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Extended Abstract

The cultural concept of “zerangi” (market place shrewdness) is semantically ambivalent
between two senses: shrewdness and wiliness or craftiness. The aim of the study was to
investigate Iranians’ attitudes toward the concept of zerangi (market place shrewdness). It
also aimed at investigating the Iranians’ moral judgments in this regard. Using data
collected from 200 personal weblogs, this study employed content analysis to investigate
the semantic aspects of zerangi. It also used five discourse completion tasks to find out
Iranians’ attitude toward and moral judgment of the concept in question. Thirty-three
university students of the Jahrom University and 20 university professors of the Shiraz
University and the University of Isfahan were included in this study. The results suggested
that the participants had a negative attitude toward this concept in its pejorative form.
Also, the analysis of results indicated that the majority of the participants in the study
preferred unambiguous and absolute judgmental terms to ambiguous ones as an
explanation for success stories, suggesting that Iranians prefer making absolute moral
judgments to relative ones.
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Introduction

The Iranian culture is replete with cultural keywords, including both negative and positive
keywords, for praising or criticizing certain character types or modes of behavior. Some of
the negative keywords are zerang-i (literally, ‘shrewdness,” pejoratively, ‘wiliness’), forsat-
talab-i (literally, ‘opportunity-seeker’ + noun marker i; roughly, ‘opportunism’), etc. On the
contrary, some of the positive cultural keywords are ba-'aatefeh (literally, ‘with feeling’;

roughly, ‘a feeling person’), khoon-garm (literally, ‘warm-blooded’; roughly,
‘compassionate’), del-sooz (literally, ‘heart-burning,” roughly, ‘a very concerned person’).

Purpose

The lexical item zerangi could be regarded as a cultural keyword in Persian due to its saliency
in daily conversations. Yet, the concept is not easy to interpret. This is partly because zerangi
is ambivalent between two opposite senses, so a zerang person is either as shrewd as a fox or
as smart as a lion. It has been claimed that zerangi is an Iranian national ethos (Barr, 2004, p.
9) or national character (Beeman, 1976, p. 26). The present study attempts to examine the
concept of zerangi analytically from the perspectives of Iranian informants in order to set out
its implications.

It has been claimed that the Persian word zerangi is a deception modality reflecting the
Shi'a principles of taghiyya (dissimulation of beliefs) and ketman (hiding of truth). Beeman
(1986, pp.36-60) stated the "cleverness of this sort has an institutional reflection in the
practice of tagiyah (dissimulation), which grows out of long Shi'a Islamic tradition" (p.28).
Fazlur Rahman (1968, p.142), Amir-Moezzi (1999, p. 13), and Clarke (2005, p. 34)
maintained that taqiyah and esotericism constitute two characteristics of Shi'a and Sufism
doctrines. According to this view, "Shi'ism answers the national aspirations of a downtrodden
Persian people and in its esotericism answers fundamental national needs built up through
centuries of historical tradition” (Beeman,1986; p 28).

This study deals with the following research questions.

1. What is the nature of the concept of zerangi?

2. What is the Iranians’ attitude toward the concept of zerangi (market place shrewdness)?
Methodology

In order to answer the first research question, the following techniques were used. Firstly, a
corpus of Persian weblogs (N=100) containing the word “zerangi” was downloaded. It was
then subjected to content analysis to find out in what sense the word has been used.
Qualitative content analysis, alternatively known as conceptual analysis, has been used in
certain areas such as communication, anthropology, and library science. Secondly, two
Iranian films, i.e., Gav (‘Cow’) and Sazesh (‘Accommodation’), claimed by Beeman (1986) to
feature instances of “zerangi”, were shown to a group of college students (N=30).
Subsequently, through focus group interviews, their opinions were sought as to the
theme/themes of the films.



Results

In the next step, two Iranian films, i.e., Gav (‘Cow’) and Sazesh (‘Accommodation’), claimed
by Beeman (1986. pp. 36-60.) to feature instances of zerangi, were shown to a group of
college students (N=33). Subsequently, through focus group interviews, their opinions were
sought as to the theme/themes of the films. The results are presented below.

Gav (‘Cow’) is the story of a villager who has a great attachment to his only cow. So when
his cow dies, the villagers decide to hide the truth by telling the cow owner that his cow has
strayed. The poor cow owner gradually becomes insane, assuming the identity of the dead
cow; so when the villagers finally decide to reveal the truth, it is of no use. Beeman (1986. Pp.
28-32) described the way the villagers handled the news, i.e., the initial concealment of the
truth, as a type of zerangi.

Sazesh (‘Accommodation’) is the story of a poor fellow who works in a lower-class
theater and is also a sneak-thief. On breaking into an apartment of the mistress of a city
politician, he overheard the politician telling his wife that he has been detained by an old
friend of his—an Iranian expatriate who is visiting Iran for a few days. The next day, the
actor-thief showed up at the politician's real home, introduces himself as that Iranian
expatriate to the politician's wife, and accepts her invitation to stay there as a guest. He then
used this opportunity to blackmail the politician.

During the focus group interview, the participants were asked to describe the protagonist
in the film. The responses were marmoolak (literally, ‘lizard’) (N=15), siyaah-baazi (literally,
‘acting black’) (N=5), tigh-zaan (‘blackmailer’) (N=6), hoghe-baaz (‘one who plays tricks’)
(N=4), and xordeshishe-daashtan (literally, ‘having broken pieces of glass’) (N=1). All the
words carry a strong negative connotation. They were then asked if they felt any sympathy
toward the film protagonist. The responses were overwhelmingly negative (N=25). Only 5
participants answered positively.

Discussion

Through content analysis of the weblog corpus, it was revealed that the word zerangi is used
with negative, neutral, and positive connotations in Persian. In its negative sense, zerang is an
unscrupulous individual who advances beyond the acceptable limits in order to benefit
himself/herself or his/her immediate circle with no regards for others' rights, and zerangi is
the quality exhibited by such an individual. Through content analysis of excerpts, the
following themes emerged. 1. Zeangi could be safely defined as "skill in achieving a desired
end." 2. It is semantically ambivalent, i.e., it has opposite senses. 3. In its pejorative sense, it is
often dispraised at least openly. However, when it is used in a positive sense, it is praised. 4.
In its pejorative sense, it denotes unscrupulous behavior.

Innovation

As mentioned before, much of the confusion regarding the concept of zerangi arises from the
fact that it is ambivalent between two senses, one positive and the other negative. Moreover,
this word is ambiguous in the sense that one might have difficulty interpreting sentences
containing this word as to which of the senses of the word is meant by the speaker.
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