnight,** a parrhesiastic act is essentially a statement put forth
in support of a particular truth, intended to provoke a response from others. This
act of argumentation initiates an exchange or interaction within various contexts,
such as dialogues, debates, dramas, or interrogations. The use of this rhetorical
figure aims to alert participants to a discrepancy between what the speaker
asserts as the truth and what is mistakenly accepted as truth by those who are
uninformed, hold outdated views, or make misguided decisions, including those

in power who may use deception to mislead the public.

In this context, Goodnight’s analysis sheds light on how the state responds
to cases of parrhesia by framing them as acts of dissent and dissenters as
challenging established beliefs. The state’s response may involve deflecting
criticism, reinforcing its own narratives, or accusing dissenters of spreading
misinformation. Goodnight’s framework helps us understand the dynamics of

power and argumentation in response to parrhesia.
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Theadoptionofvictimhood narrativesbythosein powerinresponse toparrhesiastic
acts has been a recurring strategy, observed in the Islamic Republic at different
points in their histories.® By portraying themselves as victims, authorities often
avoid directly addressing the substance of the criticism and instead employ a
tactic of denial, effectively sidestepping the underlying issues. This pattern
tends to emerge prominently when faced with criticism from notable figures.
Consequently, one can deduce that an indicator of the effectiveness of parrhesia
is when those in power instinctively deny the allegations and position themselves
as victims. This defensive reaction serves as a clear signal that parrhesia has hit a

nerve and presented a genuine challenge to the prevailing authority.

Also, the victim narrative is frequently embraced by fervent supporters of
individuals in positions of power, who assert that those at the top are the true
victims. They are depicted as victims of those in middle ranks, often citing the
failure of those lower down to fulfil their responsibilities properly. In certain
cases, particularlyin Iran, this narrative may be reinforced by invoking the concept
of “omission,” which refers to a legal offense where an individual intentionally
refrains from fulfilling their legal duties. By attributing blame to those in middle
ranks, the narrative serves as a shield to protect those in power from criticism,

allowing them to evade accountability.®

In essence, the adoption of victimhood narrative is a strategic response by those
in power to maintain their authority and deflect criticism. It not only avoids
addressing the core issues raised by parrhesia but also seeks to reshape the
narrative in their favour, often by blaming subordinates or external forces for the

challenges faced.

Furthermore, the discussion of parrhesia in the context of kairos, as presented by
Dyrberg¥ and Foucault, offers valuable insights into the dynamics of bold speech
and the state’s response to it, particularly in the case of Mr. Nourizad and his

declining influence.
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Parrhesia, as emphasized by Foucault,® is inherently situational and adapts to
specific circumstances, occasions, and audiences. It transcends conventional
rules and rhetorical procedures, finding its essence in kairos, the critical and
decisive moment or opportunity. Parrhesia demands not only the right timing
but also courage and self-care, enabling individuals to act during these pivotal

moments.

As observed in contemporary Iran, parrhesia is not a continuous and habitual
practice but emerges in specific moments when individuals choose to speak
truth boldly. These moments are exceptionally sincere and impactful, startling
individuals and drawing attention to unjust actions, particularly when committed
by those in positions of power. Parrhesia exerts a profound influence during these

critical junctures.

However, the power and impact of parrhesia can diminish over time, leading it to
become a routine activity for individuals reflecting their political or social stance.
This pattern is evident in Mr. Nourizad’s case, where his influence declined as he
continued his critical letters to the leader. It’s essential to recognise that parrhesia
cannot be a sustained, enduring practice; its effectiveness relies on opportune

moments.

The cumulative impact of repeated parrhesiastic acts by different individuals
aimed at sources of authority can result in the integration of parrhesia into an
individual’s intrinsic political or social identity. It is also crucial to note that
parrhesia carries the most weight when directed at sources of authority deemed
“legitimate” by society. Nevertheless, its effectiveness diminishes when those
in power lose their legitimacy due to widespread criticism, public recognition
of their true nature, ongoing unrest and counterattacks mounted by those in
positions of authority.

A frequently employed counterattack strategy is to claim that any action

criticised by opponents is inherently correct. Authorities may contend that any
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action provoking outrage from their primary adversaries, often Western powers
and “their internal allies,” must be truthful and warranted. This acknowledgment
underscores the reality that recurrent parrhesiastic acts typically trigger a defensive
reaction from those in authority, thereby diminishing their effectiveness. Officials
mightbecome skilled at pre-emptivelyrationalising their actions, therebyreducing
the impact of parrhesia over time, as it fails to prompt genuine introspection
or an earnest response.*® The Supreme leader once said “if we observe that our
conduct fails to provoke anger or upset among the enemies of religion, Islam and

Quranic authority, then we should question our own effectiveness.”+
CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this inquiry into the practice of parrhesia in the recent history of
Iran has yielded several insights. Four specific cases were analysed to achieve
multiple objectives: to provide contemporary examples of political parrhesia
in accordance with both Pernot’s and Foucault’s interpretations, to reveal the
recurring demands and themes in parrhesiastic acts, to examine the state’s
responses characterised by resistance, victimhood narratives, and manipulation
of parrhesia’s meaning, and to understand the factors that contribute to the

diminishing impact of parrhesia over time.

These cases illustrated the diverse manifestations of political parrhesia,
encompassing critiques by middle-rank officials addressing the ruling majority
and citizens addressing the top ruler. They underscored the consistent demands
for freedom of expression, the removal of censorship, opposition to dictatorship,
and the defence of democratic principles. Additionally, parrhesiastic acts
frequently served as warnings about the nation’s future and as calls to action

against authoritarian rule.

The responses of the state, as revealed through its rhetoric, were characterised
by a tripartite narrative: resistance against changing the values of the revolution,

the portrayal of the state as a victim of external conspiracies, and the redefinition
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of parrhesia as criticism primarily directed at Western powers. These responses
aimed to deflect criticism, legitimise the state’s actions, and shift blame for the

nation’s hardships to external actors.

An important finding of this inquiry was the recognition that the impact of
parrhesiastic acts diminishes under certain circumstances. Repetition of criticism
without consideration of opportune moments (kairos) and the loss of legitimacy
by those in power were identified as key factors contributing to this decline in
effectiveness. When those in authority lose their legitimacy, parrhesia may still
be a dangerous act, but its capacity to provoke genuine reflection or response

diminishes.#
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