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Future Past & Past Future: 
memory assemblage and knowability in postwar Iran 

 
Future Past and Past Future journeys into the maze of the memories of Iran-Iraq war 
(1980-1988) and follows commemorations, circulation and reception of war narratives 
among Iranian revolutionary youth. The goal has been to portray the memory 
assemblage in Iran and shift the mainstream Euro-American perspective in memory 
studies and anthropology of remembering. Therefore, I ask first how memory becomes 
memory and if there is anything called memory via politics of memory in post-war 
Iran. The politics of memory is the path that can reveal how memory and memory 
regimes are orchestrated by the state. I argue Iranian state employs memory as an 
instrument of denial of history and therefore, by extension, I demonstrate how 
Iranians, as a nation, need history not as a set of fixed narratives but as an 
amalgamation of contested of dialogues.  
 

I illustrate how memory becomes memory in three chapters: martyrdom, 
memory and master narrative. Placing these three concepts beside each other 
empirically will portray how memory—whatever that is—becomes not a story or a 
compilation of narratives of the war but rather memory becomes a temporal 
sensibility. This time-bounded sensibility is not another layer of sociocultural, ethnic, 
national, communal, religious identity and it is not even part of sociocultural 
consciousness and corporeal perceptions that shapes identities. The temporal 
sensibility of mnemonic individuals is not complementary to the sociocultural 
consciousness and corporeal perceptions, but it is the condition of their emergence. 
This condition is the memory that I speak of it. In sum, memory as event is the 
condition of emergence of sociocultural consciousness and embodiment of politics in 
a post-conflict society such as Iran. 

 
I trace the thought process of Iranian revolutionary youth and those committed 

to religio-political value system of Iranian Islamic Republic and the production of 
memory. Then, I placed the produced memories along the embedded religious 
historical meanings of the Shi’i master narrative, the battle of Karbala. This placement 
serves two purposes: first, it shows how meanings are embedded in the master 
narrative to feed memory and second, it shows the degree of variation between the 
meanings and memory. This degree of variation is an important factor in the memory 
assemblage because it helps me to stress how remembering and memory are 
ahistorical and Iranians of my stories make up meanings on the go instead referring 
to history. I stress on ahistoricality to show how people’s engagement with memory is 
not necessarily because of some larger ideological motivations rooted in various forms 
of history. The engagement and indulgence with memory are specific modes 
expression of revolutionary passion of some Iranians; memory and remembering are 
their practices of world-making regardless of the histories of those memories. It is 
memory that functions as a form without content, as a genre without substance, as an 
empty signifier.   
 


