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Iran and the Aryan myth*

David Motadel

Few terms in modern history have developed a similar vigour and significance as 
the word ‘Aryan’. From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, the term became a 
strong political concept which had a notable impact on the construction of ethnic 
and national identities in both the European and the non-European world. This 
chapter presents an account of the origins, evolution and politicisation of the term 
‘Aryan’ in modern Europe, concluding with a brief sketch of its significance in the 
non-European world, specifically in Iran, since the late nineteenth century. The 
purpose of the article is to rethink the often underestimated role that Iran played 
in the history of myths about the ‘Aryan’, both in European debates and in Iranian 
nationalist discourse.1

The history of the term ‘Aryan’ can be seen as a series of conceptualisa-
tions and re-conceptualisations. This chapter endeavours to draw attention 
to the actual change and variation in the meaning of the expression over 
time,2 exploring the rediscovery of the ancient term by European scholars 
of the late eighteenth century, its introduction into historical literature and 
linguistics in the early nineteenth century, and the subsequent conceptualising 
of ‘Aryans’ as an Indo-European people (I); the re-conceptualising of ‘Aryans’  
as an Indo-European race (II); the evolution and abstraction of the term  
‘Aryan’ within European race theories, and its politicisation and popularisa-
tion in the late nineteenth century (III); and the political instrumentalisation, 
particularly discourses about the ‘Aryan’ in Nazi Germany (IV).

I conclude with an examination of the reception of European ideas about the 
‘Aryan’ in the non-European world, specifically its reception by Iranian national-
ists (V). The century-long terminological evolution of the term did result in a 
diversification of meaning. The following narrative should therefore not be read 
as a history of a linear development, or even of teleological progress, but as an 
accumulation of competing, though linked, meanings.
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I. Origins

Two thousand five hundred years before the term ‘Aryan’ became popular among 
racists and nationalists across Europe and Asia, the Persian king Darius I (522–486 
bc) introduced himself in the rock inscription of Naqsh-i Rustam as follows:

I (am) Darius the great king, king of kings, king of countries possessing all kinds of 
people, king of this great earth far and wide, son of Hystaspes, an Achaemenid, a 
Persian, the son of a Persian, an Aryan, of Aryan lineage.3

The term ‘Aryan’, as used by Darius, was a self-designation that described belong-
ing to a people, and conveyed an ethnical connotation. ‘Aryan’ and related 
expressions like ‘Arya’ also appeared in other ancient Persian and Indian inscrip-
tions and texts, most importantly in the Zoroastrian Avesta and in Vedic texts.4

The modern history of the term ‘Aryan’ begins with two very different ‘discov-
eries’ during the Age of Enlightment. The first was the rediscovery of the ancient 
term ‘Aryan’ by European scholars. In the eighteenth century, when European 
explorers developed a rising interest in Iran and ancient Persia, they soon found 
out that the ancient Persians had identified themselves as ‘Aryans’. In 1768, before 
the inscription of Naqsh-i Rustam was decoded, the French Orientalist Abraham 
Hyacinthe Anquetil du Perron concluded from the writings of Herodotus and 
Diodor that ‘Aryan’ was the ancient name for the ancient ‘peoples of Iran’.5 
Once introduced by Perron, the expression spread rapidly among European 
scholars. In Germany, for instance, the term ‘Aryan’ appeared for the first time 
in Johann Friedrich Kleuker’s translation of Perron’s article from French into 
German in 1777.6

The second discovery was philological, and concerned the exploration of 
the Indo-European linguistic connection. As the expansion of the European 
empires proceeded, Europeans became attentive to the relationship between 
European, Persian and Indian words. In 1786, Sir William Jones, an English 
judge on the Supreme Court in Calcutta and one of the founders of compar-
ative philology, pronounced in his address to the ‘Royal Asiatic Society of 
Bengal’ that there was a strong affinity between Sanskrit ‘both in the roots 
of verbs and in the forms of grammar’, and Greek and Latin.7 The similari-
ties were too close to ‘possibly have been produced by accident’; they must 
have ‘sprung from some common source, which perhaps, no longer exists’, he 
concluded. He also considered that Gothic, Celtic and Old Persian belonged ‘to 
the family’; 30 years later, in 1816, the German linguist Franz Bopp provided 
scientific proof of the structural affinity between Greco-Latin, Sanskrit and  
Persian.8
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The expression ‘Aryan’, which had so far been seen as a name for the ancient 
Persian people, underwent its first extension of meaning in the era of romantic 
and volkish thought. Early national thinkers, most prominently Germans like 
Johann Gottfried Herder and Johann Gottlieb Fichte, began to imagine the 
nation, a people, or in their words a Volk as an organic cultural community, 
rooted in its history and connected by shared folklore, myths, poetry, fairytales 
and, most importantly, by a common language.9 Linguistic relationships were 
taken as natural proof of volkish or tribal relationships (still a mainly cultural 
notion) and the question about the ancestry and origins of a Volk became closely 
connected to speculations about the origins of its language.

In this context, the linguistic ‘Indo-European’ relationship was soon taken as 
proof of the tribal and volkish kinship of the people who spoke that language. 
As a consequence, European scholars began to see the ancient Persians as their 
ancestors. It was the German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel who performed 
the crucial step. Drawing from a linguistic to a tribal relationship, he suggested 
in 1808 that the ancestors of the Germans were the ancient Persian ‘Aryans’. 
‘The name of the Aryans is related to another relationship, which concerns us 
much more intimately,’ he proclaimed, adding that ‘our Germanic ancestors, 
while they were still in Asia, were known foremost under the name “Aryans”.’ 
‘All of a sudden,’ Schlegel triumphantly asserted, ‘the old saga and opinion 
of the kinship of the Germans, or the Germanic and Gothic people with the 
Persians appear in a completely new light.’10 The German thinker took the term 
‘Aryan’, as reintroduced by Perron, to designate an ancient Indo-European 
‘primordial people’ (Urvolk), which travelled in an ancient ‘Aryan migration’ 
from Asia to Europe.11 By drawing from language to volkish origin, Europeans 
became ‘Aryans’, whose roots (Urheimat) lay in the East. This ‘Aryan’ migration 
theory, or ‘Aryan myth’, as Leon Poliakov put it, quickly became popular across 
Western Europe. Scholars began to see the ancient Persians as their ancestors. 
In October 1827, for instance, a certain L. C. Beaufort gave a paper to the 
Royal Irish Academy in which he suggested that many Irish customs were of 
Eastern, ‘chiefly of Persian’ origin.12 ‘Persia’, he explained, was the country 
‘from which the Irish claim to derive in great measure their descent, their arts, 
and their religion’.13

Schlegel, and early proponents of the Aryan legend like Beaufort, referred  
to the cultural rather than biological conception of ‘Aryans’. They defined a 
people still completely in accordance with Herder and other early national 
thinkers. Moreover, their conceptions of ‘Aryans’ and ‘non-Aryans’ were rela-
tively neutral. Soon, however, scholars would define the relationship and the 
idea of an ancient ‘Aryan’ migration in biological and racial terms, and add 
specific character traits to the picture.
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II. Racial thought

Over the course of the nineteenth century, cultural definitions of a people, 
Volk or nation became increasingly biologically and racially charged.14 Race 
theories, as had been developed since the eighteenth century, received a cultural 
extension, while cultural ideas of a nation or a Volk obtained a biological one. 
Accordingly, many scholars no longer saw a linguistic relationship as a charac-
teristic of a purely historical-cultural relationship, but rather a biological-racial 
one; indeed, linguists began to employ their theories to prove racial relation-
ships, with linguistic characteristics increasingly being used as markers of racial 
classification. In this context, ‘Aryans’, widely believed to be an ancient primor-
dial people and ancestors to the Europeans, were increasingly described in terms 
of physical appearance and associated with ideas of ‘race’. As early as 1823, 
the German orientalist Julius Klaproth claimed that the ancient ‘Aryans’, or 
‘Indo-Germanics’ as he named them, had been light-skinned, while in 1836, 
the French philologist Frédéric-Gustave Eichhoff declared that all Europeans 
once ‘came from the Orient’, as proven by the ‘evidence of both physiology  
and linguistics’.15

More importantly, concepts of the ‘Aryan’ were increasingly charged with 
specific character traits that were considered racially inherent and linked to the 
notion of racial superiority. Already in 1830, Schlegel’s student Christian Lassen, 
an Orientalist at the University of Bonn, remarked that the ‘Indians and the Old 
Persian people called themselves with the same name, specifically “Aryans”; the 
honorific meaning undoubtedly suits also the militant Germans’.16 He further 
substantiated this judgment in his famous Indische Altertumskunde, in which 
he glorified the ‘Aryans’ as ‘the most gifted’ of all and ‘perfect in talent’, and 
praised their creativity, flawless spirit and harmony of soul.17 Lassen contrasted 
his descriptions with those of the ‘Semites’, laying the roots for the fatal idea 
of a dichotomy between ‘Semites’ and ‘Aryans’. Referring to Jews and Arabs in 
particular, he wrote:

History teaches us that the Semites did not possess the harmonious balance of all those 
forces of the spirit [Gleichmass aller Seelenkräfte] which characterised the Indo-Germans 
[…] Their views and notions so absorb their intelligence that they are unable to rise 
with serenity to the contemplation of pure ideas […] In his religion the Semite is egois-
tical and exclusive.18

Besides attaching to the ‘Aryan’ all kinds of superior features, Lassen extended the 
meaning of the word in a second direction when suggesting to call the common 
family of languages ‘Aryan’ (instead of ‘Indo-Germanic’, for instance) as well.19

In fact, both the biological extension of the term ‘Aryan’ and its implicit 
valuation as a superior race spread rapidly among race theorists. Friedrich Max 
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Müller, Ernest Renan, Adolphe Pictet and Arthur Comte de Gobineau are among 
the best-known thinkers who in the nineteenth century popularised the idea of an 
ancient ‘Aryan’ master race which immigrated to Europe.

Friedrich Max Müller, a lecturer at Oxford and the most notable propagandist 
of the Aryan legend in England, declared that linguistics, was the science to justify 
the existence and origins of an ‘Aryan’ race.20 Through the discovery of relation-
ship between languages, he proclaimed ‘a complete revolution took place in the 
views commonly entertained of the ancient history of the world’.21 The ancestors 
of the ‘Aryan’ race, ‘whose thought still runs in our thoughts, as their blood may 
run in our veins’, had come from Asia – they would be ‘our true ancestors in spirit 
and in truth’.22

Müller’s French counterpart Ernest Renan distinguished first and foremost 
‘Aryans’ from ‘Semites’, with the latter identified primarily as ‘Arabs’ and, more 
importantly, ‘Jews’.23 In the tradition of Lassen’s ‘Aryan–Semitic’ dichotomy, 
Renan portrayed ‘Semites’ as ‘non-Aryans’ per se: two powerful ‘asymmetrical 
concepts’, in the words of Reinhart Kosseleck, that soon became widely popular.24 
Only the ‘Aryans’, according to the French thinker, were the real master race 
and meant to influence the destiny of mankind. Similarly, the Geneva linguist 
Adolphe Pictet identified the ‘Aryans’ as the chosen race (une race destinée par 
la Providence), predetermined to dominate the world.25 Influenced by Lassen 
and Renan, he also believed in an antagonism between ‘Semites’ and superior 
‘Aryans’. The ancient ‘Aryans’, which he located in Iran and called ‘Ario-Persans’, 
were identified as the direct ancestors of the Europeans.

Perhaps the most important and renowned proponent of a racial version of 
the Aryan myth was Arthur Comte de Gobineau, who was fascinated by Iran, 
and had actually visited the country as a diplomat in the 1850s. In his Essai sur 
l’inégalité des races humaines, he used the term ‘Aryan’ to refer to a ‘primordial race’ 
which had been, in his opinion, the elite of ancient India and Persia, as well as of 
contemporary nineteenth-century France.26 Yet Gobineau detached the ‘Aryan’ 
from modern Asia. The last ‘pure’ ‘Aryans’, he believed, were the Germanics and 
included the French aristocracy and also himself. More generally, Gobineau saw 
the ‘Aryans’ and ‘Semites’ as part of a ‘white race’, which he distinguished from a 
‘yellow’ and a ‘black’ one.

Scholars such as Müller, Gobineau, Pictet and Renan referred explicitly to the 
Indo-European linguistic family, an ancient ‘Aryan’ migration and a racial relation-
ship to the East. But although their theories maintained considerable influence, in 
the late nineteenth century, the meaning of the term ‘Aryan’ began to change and 
diversify further, giving rise to a wide variety of concepts and meanings. More and 
more often, the term became detached from ideas of an Indo-European, Eastern 
and, indeed, Persian connection.
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III. Popularisation

By the turn of the century, the term ‘Aryan’ had become popular among the racial 
and racist vocabulary of scholars, publicists and political activists, while at the 
same time undergoing a considerable diversification of meaning. A very abstract 
conception of ‘Aryan’ as a synonym for ‘master race’ or ‘highest race’ with specific 
physiological characteristics was used in the terminology of scientific race theories. 
Moreover, anti-Semites used the term as a synonym for ‘non-Jewish’. Eventually, 
the term became widely used as a synonym for ‘Nordic’ or ‘Germanic race’.

In the academic sphere, particularly in the scientific tradition of race theory, 
most scholars soon began to use the term ‘Aryan’ as a synonym for ‘highest’ race, 
and to describe specific phrenological and craniological characteristics and colour, 
essentially those meeting the physical traits of Linné’s Homo Europaeus. Concerned 
with modern science – biology, anatomy and genetics – the French race scholars 
Marcelin Berthelot and Georges Vacher de Lapouge, as well as their German 
colleagues Adolf Bastian and Alfred Ploetz, social Darwinists like Ernst Haeckel, 
and eugenicists like Francis Galton, showed little or no interest in relating their 
research to ancient migration theories or philology.27

At the same time, the expression became prominent as a synonym for ‘non-
Jewish’. It was Houston Stewart Chamberlain who employed the term ‘Aryan’ 
not only to describe his ‘master race’, but also, influenced by Renan, as a demar-
cation from the Jews. Chamberlain also had much to say about ancient Persian 
history, which he used as an example to warn against the dangers of tolerance 
towards the ‘Semites’ and racial degeneration. The ‘noble Persian king Cyrus’, he 
wrote, ‘with the naivety of the little shrewd Indo-European’, allowed the Jews 
of Babylon to return to Jerusalem and supported the rebuilding of their temple. 
This, according to Chamberlain, was the Persian’s deadly mistake, as ‘under the 
protection of Aryan tolerance’ a source of ‘Semitic intolerance’ was erected, which 
‘should disperse like a poison over the earth’ and became a ‘curse’ in the following 
millennia.28

Chamberlain enjoyed particular influence over the German Emperor Wilhelm 
II, who gave orders to introduce Chamberlain’s Foundations of the Nineteenth 
Century as compulsory reading for school teachers in training.29 In a letter to 
Chamberlain, the Kaiser affirmed his approval of Chamberlain’s theories, testify-
ing his own satisfaction at having descended from ‘Aryan’ origins.30 As late as 1923, 
Wilhelm II, then exiled in the Netherlands, would declare that the ancient Persians 
were the true ancestors of the Germanic peoples.31 Indeed, many of the Kaiser’s 
subjects shared this belief. On the occasion of the visit of Muzaffar al-Din Shah to 
Germany in 1902, for instance, the national German daily Die Post reported that 
the ‘Persian people, whose leader we are honouring, is like the German from the 
Aryan line’.32 The extent of the politicisation and popularisation of the scholarly 
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discourse in fin-de-siècle Europe may be addressed by future research. It seems that 
in Germany, where romanticism and volkish ideology – the emphasis of language 
and culture in defining national identity – was of particular importance in the 
nation-building process, Aryan legends were most influential.

Finally, German historians, anthropologists, cultural theorists, and, more 
importantly, amateur scholars began to develop a particular German, or Nordic, 
version of the ‘Aryan’ migration myth. In 1868, Theodor Bensen thought about the 
roots of the ‘Aryans’ in Europe.33 From there, he believed, some of them migrated 
to Asia and founded the ancient civilisations of the East. On the Asian fringes 
they degenerated through mixing with foreign races; only the ‘Nordic race’, the 
core race in central and northern Europe, remained purely ‘Aryan’. This ‘northern 
thesis’, which was still based on the idea of an Indo-European connection and 
based on linguistic arguments, soon became popular among German anthropol-
ogists and linguists like Lazarus Geiger,34 Theodor Poesche,35 Ludwig Wilser,36 
Karl Penka37 and Gustaf Kossinna.38 Variations in the theories of these scholars 
were marginal. While, for instance, Poesche detected the origins, or Urheimat, 
of his blond and blue-eyed ‘Aryans’ in the Rokitno swamps of Lithuania, Wilser 
and Penka believed they had found it in southern Scandinavia. The Aryan myth 
became a Germanic myth. The new theories further fuelled the trend to use the 
word ‘Aryan’ as a synonym for ‘Nordic’ or ‘Germanic’.

The ‘northern thesis’ became especially influential among a more romantic and 
esoteric tradition of racism in Germany. Race mysticists like Paul Anton Lagarde, 
Julius Langbehn and Guido von List regarded ‘Aryans’ as unspoilt Germanics 
(Urgermanen) who lived close to nature, and far removed from contemporary 
materialism and liberal modernity.39 Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels constructed a 
mystic heathen Germanic theory, which he called ‘Aryanism’ (Arianismus); he had 
a significant influence on the young Adolf Hitler in Vienna.40

IV. Nazi conceptions

The prominence of the term ‘Aryan’ in National Socialist vocabulary would 
discredit it in Europe once and for all. The Nazi regime’s uses of the term 
‘Aryan’ were ambiguous and inconsistent, reflecting the various developments it 
underwent since the nineteenth century. On the most general level, the Third 
Reich’s ideologues and propagandists used the term as a synonym for ‘Nordic’, 
‘Germanic’, ‘German’ and ‘non-Jewish’.

With these meanings, the term was finally introduced into Germany’s legal 
code. Although student fraternities in late-nineteenth-century Austria and 
interwar Germany had adopted so-called ‘Aryan clauses’ (Arierklauseln) in their 
statutes to exclude Jews, the Third Reich became the first state to introduce the 
term ‘Aryan’ into national law.41 On 7 April 1933, Berlin issued the notorious 
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‘Aryan Paragraph’ (Arierparagraph), paragraph 3 of the so-called ‘Law for the 
Restoration of the Professional Civil Service’. Expressions like ‘Aryan Paragraph’, 
‘Proof of Aryan Ancestry’ (Ariernachweis) or ‘Aryanisation’ (Arisierung) became 
fixed components of the regime’s legal vocabulary. Their primary target was Jews. 
Yet, employing the concepts ‘Aryan’ and ‘non-Aryan’ instead of ‘Jewish’ and ‘non-
Jewish’, the laws soon discriminated against not only Jews, but a far wider group of 
people, including foreigners who initially were not intended as targets by the Nazi 
regime. Soon, foreign governments complained. To solve the problem, officials of 
the German Foreign Office, Interior Ministry, Propaganda Ministry, the Office 
of Race Politics of the Nazi party (NSDAP) and representatives of other agencies 
met on 15 November 1934.42 Representatives of the Interior Ministry, a central 
authority in the field of racial legislation, suggested abolishing the expression 
‘Aryan’ altogether and replacing it with ‘non-Jewish’. Helmut Nicolai, a high-
ranking official of the Interior Ministry, pleaded for a new racial law which would 
replace ‘non-Aryan’ with ‘Jewish’ and change the term ‘Aryan’ to ‘non-Jewish’, 
to affirm that the laws were directed solely against Jews. His colleague Hanns 
Seel discussed the term ‘Aryan’ in detail, concluding that it was indeed ‘highly 
controversial and scientifically not clarified’. The line of the Interior Ministry 
was opposed by the head of the Race Office, Walter Gross, who represented 
Hitler’s deputy Rudolf Hess, revealing the usual rivalry between party and state 
agencies.43 In order to avoid diplomatic frictions, Berlin eventually decided to 
adopt a pragmatic policy of ad hoc exceptions in cases where non-Jewish foreign-
ers were affected.44 The Nuremberg Laws of 1935, also primarily directed against 
German Jews, did not refer to ‘Aryans’ and ‘non-Aryans’ any more, but to the (no 
less ambiguous) expressions ‘German or kindred blood’ and ‘Jews and other non-
kindred people’. ‘Kindred’, in the working language of the Third Reich, referred 
to all European peoples, and to ‘those of their descendants in the non-European 
parts of the world who kept themselves racially pure’.45 The legal experiment with 
the term ‘Aryan’ had failed.

In contrast, politicised academic research made extensive use of historical, 
linguistic and racial ideas about the ‘Aryan’. After all, complex concepts of an 
‘Aryan’ race and its history were part of the ideological repertoire of leading Nazi 
ideologists. In Mein Kampf, Adolf Hitler used the term ‘Aryan’ as a synonym for 
‘master race’, ‘culture-bearing race’ and, most importantly, ‘non-Jewish’. Hitler’s 
version of the ancient ‘Aryan migration’ followed a common pattern of historical 
development: since antiquity, the Nordic ‘Aryan’ race conquered foreign peoples 
and territories, founded great civilisations and finally perished because of a lack 
of racial hygiene.46 In this narrative, the glories of all human civilisations were 
creations of the ‘Aryan’ master race. During the war, Hitler referred explicitly to 
the case of ancient Persia: ‘Nations which did not rid themselves of Jews, perished. 
One of the most famous examples of this was the downfall of a people who were 
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once so proud – the Persians.’47 Hitler’s self-proclaimed chief ideologue Alfred 
Rosenberg drew an even more detailed picture of an ancient migration of a ‘Nordic 
race’.48 In his famous Mythus des Zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts, he described the old 
Persians as ‘Aryans with northern blood’, who had finally degenerated because of 
mixing with ‘lower races’:

Once, the Persian king gave order to cut into the rock face of Behistun the following 
words: ‘I, Darius the Great King, King of Kings, an Aryan, having Aryan lineage […]’ 
Today the Persian muleteer pulls ahead soullessly by this wall: he represents thousands 
– culture and personality are born together with race and also die with it.49

For Rosenberg, Persian history served as a negative example of miscegenation 
(Bastardierung). Indeed, most National Socialist ideologues agreed with the idea 
that ‘Aryans’ – in their attempt to cultivate the Orient – perished as a result of 
infiltration (Überfremdung) by ‘Semitic races’.

It was this ideological interpretation of the Aryan myth that influenced 
academic research on the ‘Aryans’ under the Nazi regime. A highly ideological and 
politicised discourse soon dominated many academic fields, including the works 
of experts in Iranian studies and Indologists, classists, historians and linguists, 
all eager to benefit from the prominence and popularity of the term ‘Aryan’. 
They formed an interdisciplinary research field, a pendant to the Nazi discipline 
of Deutsche Judenforschung (literally: German Research on Jews).50 Working 
willingly towards the Führer’s theories, German scholars used their linguistic, 
historical and racial research to underpin the idea of an ‘Aryan’ race that origi-
nated in Northern Europe, and in ancient times spread over the globe, founding 
ancient civilisations like the Persian Empire, but eventually intermingled and 
mixed with native races, degenerated and failed. The last pure ‘Aryans’ survived 
only in the North, in Germanic lands. The myth was perfectly compatible with 
the everyday use and meaning of the terms like ‘superior race’, ‘non-Jewish’, 
‘Nordic’ or ‘Germanic’, a fact that was also accepted by scholars who were not 
committed anti-Semites.

Orientalists, like Heinrich Schaeder, Heinrich Lüders and Wilhelm Weber, 
eagerly adopted the racial thesis of a northern migration to Asia.51 In fact, it was 
research about the ‘Aryans’ and their indo-Germanic links to Asia that kept the 
field of Oriental studies alive during the years of the Third Reich.52 As early as 
autumn 1934, a public lecture series was organised in Berlin, dedicated to the 
contemporary uses of the subject.53 Both lectures on the ancient Orient, given by 
Wilhelm Weber and by Heinrich Lüders, addressed the idea of an ancient ‘Aryan’ 
race. In the first lecture of the series, Weber proclaimed that Adolf Hitler had 
called ‘to write the world history of Aryan mankind’, before outlining the thesis 
of an ancient migration from the North to the East.54 His ideas about the nature 
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of the ancient ‘Aryans’ reflected some rather crude ideological ideals – authority, 
warrior spirit, primacy of blood bonds, pride. Persia, he lectured, had been a 
‘world power’ – ‘an Aryan power’.55 Only infiltration by primitive, ‘non-Aryan’ 
peoples had led to its decline. Similarly, Heinrich Lüders made the case for the 
‘Aryan’ migration, focusing mostly on India.56 The most prominent Orientalist 
to promote the Aryan legend though was Heinrich Schaeder, who believed that 
northern European ‘Aryans’ once colonised the Middle East and Inner Asia to 
defend their Nordic homeland against Asiatic hordes. Schaeder drew particular 
parallels between ancient Persians and Germans.57 ‘Just like the Iranians laid out 
the historical foundations in the Middle East, the Germans formed the structure 
of Europe in the Middle Ages,’58 ‘Aryan’ world history became the link between 
East and West. Even the ancient wars between Greeks and Persians were relativ-
ised as ‘quarrels among brother people’.59 Some experts in Iranian studies finally 
even linked ‘Aryan’ history to Iran under Reza Shah. Walther Hinz, a professor 
for Oriental studies in Berlin, began his Iranian history with the conquest of the 
‘Aryans’, in his eyes an ‘event of world political significance’, and concluded with a 
homage to the Shah, ‘who today means for Iran the same as Adolf Hitler does for 
Germany’, and his politics of national renewal.60 Yet research on the ‘Aryans’ was 
mostly limited to ancient Iran.

It was historians and classicists, among them eminent scholars like Helmut 
Berve or Fritz Schachermeyr, who were most inclined to foster racial theories of 
an ancient ‘Aryan’ migration.61 Berve, a committed Nazi and professor of classics 
at the University of Leipzig, bluntly stated that the ‘Aryan’ Middle East had to 
be studied ‘especially today, where the question about the destinies and world 
historical relevance of the Aryans has strongly come to the fore’. At the same time, 
he questioned the need for research on Semitic peoples of the Orient altogether, 
since he believed that their racial peculiarities could not possibly be understood 
by ‘Aryan’ Germans.62 Equally ideologically charged was Schachermeyr’s 1933 
article on Die nordische Führerpersönlichkeit im Altertum, in which he introduced 
Zarathustra, Cyrus and Darius as northern heroes.63 The ‘failure’ of the Persians 
to cultivate the Orient, Schachermeyr later wrote, leads back to the impossibility 
of overcoming the ‘profound race differences’ of the Orient, with all its enemies: 
the ‘Armenian mercantile types’, the ‘Syrian, Asia Minor and Phoenician 
merchants’ and, most of all, the Jews, which were ‘the parasitic elements’.64 The 
list of classicists who introduced similar ideologically charged, racist references 
to their ‘Aryan’ histories is long, and includes scholars like Wilhelm Sieglin and 
Peter Julius Junge.65 Their ideas about ancient Iran as an ‘Aryan’ nation would 
also enter German school books.66

Even some Nazi racial scientists referred to the idea of an ancient Indo-Germanic 
migration, despite the fact that most of their colleagues had widely used the term 
‘Aryan’ detached from any linguistic connections and ideas of an ancient migration 
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since the late nineteenth century. The notorious German racial theorist Hans 
Friedrich Karl Günther, professor of social anthropology in Jena, argued that the 
early ‘Aryans’, coming from the North, conquered vast lands in Asia around 2000 
bc. Projecting all kinds of racial ideals on to the ancient ‘Aryan’ race, he empha-
sised, for instance, the ancient Persian king’s concern for the ‘sustainment and 
increase of Aryan Persianism [Persertum]’.67 In 1922, Günther had already identi-
fied the old Persian Empire as a ‘North-racial creation’ (nordrassische Schöpfung).68 
His colleague, Gerhard Heberer, an anthropologist and racial theorist at the SS 
Race and Settlement Office, even purported to have found scientific evidence for 
the origins of an Indo-Germanic ‘Aryan’ race in central Germany. ‘It didn’t come 
to us from the outside, not from the East!’ he proudly proclaimed.69

The most powerful promoter of the Aryan legend in Nazi Germany was Walther 
Wüst, professor at the ‘Seminar for Indo-Germanic Studies’ (renamed the ‘Seminar 
for Aryan Cultural and Linguistic Studies’ in 1935) at the University of Munich 
and, during the war, rector of the university.70 Wüst also used the term ‘Aryan’ 
as synonymous with ‘Nordic race’, which, he believed, spread from its northern 
Urheimat to Asia. The Germans, he claimed, were descended in a direct genetic 
line from the ancient ‘Aryans’.71 His thoughts about Iran were more complex. 
Although he followed the usual narrative and believed that ‘racial mixing’ had led 
to ‘degeneration’ (Entartung) and ‘denordification’ (Entnordnung), Wüst expressed 
the hope for a renewal under the leadership of Reza Shah.72 Wüst was also involved 
with the SS Ahnenerbe, which became the centre of classicist and anthropological 
research into ‘Aryan prehistory’. A special office for the Near East even coordi-
nated studies on the ‘Aryan’ impact on ancient Middle Eastern civilisations.73 One 
of the most spectacular research trips of the Ahnenerbe was the 1938–9 expedition 
to Tibet led by the zoologist Ernst Schäfer.74 Patron of the mission was Heinrich 
Himmler, personally fascinated by Aryan myth and the ‘North theory’. Wüst’s 
planned Ahnenerbe expedition to Iran to enquire into the ancient inscriptions of 
Behistun never materialised.75

The ideas about ‘Aryans’ as developed in the works of Wüst and other scholars 
differed considerably from the notion popularised by the ideological language of 
everyday life. This discrepancy impelled the linguist Hans Siegert to complain 
about the abstract and limited meaning of the term as a synonym for ‘German or 
kindred blood’, as its use ignored scholarly concepts on the ‘Aryan’ and obscured 
the Indo-European dimension.76 Because of its abstract meaning in the official 
language of the regime, Siegert even suggested eschewing the term in scholarship 
altogether. He was an exception though. Most scholars happily benefited from the 
ideological prominence of the term.

Eventually, the term ‘Aryan’ was also employed in the diplomatic arena. Eager to 
develop strong economic, diplomatic and strategic relations with Middle Eastern 
countries, various diplomats and representatives of the Third Reich repeatedly 
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instrumentalised the Aryan myth, especially when dealing with Iran.77 Reference 
to the ‘Aryan’ became a recurring topos in Germany’s propaganda efforts directed 
towards the country. The earliest example of this instrumentalisation was the 
celebration of the 1,000th anniversary of Iranian poet Firdausi in 1934, with 
the official inauguration of the Persische Straße in Berlin. Mayor Heinrich Sahm 
did not miss the opportunity to point towards the ‘surprising similarity with the 
German heroic sagas’ and the common ‘Aryan’ ancestry before intoning a triple 
Sieg Heil.78 The idea of the degeneration of the ‘Aryan race’ in the non-European 
world, as propagated by Hitler, Rosenberg and their academic following, and the 
prevalence of notions like ‘Nordic’ or ‘Germanic’ now commonly attached to 
the term in Germany, were cautiously ignored. Following the Allied invasion of 
Iran in the summer of 1941, the former German envoy to Tehran, Erwin Ettel, 
stressed the relevance of the ‘Aryan’ theme in his ‘general guidelines for propa-
ganda to Iran’.79 Referring to the further need for anti-Semitic propaganda, he 
stated that ‘Germany’s battle against World Judaism’ was also directed ‘against 
the Jews in Iran, who want to force the Aryan Iranian people under their knout’. 
Indeed, German officials were convinced about the significant role an ‘Aryan’ 
consciousness played in Iran. Ettel’s colleague, Hans Winkler, who had served in 
the cultural department at the German embassy in Tehran, declared that ‘thanks 
to European scholarly enlightenment’, Iranian upper classes were race-conscious 
– ‘with the result that the Iranians feel themselves as Aryan’.80

V. Iranian nationalism

Winkler was not entirely wrong. Since the second half of the nineteenth century, 
the Aryan myth had spread across the world. Nationalists from non-European 
countries where an Indo-European language was dominant enthusiastically 
adopted European thoughts about language, history and race, and the idea 
that people who spoke an Indo-European language were (or had been) racially 
superior.81 From India to Afghanistan to Iran, the concept of an ‘Aryan master 
race’ took hold, a development that was part of the much wider story of the 
globalisation of modern ideologies, such as nationalism and racial thought.

To Iran, modern ideas and concepts about the ‘Aryan’ were first transferred 
in the late Qajar era. They played, in fact, a significant role in the nationalisa-
tion of Iran. Reflecting on their glorious ancient past and the Persian language, 
some nationalists found the Aryan myth (naturally in its Eastern version), as 
propagated by their European counterparts, an attractive national narrative.82 
Already the work of the social critic Mirza Fathali Akhundzadah, one of the 
early nationalist thinkers of modern Iran, reflects Renan’s ideas of a distinc-
tion between ‘Aryans’ and ‘Semites’, although Akhundzadah made no direct 
reference to European scholars.83 In his ‘Letters of Kamal al-Dawlah and Jalal 
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al-Dawlah’, first published in 1868, Akhundzadah pondered on the greatness 
of the Iranian nation (millat-i Iran) under the ancient Persian kings, and on its 
decline that followed the Arab invasion and the conquest of Islam.84 Pre-Islamic 
Iran, in his view unspoiled by Arab (or Semitic) influence, was portrayed as a 
grand Indo-European civilisation. Indeed, the Aryan myth served as a convenient 
explanation for the country’s apparent backwardness. In contrast to Germany, 
where the ‘Semitic Other’ was the Jew, for Iranian nationalists it was the Arab 
(or Islam). Soon, other Iranian intellectuals became more precise. In his work 
A’inah-yi sikandari, published in 1891, Mirza Aqa Khan Kirmani set out to write 
the history of the ‘Aryan nation’ (millat-i Aryan). Kirmani’s use of the term ‘Aryan’ 
was notably influenced by European ideas of Indo-European language, culture 
and race.85 He even developed a linguistic and cultural theory to prove the simi-
larity between French and Persian words. In his work Sih maktub, an imitation 
of Akhundzadah’s Maktubat, Kirmani praised ancient Iran as it was before it 
was overrun by the ‘barbarous’ Arab hordes, which brought about the country’s 
decline. Again, it was the dichotomy between ‘Semites’ and ‘Aryans’ that served 
as the explanatory historical rationale. Arab influence was perceived as genuinely 
unauthentic and destructive to Iranian culture. At the same time, the narrative 
stressed common roots with the admired Europeans. These ideas spread among 
Iranian intellectuals. An important role in this process was played by nationalist 
newspapers and periodicals, most famously Hasan Taqizadah’s journal Kavah, 
which was published in Berlin from 1916 to 1922.86 The Aryan myth would 
become a central pillar of Iranian nationalist discourse of the twentieth century.

In Pahlavi Iran, when nationalism became state ideology, the Aryan myth was 
popularised more widely. Promoting national mythology and Iranian antiquity, 
intellectuals and propagandists sought to employ the idea of an ancient ‘Aryan’ 
heritage to strengthen both national identity and the ruling dynasty’s legitimacy. 
Concepts about the ‘Aryans’ flourished especially in the 1930s, producing, in the 
words of Alessandro Bausani, a kind of ‘Aryan and Neo-Achaemenid national-
ism’, which maintained its influence during the entire Pahlavi period.87 Later, 
Reza Shah’s son and successor, Mohammad Reza, would call himself by the newly 
created title ‘King of the Kings, Light of the Aryans’ (Shahanshah Aryamehr). In 
the 1970s, he even went so far as to suggest a ‘renascent Aryan brotherhood of 
Iran, India, Pakistan and Afghanistan’ to guarantee regional peace and coopera-
tion, and to ‘hold high again the torch of a glorious humanitarian, liberal and 
moralistic civilisation’.88

As in Germany, classicists and historians became key figures in the promotion 
of Aryan legends.89 One of the most widely circulated history textbooks of the 
early Pahlavi era, Iran-i Qadim, written by the distinguished Persian statesman 
Hasan Pirniya (Mushir al-Dawlah), discussed not only ideas of an ancient ‘Aryan’ 
migration, but also the racial characteristics of Iran’s early ‘Aryan’ population.90 
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Pirniya generally differentiated between white, yellow, red, black and mixed races, 
emphasising that the ‘white-skinned race’, which included Iranians, were the 
Indo-European peoples.91 Published in 1928, Iran-i Qadim was the earliest official 
history textbook of the Pahlavi period and became a standard text for middle 
school students. The book was, in fact, an abridged version of Pirniya’s monu-
mental (though unfinished), three-volume opus Iran-e Bastan, perhaps the most 
important work on pre-Islamic history produced during the Reza Shah years. 
Pirniya’s work set the tone. Another history textbook, published by the political 
scientist Husayn Farhudi in 1933, followed his model. Farhudi too not only 
defined ‘Iran’ in geographical terms, but also introduced his readers to a racial 
dimension of Iranianness and emphasised that the world ‘Iran’ was derived from 
the term ‘Arya’.92 Similarly, in his textbook used in the first year of Iranian high 
schools, the eminent nationalist historian Abbas Iqbal Ashtiyani began the section 
on the history of Iran with reference to the ‘Aryans’, who, he explained, had 
populated the territory that formed the Iranian nation.93 They were, he taught, 
‘of the white race’, which was distinguished from the yellow, black and red races.94 
While explaining that members of the white and yellow races possessed the highest 
intellectual capabilities, he identified the black race as the ‘least talented people’.95 
Eventually, even the idea of the degeneration of the ancient Persian ‘Aryans’ was 
taken up. In 1930, the nationalist writer Abu al-Hasan Furughi claimed that the 
causes for Iran’s decline lay in the mixing of the Iranians with other races.96

Following the European tradition of volkish and nationalist thought, Iranian 
nationalists regarded language as the central characteristic of national culture 
and race.97 Indeed, an increasing number of Iranian linguists began to investi-
gate the Indo-European roots of their language. In 1935, the language academy, 
Farhangistan, was created in Tehran with the goal to cleanse the Persian language 
of foreign, particularly Arabic and Turkish, loanwords in order to uncover the 
pure Indo-European, or ‘Aryan’ as Lassen had first called it, language – pure 
Persian (Farsi-yi sarah).

In the same year, Reza Shah ordered that the country should be called Iran 
instead of Persia in all international communications and correspondence 
from 22 March 1935 onwards. The name ‘Iran’ (or Iranshahr) is a cognate of 
‘Aryan’ and refers to ‘Land of the Aryans’. It had been used by Iranians since 
the era of the Sasanids, who had created the term in the third century AD in 
memory of the Achaemenid monarchy.98 Influenced by ancient Greek writers, 
only Europeans usually spoke of ‘Persia’. Tehran’s attempt to promote the name 
‘Iran’ internationally was another element of Reza Shah’s nationalist campaign. 
The official explanation for the decision was that the name ‘Persia’ derived from 
the southern province ‘Fars’, and was consequently incorrect as a name for the 
entire country. Furthermore, the term ‘Iran’ had been used by Persians to speak 
about their country for centuries, whereas Persia was seen as a name used by 
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European colonial powers. Soon, moreover, rumours emerged suggesting that 
the Shah was influenced by the political significance that the ‘Aryan’ idea had 
attained in Germany.

Indeed, parts of the Pahlavi elite was much impressed by German, Italian and 
above all Kemalist politics of authoritarianism, and ideas of national renewal 
and purification. On the other hand, the common belief that Nazi Germany 
enjoyed an outstanding reputation in Iran and kept strong relations with the 
Pahlavi government is hardly accurate.99 During the 1930s, Nazi Germany and 
Iran repeatedly found themselves on opposite sides of the international arena 
and their relations were characterised by constant frictions; after all, a number 
of powerful Iranian officials and ministers were pro-British or openly anti-
German.100 Nevertheless, documents stored in the Iranian National Archives in 
Tehran suggest that considerations about Germany did play a role in the process 
– though a subordinate one. A memorandum from the Foreign Ministry that 
was addressed to all Iranian embassies abroad acknowledged that the idea to 
popularise the name ‘Iran’ in international society had, in fact, initially come 
from the Persian legation in Berlin.101 The name ‘Persia’, it was explained, was 
historically (tarikhi), geographically (jughrafiya’i) and racially (nizhadi) incorrect. 
The ministry gave four reasons which had convinced the imperial court to agree 
to the delegation’s proposal. While the first two points stressed that Persia, as a 
province, was not identical to the wider country of Iran, the last point alluded to 
the idea that foreigners associated the word ‘Persia’ with prejudices and images 
of weakness, poverty, ignorance, chaos and shaky sovereignty under previous 
regimes. The third reason concerned ‘racial considerations’. As Iran formed ‘the 
racial origins of the Aryans’, it was argued, it was only ‘natural that we make use 
of this name’ – especially as ‘much noise’ was ‘made in great countries about the 
Aryan race’ and as ‘some countries pride themselves in being Aryan’. Tehran gave 
out a number of orders to use the word ‘Iran’ in international correspondence, 
to rename their embassies abroad from ‘Persian embassy’ to ‘Iranian embassy’, 
to make similar changes in letterheads and envelopes, to inform publishers of 
dictionaries and map makers across Europe, and to actively propagate the name 
‘Iran’.102 The memorandum was sent out a day later, together with a letter written 
by the Iranian Foreign Secretary, Baqir Kazimi, on the issue.103

In Germany, the press reacted with enthusiasm. The party organ Völkischer 
Beobachter announced the renaming with an article about the ancient ‘Aryan’ 
history of Iran and its racial connections to German history, eventually praising 
Reza Shah’s politics of national renewal.104 Iran, it was explained, meant ‘land of 
the Aryans’ (Arierland) and the term ‘Aryan’ had once been used by the noble 
ancient Persians.

In its announcement to the German ambassador in Tehran, the Pahlavi regime 
referred to the official argument, pointing out in very general terms that the name 
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‘Persia’ was historically, ethnographically and geographically incorrect.105 When 
the German envoy in Tehran, Wipert von Blücher, enquired into the motives, 
Tehran explained that Persia was geographically limited to the province ‘Fars’ 
and therefore an incorrect expression for the entire country. ‘Aryan’ fraternisa-
tions were avoided. Documents stored in the archives of the Foreign Ministry in 
Berlin show that the issue was only raised when Iranian diplomats felt that Iran’s 
claim of being an ‘Aryan’ nation was not genuinely shared by the Germans.106 
Just after the renaming in 1935, the Shah’s delegation in Berlin complained to 
the Foreign Office that Iranians would be discriminated against as ‘non-Aryans’ 
in Germany.107 Stressing the ‘Aryan’ nature of Iranians, Persian diplomats empha-
sised that the renaming took place, among other reasons, in order to demonstrate 
that early Persia actually was ‘the cradle of the Aryans [Ariertum]’, and urged for 
a definite decision about the question. In an internal note, a German diplomat 
remarked ‘that the question, considering the self-esteem of the Iranians, is very 
delicate and in case of a purely negative decision would lead to a regarding our 
political and economic relations to Iran unwanted reaction, especially of the 
Shah himself ’.

Even more delicate, though, was the news spread in the following year by the 
French newspaper Le Temps that Berlin had decided not to categorise Iranians, 
along with Egyptians and Iraqis, as ‘Aryan’, whereas Turkey was considered 
to be an ‘Aryan nation’ and Turks exempt from the Nuremberg Laws.108 The 
report was taken up by the foreign press and sparked international protest. It 
was a hoax. In fact, Berlin had classified Turks as a ‘European people’ (not as 
‘Aryans’), in contrast to the other Middle Eastern countries.109 Yet this decision 
had no practical consequences. Foreign citizens (both from Europe and the 
non-European world) were not, as long as they were non-Jewish, targeted by 
the Nuremberg Laws.110 Berlin had also never classified an entire nation as 
‘Aryan’ or ‘non-Aryan’, and indeed was very cautious in using the term ‘Aryan’ in 
official texts at all after 1934. Before Germany could react, Tehran’s ambassador 
to Turkey, Noury Esfandiary, confronted the German legation in Ankara with 
the report, threatening further diplomatic measures.111 In Berlin, the Iranian 
ambassador complained at the Foreign Office, explaining that there was no 
doubt about the fact ‘that the Iranian people are kindred’ with the Germans.112 
In fact, the ambassador emphasised that Iranians were virtually the ancestors of 
the German people.113 Meanwhile, in Tehran, where the news had also caused 
some consternation, Iranian officials underpinned their claim that the Persian 
people were kindred by referring to a recently deciphered ancient Xerxes inscrip-
tion, which exposed their ‘Aryan characteristics’.114 Berlin reacted to the whole 
affair by dismissing the reports as ‘unfounded and wrong’.115 In a press memo-
randum, Wilhelmstrasse stated that the report was obviously false, given that 
the Nuremberg Laws do not refer to the term ‘Aryan’ at all.116 Still, the Iranian 
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ambassador in Berlin requested a more explicit clarification of whether Iranians 
were considered as ‘Aryans’ by German law.

On 1 July 1936, the issue was discussed during a meeting at the 
Wilhelmstrasse.117 Walter Gross made clear that any formal declaration was out 
of the question. ‘The envoy can, on no account however, expect that the Iranians, 
lock, stock and barrel, be declared as Aryans,’ he sneered, reminding that the 
‘term Aryan’ (Arierbegriff) would be defined in each particular case. The head 
of the Race Office suggested settling the issue verbally in a personal conver-
sation with Tehran’s envoy and, indeed, met with the Iranian ambassador the 
following week.118 Gross was unimpressed when the diplomat explained to him 
that Iranians were the ‘ancestors of the Aryan race’, and he evaded definitive 
statements. The Iranian ambassador, in the end, had to content himself with the 
affirmation that marriages between (non-Jewish) Iranians and Germans were not 
affected by the Nuremberg Laws.119 Yet Iranians were never officially classed as 
‘Aryans’ by the Nazi regime.120 This did not seem to prevent the Germans from 
appealing for an ‘Aryan’ fraternity in their propaganda efforts towards Iran. The 
fall of the Third Reich marked the end of the popularity of the term ‘Aryan’ in 
Europe. In the non-European world, the ‘Aryan’ complex has remained a strong 
component of nationalist discourse and mythology to the present day.
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